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CHAPTER ONE
"Who are you, and how in the hell did you get in here?’

| stared at the youngish looking man with alazy smile who had somehow talked hisway past Carol, my
adminigrative assdant.

He stopped in front of my desk, waiting on me to say something. Which, I might note, | just had, and |
didn't want to repeat mysdlf. Carol Genoaisa very hard person to fool. She can change the expression
on her normally pretty faceto an icy formality capable of stopping atank initstracksif need be. He must
have known in advance | wasn't seeing visitors and walked right past her without looking. Even so, why
hadn't Carol alerted me?

Barging in without an gppointment isn't the way to get off on the right foot with me, either. | hate being
interrupted at work. This man had walked into my laboratory office on Tuesday afternoon, just when |
was gtting at my desk in the middle of a creetive haze.

| was mapping out the design of anew ultramicroscope | hoped to one day use to sudy specific genesin
the very act of assembling organic protein catalysts, from transcription to trandation to assembly, dl
without disturbing theliving cells, nuclel, chromaosomes or genes. It would involve highly sped-up data
observation and transfer using acomputer program | had partially designed to manage the process. The
programmers were aready working with it, chasing bugs and inconsstencies. If it dl fdl into place, |
thought that maybe in another decade or so0 I'd start getting a handle on the specifics of how gene
expression is affected so greatly by the environment. All we know at present isthat it is, not how. Or not
much of how, anyway.

"I didn't say who I'm with, Miss Trung, but | represent an agency of the United States Government. My
nameis Gene Smith.” He smiled, but didn't offer his hand, probably knowing I'd refuseit. He d'so
pronounced the “Miss’ so there was no mistaking it with the more generic Ms.

| doubted his name was Smith. He had the same air of secrecy about him as the security agentsI'd been
forced to deal with during that one period of temporary insanity when | did research for the National
Hedth Adminigtration.

"It'sMs. Trung,” | said coldly, just to throw him off balance. If he dready knew I'd rather be referred to
as Miss, he knew too much about me dready. “And | don't believe | have anything to say to the
government.”

"Oh?1 think | can convince you otherwise. And | would have sworn you preferred to be addressed as
Miss Trung so long aswe're being forma.” He smiled again, asif he didn't have acarein the world, but |
sensed some stedl benesth that handsome exterior.

How much background did he have on me, anyway? Not that it mattered. | was perfectly satisfied
working for the Havel brothers, Lester and Chester, the founders and gtill mgjority stockholders of Havel
Genecrafters, Inc. | liked the area, too, near enough to Houston for the things abig city can supply but
far enough from the bustle of commuters not to be bothered by them.

"The exit isthat way, Mr. Smith.” | pointed. “Please use it. And make an gppointment next time you want
to seeme.” Not that | would grant it, but | wanted to emphasize my point. | didn't want to work for the
government again. Too much paperwork, not enough real work.

He stood fast, making me wonder if I'd haveto cal security to get rid of him. The next thing he said made



me hesitate, though.

"Miss Trung, suppose | offered you ajob doing research at aleve | know you and only avery few
othersare qudified for. At amuch higher sdary, | might add. Y ou could do whatever research you
please. WEell order any instruments you think you might need or have someone design and engineer them
for you if they don't exist. Well pay whatever you like and take care of dl the moving for you. If there's
anything else you want, al you haveto do is ask and we can probably arrangeit.”

"No thanks.” | admitted to mysdlf | was interested but was careful not to let it show. Whatever agency he
represented was obvioudy well funded and desperate for personnel in my specidties, evolutionary and
environmental genetics and molecular microbiochemistry. And maybe someone like me who dso
grokked computers. Still, it was agovernment job he was talking about. “ Not unlessyou tell me more
than you have so far and it would be very doubtful even then.”

He noticed | hadn't asked him to leave again, though. Smart man. He reached into his pocket and pulled
out alittle black rectangular object about two incheslong and ahalf inch inits other dimensions. He
turned away from me and mumbled something while holding it close to his mouth. When he wasfacing
meagain, he held it cupped loosdly in hishand at waist level.

"Xenobiology,” he said, oneword and nothing €l se.

While | was staring at him, Carol camein, looking flustered and very embarrassed. She brushed astrand
of fine blonde hair from her forehead. “1'm sorry, Miss Trung. | don't know how he got in here. He must
have waked right by me when | had my back to the door looking for afile.”

"It'sdl right, Carol. Something to drink, Mr. Smith?"
"Some coffee would be nice. I1t's been along day. Black, please.”
"Bring me acup, too, Caral, please. Then close the door and don't let anyone dseinside.”

"Yes, maam.” Shewas being very formd, the way she dwaysiswhen others are around. In private, we
usefirst names. Shelooked speculatively at Mr. Smith, then hurried off. She was back in aminute,
carrying the coffee on atray.

Once shewas gone, | leaned back in my chair and took a sip of the rich Columbian brew as only Carol
can makeit. Shewon't let me near the coffee pot. She says| must have learned how to brew coffee at an
al-night burger joint.

"You have one of thosediens,” | stated.

"Right you are, Miss Trung. More than one, actualy. And let me start off by apologizing. Someone
dropped the bal by not contacting you as soon as we began assembling our first team. Y ou should have
aready been aboard.”

How long had they been working with the dliens? Their presence on Earth was awidely accepted fact
ever since the body of one had been recovered in Mexico anumber of months ago, but no government
was admitting they knew much about them, including ours. There was no denying the way developments
in space had suddenly sped up, though.

| had wondered about it and thought maybe we had recovered the ship the Mexico adien arrived on. And
| serioudy doubted that huge explosion that ripped up Chinas spaceport had been caused by them
playing with firecrackers. But alive dien? Goddamnit, | would have given both tits any day of my lifeto
see what the gene structure of acompletely alien species|ooked like—or didn't [ook like. They might not



even use genes. My mind waswhirling with so many possibilitiesthat he had to repest himsdlf. | hadn't
heard him thefirgt time,

"l said, ‘“How soon can you leave?”

"Oh. Sorry.” | thought for amoment. There was no question of me not taking the job, even aslittle as|
knew about it, but there were other factorsinvolved. “1I'll haveto give notice. | can't leave Lesand Ches
without some preparation for my replacement.”

Hewaved anegligent hand. “WEéll take care of that. They both hold reserve commissions. If necessary
weéll cal them back to active duty and have them work for us.”

"I don't like that approach. They deserve better.”

"Y ou misconstrue, Miss Trung. | believe they would be glad to come under any conditions, or release
you from further obligation once they know why you're leaving.” He pulled another gadget out of his coat
pocket, thistime an ordinary PDA, and spoke to it then flipped it back shut. “ Anything €l se?

The man did appear to be the type who got things done in ahurry, an unusud trait for agovernment
employee. Which reminded me.

"Yes May | bring Carol, my adminigtrative ass stant, with me?"

Hewinced first, then eyed me speculaively. My mixed Vietnamese and American ancestry left me with
dark brown hair and adight tilt to my eyes, the bare remnant of an epicanthic fold. I'm no beauty, but |
know I'm not bad to look at, and | do have more on top than most oriental women.

"Did we miss something? | thought...” Hisvoicetralled off, leaving him a alossfor wordsfor thefirst
time

"No, you didn't missanything, Mr. Smith.” | had to laugh, knowing what he wasthinking. “1t's nothing
likethat. Carol Genoais smply the most efficient person I've ever worked with. I'd have ahard time
getting dong without her."

He had the grace to blush. | could see him relax, but not completely. “ Call me Gene. You'll be seeing a
lot of me. I'm the guy to go to when you have an adminitrative problem that's hampering your work.
About Carol—I wasn't expecting that, so shelll have to be vetted, and it would be much better if her
disappearing from sight didn't leave any loose ends. Never mind, though. Well manage, one way or
another. It's my job to see that the scientists get what they want and aren't bothered by the paper
sufflers”

That made me fed better.

Carol would love working with an alien, too. We had first met at a sciencefiction convention in Amarillo
where my parents lived before they werekilled in the Goldenrod Mdl Massacre by home-grown Idamic
Jhadists, theworst kind because they're so hard to identify. Carol impressed me by the way she
organized the convention that year. I've never been to one that went off so smoothly, from hotel room
sarvice to the Con Room and everything in between. We began corresponding, and two years later she
cameto Havel Genecrafterswith me. Our reationship is as much friend to friend as supervisor to
subordinate.

| smiled to mysdlf, thinking of the expression | would see on Carol's face when | told her wed be
changing jobs and meeting an dien.



"That'sfine, then. We can leave as soon as you've cleared it with the Havel brothers. Most of my friends
cdl meMai, or sometimes Cherry."

"I wondered about that 0 | looked it up. Mai Li Trung. | takeit the Cherry comes from cherry blossom.
Isthat right?'

"Yes. Ma means ' Cherry Blossom’ when it's pronounced correctly. Vietnameseisatona language.”
"So I've heard. It's a pretty name either way, but I'll call you Mai if | may.”

"Certainly. Just don't read anything into my middlie name. | don't know why my parents stuck Li in there
and | never bothered to ask. Enough about names. What comes next?’ | don't like wasting timeonidle
chatter, not at work.

"Let'sget Carol in here so | can get some background on her."

"I cantell you alittle about her mysdf if you'l tell me how you sneaked by her.”
"l used aninvisibility cloak,” he said without cracking asmile. “ Okay. Shoot."
[Back to Table of Contents]
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CHAPTER TWO

It took amoment or two to gather my thoughts after theinvighility remark. | didn't question him about it
snceit might be true. That was about the only way he could have gotten past Carol. | began
remembering some of the things she'd told me while we were corresponding. I've found that many of us
tend to be more open with mail than in person and so it had been for us.

" She's probably free to move without upsetting anyone,” | informed him. “Her parentsare till living but
she's not closeto ether of them. They practicaly disowned her while shewas ill achild. Shewas
shuttled back and forth between them and spent alot of time in boarding schools. She's been divorced
for five years and doesn't have any children. She's seeing a couple of men right now but nothing serious
with either of them.”

| saw the way Gene was looking at me, wondering how | knew so much about my adminigtrative
assigtant. “ She'sas good afriend as sheis an employee. We go out together occasionally when | want to
get my mind off work for afew hours. She'salot of fun to be with."

"l see. I'm going to have to have words with the agent who did your background check. She missed
that."

"It's not something you'd ordinarily look for these days,” | pointed out. “Maost people keep their distance
from subordinates for fear of being charged with harassment.”

"True. Okay, theinvestigator gets a passthere. Anything eseyou'd liketo tell me about her?

"That's enough from me. | just wanted to let you know there probably wouldn't be a problem with her
suddenly leaving town. Other than gossip, of course, but you'll have that anyway when both of us

disappear suddenly.”

"So wewould, but cover stories are easy to contrive. Okay, let's see what she thinks about going into
hiding, but | need to have you both Sign a secrecy oath before | go any further.”

"Paper shuffling?"

"Some of it can't be avoided.” He shrugged, not embarrassed in theleast. “Thisisacasein point. |
shouldn't have said anything about an aien even to you, but that seemed to be the only way to get you to
tak tome”

"Itwas.” | punched the intercom button.
"Yes, Miss Trung?'
"Carol, turn on the closed sign and come on in. Please bring some more coffee, aong with your cup.”

One minute later she was insde with us, bearing a pot of freshly brewed coffee. Efficiency. | loveit. Why
can't more people anticipate? It's not rocket science.

Once Carol was seated with al our cupsfull, | broke the newsto her.

"Caradl, thisis Gene Smith. Call him Gene. Hes with the government. They have some of the dliensweve
been hearing about and want me to go to work for them. Y ou'reinvited if you want to come, too."

"Did you use an dieninvishility cloak to get by me? Never mind, when do we leave?!



Genelaughed. “It's not acloak, just alittle gadget that absorbs or scatterslight, | forget which. Here are
theforms.” He handed me one of the secrecy oaths, dready filled out.

| reed it while he got Carol'sfull name and socid security number, then unfolded his keyboard and told
his PDA to print aform for her too. | read the pendlties for disclosure, which began with exilefor lifeand
ended with death by firing squad. | signed it anyway and Carol did the same with hersamoment later.

Gene stuffed the formsinto hisinside coat pocket, then leaned back and crossed hislegs. Hetook asip
of his coffee and nodded his head toward Carol as agesture of appreciation. Then he told us about the
diens.

"There was adisaster in space aboard a giant exploration ship the aienswere on. A number of lifeboats
made it to Earth but most didn't. That happened about six months ago. We were lucky that at least two
of them landed in the United States. Unfortunately, the alien from one of them fell into the hands of some
nefarious elements of our own government. Fortunately, however, another landed dmost on the doorstep
of aman who was amost a perfect tutor for her—it. After it converted its body to human form—" he
waved for me not to interrupt, so | didn't. “—He and the dlien had arather hard time of it but were
instrumentd in helping us rescue one of the othersand...”

He stopped suddenly, asif worried about telling us too much, too soon.

"The explosonin China? That's never been satisfactorily explained. Something went wrong, obvioudy.
But back to the dien in human form—"

He held up ahand, pam outward, making me pause, aready knowing | would have ajillion questions. “I
know what you're thinking, given your speciaty. How could an dien convert itsdf into a human woman.

Right?'
"Areyou telling methat it went from an dien form to ahuman, both externdly and internaly? Why, that's

Im—

| started to say it wasimpossible but caught mysalf before | made a stupid utterance. Arthur C. Clarke's
maxim popped into my mind: Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.

He nodded. “ Absolutely human, impossible asit sounds. A very pretty and congenid woman aswell as
an extremdy intdligent one. Asamatter of fact, she married the man who rescued her from her wrecked
lifeboat. The other one were working with has become aman, by the way."

| thought | detected an undertone from him indicating the male alien might not be as congenid asthe
femde, but let it go. My thoughts were that knowing how they became human would advance our
knowledge of genetics acouple of centuriesin oneleap, at least, assuming they could explainit to us
mere mortals. And microchemistry. Computer science. How far had they advanced in those fields—or
had they gone beyond them? Nanotechnology, and ... my mind regled from thinking of dl the possibilities.

Faster than light space travel. They amost had to have aform of that by what Gene had implied,
probably without redlizing it. And to change their form so completely that they could marry ahuman?
That was amost beyond my comprehension, and I've never been accused of thinking small!

"Close your mouth, Cherry, and come back to Earth.” Carol was grinning at me. She called me Cherry
every time she saw me get excited.

| grinned back at her, knowing how foolish I must look but unable to help myself. Gene said the man
married one of the diens. | wondered what he was like. He must have an open mind, at the very least.



"What did they look like originally?’ | had to ask. Just knowing would give me agood idea of how the
guy thought. | was assuming I'd be working with him.

"BEMs. Bug-Eyed Mongters."

"Sarioudy?'

"Yup. Four arms, pyramida heed, dl the stuff out of sciencefiction novels.”
"And it changed to human form? Damn. What they must know about genetics!”

"That's not the hdf of it. | can't gointo al the details right now but | can tell you that we desperately need
your expertise. The diens have the knowledge but we need alot of very bright scientiststo help convert it
into terms we can understand. Once we get you to where we're working, you'll learn alot more of the
details of what'sgoing on.”

"We can guess some of it,” Carol said.

"Uh-huh,” | added. “We've talked about it, just between the two of us. The recent urgency about
developing better manned spacetravel. A couple of new gadgets on the market. Reports of conflicts
insde our borders attributed to terrorism that didn't ring true. That horrendous explosion in Chinaright on
top of its primary rocket launching and research facilities. But most of al, the negative information givesit

avay.
"Negativeinformation?'

| nodded. “The government admits aliens have visited the Earth but won't admit being excited about it.
That body the Mexicans displayed was authentic but I've been unable to get any data on the studiesthey
alowed our team of scientiststo conduct. They keep saying areport is‘in progress and putting off
inquiries. And mogt of dl, the way our senior politicianstalk around the subject and the way Chinaand
the 1damic Confederation have clammed up on talk about diens and how stridently Russiaiis demanding
that information be released so that everyone can shareinit. It al adds up to the fact that two and
possibly three governments have dliensin custody and that they're working on something big. Severa
somethingsif | had to guess™

Hewas appalled. “1 hopeto hell you've kept your speculations to yoursaves.”

"We have, but Gene ... were not the only intelligent Americansin the country. Why does the government
ingst on treating its citizens like grade school children, asif were not old enough to betold the facts of
life?’

"Takeit up with the president when you meet him. Y ou probably will eventudly.” He shrugged asif that
were no big thing. “Look, I'd like to get the two of you under wraps as soon as possible. How about if
you go to your homes and start packing? Get everything you'll need for the next sx months together.
Don't worry too much about dressy clothes. It'sapretty casua group. Infact, that's what we've been
cdlingit, ‘ The Group.””

"Y ou mean sart now?’ Carol asked.
| fdt alittle rushed mysdf.

"Now. I'll have a clean-up crew come behind you and take care of the rest of your household goods.
Therewill dso be a security team watching you, but you'll probably never notice them.”



"Why s0 soon?"

"China, Indiaand the Idamic Confederation have ahell of alot more degper agentsin our country thanis
generdly known or that we ever thought possible before the diens came. They're called Cresperians, by
the way. Crispiesfor short. Many of those degper agents have been derted to watch for just such
activities as recruiting top-notch scientists. Where you're going is absolutely top secret and wewant it to
stay that way. It isour number one priority, over and above everything dse.”

"Asbad asthat?"

"Bad enough that if the location were known, I'd give about 50-50 odds of a suitcase nuke going off on
top of it eventudly. The only reason I've said as much as | haveis becausethat little gadget | had in my
hand right before | mentioned xenobiology to you keeps sound waves from traveling more than ten feet.
And because I've dready put you under surveillance.”

[Back to Table of Contents]
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CHAPTER THREE

When aman tells awoman not to bother packing many dressy items, | usudly disregard the remark and
put together some outfits that will work for dmost any occasion, from a ballroom to abeach party.
Especidly if I'm going somewhere with little chance of shopping for more.

It'snot that | really care that much for forma dress. I'm much more comfortable in jeans and pullovers or
blousesthat fit close enough and are designed well enough to keep thejiggling toaminimum so | can
discard the bras. So that meant abasic black cocktail dress, acouple of dress suits with both skirt and
pants and alot of casud outfits that can be worn just about anywhere. | love theinformaity of styles
nowaday's in comparison to what my grandmother must have had to put up with when she was young.

Fortunately, most of my clotheswere clean. | had washed severa |oads that weekend. | had a
housekeeper but liked to launder my own garments. She took care of just about everything el se except
grocery shopping. | left her anote with arecommendation and a big enough bonusto carry her until she
could find work somewhere else, and trusted the “ cleanup crew” to seethat she got it. The bonusdidn't
hurt my bank account much. The Havel brothers paid well and | don't live extravagantly.

Bookswere the big items. | had most of my fiction and part of my professiond library stored on portable
drives but there were anumber of new reference works with formulas and datal might have ahard time
finding on the net. For that matter | didn't know how much accessto the net I'd be alowed. The hell with
it. If Gene's crew was that good, they could pack them, too. Hed given me anumber to cdl if | raninto
difficulties, so | used it. He told me not to worry. Whatever | |eft behind would eventudly find itsway to
me, but it might take awhile.

Carol rang the doorbell just about thetime | waswinding it up. | had gotten a shower and changed into
dacks and ablouse and held back alight windbreaker, just in case. | still had no ideawhere we were

gang.
"Finished dready?’ | asked as| let her in.

"Yup. A van picked up the suitcases and dropped me by here. Said they'd be back in an hour or so for
you and whatever youretaking.” Shelooked around and saw the three closed pieces of luggage and one
| till had open for last minute items. All of them were medium-sized. “Y ou'retraveling light if that'sall
you have."

"Just my carry on. | assumewereflying."”
"Me, too and they'd better pay the extra baggage chargesif we go commercid!”

| laughed and offered Carol some coffee before | rinsed the basket and turned the pot off. After that, |
finished stuffing my remaining gear in thelast suitcase, including my large .45 cdiber Glock automatic
pistal. | had very carefully asked Gene about taking my persona weaponswith me. He said | didn't need
to worry but to bring them dong if they made me fed comfortable. They did, including my little .40
cdiber automatic, the onel normally carry inmy purse. It'sasmaller version of the big Glock but made
by S&W. I till didn't know our mode of transportation, but at the last minute | decided to let thelittle
automatic go ahead and livein my purse where it normally resided. If someone wanted to confiscateit ...
well, Gene said | wasn't to be bothered by the small stuff. I'd just refer the matter to him.

Carol isone of the few people who know | have alicense to carry a concealed weapon. She had
planned on buying a gun and applying for a permit hersdf but Gene arrived first. Asfar as1'm concerned,
more of usought to go armed. If my parents had felt like | do, they might be divetoday. Asit was, alot



of liveswere saved because of afew people a the mall who had been carrying. Damn crazy terrorist
bagtards. | hate them. | hated them even before they killed Mom and Dad and 300 other innocent
Christmas shoppers a the mall.

Right on time, the van showed up. We left ten minutes | ater.

* * % %

Carol and | were the only passengers. There were aso the driver and another man in the front passenger
seet. Neither was talkative, but | finally did worm some information out of the one riding shotgun. He said
we'd betraveling by jet from a private airport. Mostly they kept their eyes on the road and rear view
mirrors. | had the impression we were being accompanied by chase carsin front and behind, but didn't
ask.

When the driver said “ private,” heredly meant it. He took us on adrive that ended well over an hour
later somewherein the Eastex Piney Woods at aprivate airfield.

"Y'dl ladieswait herein the van while | seeif your planeisready,” the driver told us. His shotgun left,
too. | gave them a couple of minutesthen rolled the tinted back window down so we could see what was
going on. There was nothing but pinetreesto look at from my side.

Carol tapped me on the shoulder. “ That's our luggage being loaded.”

| turned around and moved over beside her. There was a shack that resembled something from ahillbilly
movie. Nearby wasasmall dirty jet plane that looked asif it had seen its best days 20 years ago. Our
luggage was being tossed aboard with little regard to what might beiniit. | found myself wonderingif I'd
left around in the chamber of the .45 I'd packed in one of the suitcases. If | had, there was about a
50-50 chance of it going off. | aso began wondering if we werein theright van, but just then Gene
appeared and opened the side door.

He had ahdf grin on hisface, asif the rest of the world amused him no end. That was hisusud
expresson until he started talking and it didn't always vanish then.

"Okay, adl out. Wereready, and sorry for the wait."

He held ahand out to help each of us step down. It was unnecessary, but | like aman who shows those
little courtesies. It tellsme héll probably treat women with dignity and respect.

Gene hadn't said o, but | dready suspected the reason I'd been passed over initialy was because of my
sex. Being awoman wasn't supposed to mean anything specia either way in the workplace nowaday's
but there's ill alot of hidden pregjudice, especidly in academia.

That's one reason |'ve dways loved sciencefiction. The best authorsin the field, even during the days of
pulp fiction, wrote women into their stories asif their equaity was an established fact, evenin military
science fiction. Perhaps even more so in that sub-branch. Women fought beside men and commanded
men and were spaceship captains long before the present-day military began opening up, and women are
gl barred from some ground combet. Asif an enemy soldier gives adamn who's shooting at him.

For that matter I'd bet our own infantrymen wouldn't care who was guarding their flank solong ashe or
shewas competent. | served one hitch in the army but |eft because there was till too much sexual
prejudice for me, dthough I'll admit the Stuation isimproving dl thetime.

| dung my purse and gave my handbag to the man with Gene when he reached for it. He introduced
himsdlf as Baggert and told usto call him Bag. It turned out that he was our pilot.



When we got closeto thejet, | noticed it wasn't nearly asbad as| first thought. What | took for dirt and
dentswere painted on! Tak about security; these people redlly took it serioudy. | was anxiousto get to
wherever in hell wewere going o | could find out the reason for it al. | don't mind some secrecy when
it'scaled for but sometimes our leaderstakeit to ridiculous lengths. The bad part isthat once something
isclassfied it's like removing epoxy glue from compositesto ever get the slamp taken off.

Inside the plane were eight comfortable seats arranged in two aides, spaced so they could swivel half
around. Nice arrangement for conversation. Y ou don't have to talk to your neighbor over abackrest or
wind up with a tiff neck from twisting around in the sest.

The baggage was out of sight in the rear and the pilot and co-pilot were conced ed behind afolding door
in the cockpit. Just before Bag pulled it closed, | noticed a heavy rifle and automatic pistol secured on
racks. Security for sure.

"Canyou tell uswherewe're going now?’ | asked asthe jet began rolling down the dirt and gravel
runway. From the glimpse | had of it before, it looked more like a country road than something an aircraft
would useto land or take off on.

Gene shook his head. “Not yet. There's dways the chance we could get shot down or have engine
fallure. Whatever. No sensein taking chances."

"Y ou don't serioudy mean we could get shot down in our own country do you?’ Carol asked.
Generaised acynica brow. 1 thought you'd been paying attention to the news."
"l have, but ... oh. Theairliner carrying dl those scientists from their convention.”

"Y es, that one. It was no accident despite claimsto the contrary. Other countries have diens, too. They
don't want us getting ahead of them—nor do we want them coming up with aweapon or adevice we
can't counter.”

Carol didn't say anything elsefor awhile and neither did I, but | suspected her mind wasworking as
busily as my own. | was going back over the last six months or so and trying to sort out serious news
stories from tabloid speculation. And remembering incidents that should have gotten more coverage but
didnt.

Genedidn't haveto tel me. There was a clandestine war going on, one that wasn't being acknowledged.

| wondered how much effort was going into restraining the mediain the interests of security. A greet ded,
I'd bet. We're afree country, but most citizensin positions of power such as the mediamoguls will
cooperateif it's put to them in the right terms. They'll do it even when they disagree with specific activities
of the government if the matter is serious enough, and this one obvioudy was.

It was the extent of the underground war that bothered me. Just how far would ether side go? | guessed
right away that no country would start something with usthey couldn't finish decisvely, with one
exception. The Idamic Confederation was run by agang of left wingnut theologistswho were crazy as
loons. No telling what they'd do. | hoped like hell they didn't have an dienin their grasp, particularly one
who wasworking actively for them.

Wewere dill climbing for dtitude and | was ill musing over what amounted to undeclared warfare
insde our own borders when we got caught in apiece of it. | was gazing out the Sde window when | saw
a et fighter streak past us, going at an angle and with aroar heard even insgde our pressurized
compartment.



Bag sent our little plane into such aviolent maneuver that the seat belt practically cut mein haf. A second
later | was thrown into the back rest just ashard. A clatter of small bits of debris hitting the plane cameto
me through the roar of the engine as Bag leveled out and poured on more speed. | didn't hear an
explosion but I knew something had been blown to pieces.
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CHAPTER FOUR

"What—7?" | sarted to ask Gene what had happened but | stopped when | saw he had his phone to one
ear and a pull-down earpiece attached to the other.

He nodded his heed asif the person he was talking to was there with him. A moment later he fed the
earpiece back into its a cove and snapped his phone closed. The perennid little grin that made him look
S0 congenid had vanished completely. Helooked at Carol and me from across the aisle where the other
row of four seets ran.

"Thejet fighter you saw go past usjust took amissile. Now you know how seriousthe Situation is.”
"Was ... was hekilled? The pilot of the fighter?’ Carol asked hesitantly, anxious.

"No, don't worry about it. What happened was planned, sort of. The terroristswasted amissile, |
bdieve"

| don't like to think what the expression on my face must have looked like. No wonder Gene said the
Stuation was serious! | wanted to know more.

"How in hell are those bastards getting missiles into the country? | thought our borders were alot more
secure now."

"Any nation or group that's determined enough and has fanaticswho'l givetheir livesto the cause will get
them in eventually. We may confiscate 99% of the ordinance but all it takesis one—asyou just saw.
What's bothersome is how those motherfuckers knew where we were. | thought our security was astight
asmy asshole got when | saw that missile contrail.”

He spit out the cursing without showing any embarrassment. | don't think hewasredly al there, ina
sense. He must have been worrying about getting usthe rest of the way to our destination now that the
origind schedule had been compromised.

Therewasalittle dinging noise. Gene looked up and pulled down the earpiece again. | thought it must be
adirect connection to the cockpit. My theory was confirmed after he listened for amoment then let it dip
back up into its recess overhead. He turned his attention back to us.

"That was Bag. We're going to land in ahaf hour or so and take part of the trip by ground. Maybe al of
it, depending on security. Damn. | wish | dared make some phone calsfrom here, but | guessit better
wait. They might be traced.” Hishalf grin finaly came back into place. “| suppose you weren't planning
on quite so exciting avoyage, huh?"

"Not quite,” | admitted, “but damned if | won't be glad to get to wherever you'retaking usso | can find
out more than | know now."

"You caninclude meinthat, too,” Carol said. “Isthere anything to drink?1 could use one.”
"l guesswedl can. But only one. I'd rather us stay sharp, just in case.”

| didn't particularly like the sound of that. Ingtinctively, | reached down under the seat and brought my
purse up onto the empty space beside me. | made surethelittle S& W was in its easy draw side pocket
and not jarred loose during Bag's violent maneuver. It wasfine. There wasn't enough space under the
seet for it to have moved much. Maybe | was being silly but | eft my purse where it was, within easy
reach.



Genesgrinturned alittle lopsided. “1 think your instincts were sounder than mine when you insisted on
bringing your persona wegpons with you."

| shrugged. “ Carrying agun dways has made me fed sdfer, especidly after what happened to my
parents.”

"Yeah. | log afriend in that fracas mysdlf. The FBI was on their tail; they were just too late to stop them
until the damage had been done.” He wastaking over his shoulder as hefilled three plagtic glasses with
ice from thetiny gdley adjacent to the baggage compartment. He brought them back.

"Sorry, the cupboard's about bare,” he said as he offered us a choice of whisky or rum.
Weall took whisky.

"Areyouwith the FBI7?’ | asked as | uncapped the little bottle and poured Jack Daniels Black Label
over theice.

"Me?Héll, no! | hate bureaucracy and the FBI issteeped init. They're just now finally catching up with
therest of theworld in digita data handling. It was the damned paper shufflersthat put theminsucha
sorry state to begin with when the terrorists and Jihadists and those crazy sons of bitchesinthe IC
became active."

IC isthe acronym for Idamic Confederation. It is aready in such common usage that the last dictionary
updates added it to their lexicon. Iran isthe leader of the pack, with Syria, Jordan and Egypt in their orbit
after thefinancid crash and panic toppled their origind governments.

We gtill had atenuous toehold in the Middle East on therim of the IC, but Congress and anew president
had finaly gotten their act together on a sensible energy policy. There aways had been dternativesto
Middle Eastern and South American ail, but environmenta pressure groups combined with acraven
Congress and weak presidents kept us dependent on outside energy sources for two whole generations
after thefirg ail criss. Now, though, it wouldn't be long until we could tell the rest of the world to go
climb atree so far as energy was concerned. It was working so well that other manufacturing was
beginning to come back to the country aswell.

"Who do you work for, then?’ Carol asked.
"Leaveit be” | told her. “Hell tell us soon enough.”

"That | will,” Gene assured us. “Even if we haveto drive the rest of the way, well be there tomorrow.
Late maybe, but tomorrow."

| finished my drink but took Gene's advice and didn't ask for more. Whisky ismy flavor of ethanol when
| have achoice but normally | don't imbibe alot. I would have then, though.

* k x %

Wedid drive. Or more accurately, we were driven, in asuccession of different vehicles. Oncewerodein
an old van where there was room to stretch out on the carpet on blankets and get alittle deep, but there
was no stopping for anything el se except bathroom breaks. | never asked why the frequent switchin

cars. | just assumed it was aform of security precaution.

By the timewe werein the mountains of what | thought was western Virginia, | wasfeding grubby and
ill-used. | hadn't been able to brush my teeth but once and was gtill wearing the same underwear. Only
the thought of working with ared, live dien kept my spirits up.



Onthelast leg we didn't even have Gene to amuse us with the wild stories he had begun to tell of his
travels. Another gppointment, he said. Our drivers were laconic and much more interested in making
certain we weren't being followed than conversing with us. | doubt they would have told us much

anyway.

| began paying attention to our surroundings as the country became less populated. Then we changed
vehicles again and thistime the driver blanked our windows. A darkened divider separating the front
sests from the back rolled down. It closed us off in adimly lit, claustrophobia-inducing compartment. For
the next hour and a haf we rode on twisting, bumpy roads that became progressively worse. It waslikea
funhouse ride at a carniva—except it wasn't fun at dl.

Carol became nausested from motion sickness. She stretched out on the seat and lay her head in my lap.
| was only margindly better off. The nightmare findly ended just at the point where | was serioudy
debating how and where to use my little automatic—either on the driver or the car windows.

We bumped to astop and waited. A long five minuteslater the car began moving again and suddenly,
like the universe being recreated, there was light. The windows were trangparent again. The driver and
his companion reappeared asthe divider rolled up and buried itself in arecess. | squinted against the
sudden light and redlized we were about to enter atunnel. Carol sat up and looked out too.

"Wherearewe?’ | asked, but not redlly expecting to be answered.

Surprisingly, the man in the front passenger seat turned around and not only spoke, but grinned at us.
“Welcome to the Brider Enclave, home of the Cresperian Research and Studies Group. CRSfor short
and also known as SFREC for Space Force Research Center, but we old timersjust cdl it ‘ The
Group.””

"Cresperian?’ | asked, pretending not to have heard the term before to see if hed open up even more.
Hedid, not even glancing at asupervisor for approva.

"That'swhat we cal the diens. It's the nearest we can come to pronouncing their name for themsalves.
Crigpieswill do for them. They don't mind."

"It sounds like you've been hereawhile."

"Yup. It was nice to get out for achange. Doesn't happen very often these days. Mot folksfly inand
take the main entrance, but | understand y'dl ran into alittle trouble on the way."

"If you call someonefiring amissleat usalittletrouble, yes. Yes wedid.”
"Something € se new. Goddamn Chinks. Ought to hit them again to teach the fuckers some manners.”

That was a surprise statement, coming from someone obvioudy orienta speaking to awoman who
looked like me. That made him elther Vietnamese or Japanese. No other orienta nationals hated the
Chinese more than those two if you don't count some of our own villageidiots.

"Viethamese?' | guessed.
"Yeah. You?'
"My father. Mom was Caucasian.”

"My name's Nguyen, but it doesn't matter much. Y ou probably won't see me again unlessyou leave
here.” He held out a pack of chewing gum. “If pressure changes bother you, better take some. We've got



abig eevator drop coming up.”

| didn't hesitate. | hate flying for that very reason and my ears till hadn't recovered from the brief ridein
the et the day before.

Nguyen wasn't kidding. The sedan drove right into the elevator. The doors closed behind us, and a
moment |ater we were dropping into the depths of the earth asfast asacommercid arliner gainsdtitude
when leaving the ground. My ears popped and popped again. | chewed furioudy, yawning and
swallowing at the sametime. Damn, | hate that sensation. It makes my whole head fed likeit's stuffed
with cotton and sometimesit lastsfor days.

The devator dowed abruptly, forcing my body into the seat cushion. | barely noticed it for the painin my
ears. It made me wonder how far under the earth we were. | dso made a mental note to ask to go out
the other way when I left here. Which might be quicker than they thought if | didn't find a hot shower, a
soft bed and something to eat besides sausage biscuits and hamburgers. | imagine Carol was fedling much
the same way.

Thistrip hadn't gone at dl theway | thought it would, not from the moment | saw that jet fighter streaking
by the window and heard the bad guys taking a pot shot a us. Anyway, | wasn't very happy when the
elevator doors opened and we drove a short distance on through another tunnel. It was so dimly lit that
the car had to use headlights. And then we came to an arched opening and entered afairyland of bright
lightsand busy people.

My eyes opened wide and | could practicaly fed the rush of my body and mind regaining their
customary energy and enthusiasm.
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CHAPTER FIVE

We had been riding s0 long that just getting out of the blasted car and standing on my feet would have
been worth a magnum of good champagne and a big filet. And that's exactly what | wanted, as soon as
possible. I've never been so glad to get anywhere. Nguyen stopped at the edge of another archway. He
turned around in his seat and spoke.

"ThisiswhereI'll beleaving you ladiesfor now, but perhaps welll see each other again oneday.” He
shook both our hands. “ Sorry about the rough ride.” He got back into the vehicle and drove away and
out of our lives.

A man and woman had been waiting to greet us. The woman was wearing jeans and ablouse as casudly
asif they were auniform. They looked good on her, but every woman that young looks good if they're
not overfed. The man had on unpowered army cammie fatigues, making them look asilvery color. He
had a Chief Warrant Officer pip sawn on one collar and an emblem | didn't recognize on the other. It
looked like arocket ship. They were the ones who each extended a hand to help us out of the back seet,
asif thoroughly understanding how tired and enervated we must be. After the car was out of the way, the
male introduced them both.

"Hi. I'm Kyle Leverson and thisismy wife, Jeri. Y ou're Ma from the description, and you must be
Carol.” They each took the time to shake hands with firm grips and bright smiles. “Were glad to have
you with us, redlly glad. And General Shelton sends you an apology for the rough trip. We hadn't been
expecting trouble from that source.”

"That seems pretty obvious.” | forced mysdlf to smile. “1've never been recruited and shot at by amissile
whilein an undefended airplane dl in the same day. Nor ridden for amost 36 hours with nothing but
bathroom bresks. And spesking of..."

"Come on. Well take you to your roomsright now,” Jeri said with asympathetic grin.

Aswe waked aong apathway, | was torn between wanting to get acquainted with the couple and
gazing at dl the activity. Wewerein agreat cavern, supported here and there by wide, solid columnsthat
flared at top and bottom for extra support. Where columns broke up the expanse there were usualy
people doing something with machinery or insruments, yet it wasn't that noisy. And it was certainly
brightly lit, dmost like daylight. In fact, the light seemed strange. | couldn't tell where it was coming from.
Aswe passed through this cavern | saw anumber of large entrances leading to other areas. Jeri and Kyle
were dternating explanations of the activities aswe waked. Kyle waved ahand, taking in dl of the huge
area.

"Ordinarily, you wouldn't have met us yet, nor seen much of thisuntil later but you camein through an
emergency entrance. Beyond those other archways are some a coves where different kinds of research
and development are taking place. Some are closed off but others are pretty well open so long asthe
people working aren't disturbed. We haven't had time to section everything off for privacy yet. Just the
red scary stuff. Heréswhere weturn off.” He pointed, and led usinto a hallway.

Wewaked about 30 yards, passing walls painted with muras where science fiction and military art
predominated. After that we went by a series of doors on each side of the hallway. Most of them had
namepl ates attached. Some were single names, others were couples. Some had the same last names
while others didn't but almost al the double nameplates had a man and awoman's name. We passed one
door bearing two male names and another with two femaes. There was athird where two maesand one
femae name were attached. Many of them were preceded by rank designations, ranging from army to



marineto navy. | didn't seeany air force or coast guard.

It was evident we werein the living quarters and even more evident that over haf the resdentswere
either married or cohabiting. It made sense to bring families aong when outside contact isrestricted but |
hoped there were at |east afew acceptable single men around the place. Too bad Kyle was not only
married but obvioudy deeply in love with hiswife. Jeri reciprocated the attitude. | don't think I've ever
seen acouple so obvioudy taken with each other but still capable of acting casua about it in the company
of others.

It made me envious. Every man I've been involved with has turned out to have mgor flaws. The most
common has been their inability to associate romanticaly with awoman moreinteligent than them, but Il
be damned if I'm going to play the ‘dumb littte me' routine for anyone, not with two doctorate degreesin
my pocket. Most men just can't stand it, though. They wind up ignoring your work and bragging about
their own accomplishments, no matter how minor. Y ou'd think | would have met alot of brilliant menin
my line of work and so | had. Unfortunately, the most interesting ones were usudly ether married or such
nerdsthat | couldn't stand to be around them except while on the job.

All thetime we walked, Jeri and Kyle made heroic effortsto put us at ease after the horrendous journey.
| liked them both, right from the Sart.

Kylewas about six feet tall and well built. He wasn't that good looking but had a strong young face with
ahint of Amerindian ancestry showing in his cheekbones.

Jeri wasjust short of beautiful, with auburn hair that tumbled in what looked like natura waves past her
shoulders. It practicaly glowed with a hedlthy sheen and showed little evidence of the mistrestment so
many women subject their hair to. She had agood figure aswell. Her breasts jounced just abit beneath
the opague blouse as she walked, evidence of not wearing abra—and having little need of one.

Kyle and Jeri both had the kind of strong personditiesthat practically radiated intelligence and
sdf-confidence, yet carried them off with an abundance of cheerful well being and an interest in their
friends and fellow workers.

Jeri wasthe more takative of the two. When | found out later that Kyle was actudly shy when not
around people he knew well, it took me by surprise. Y ou'd never know it unless you caught him having
to ded with strangers when hiswife wasn't present. With her, he talked and interacted much more
effusively. | found out after starting my job that their attitude set the tone for the whole enclave. Even with
the strict security it ended up being agreat place to work. It made me wish | had been there a the

beginning.

At thetime, | felt adow burn begin to build towards whoever it was that passed me over when the team

was being assembled for this huge underground complex—then sternly told myself to forget it. Besides, |

suspected the person responsible had probably been disciplined dready. Jeri had atiny tilt to the corners
of her lipsasif smiling to hersalf over my self-admonishment but that was just her natural expression.

"Here's your rooms,” she announced. She showed us the touch plates that would serve as akey once
they had been activated for us. “1 knew you were both going to be whupped from that trip so | took the
liberty of arranging some snacks and drinksfor you. If you could stand alittle company while you freshen
up, I'll go get them.”

| loved her accent. It was amixture of Texas and another region of the south | couldn't place but even
with the twang it sounded sweet and girlish coming from her dfin, dmost beautiful face. It made me
wonder where she was from.



"You bet,” Carol and | chimed together in response to her offer of food and beverage, amost like mind
readers. | was badly in need of adrink for the second time in two days and even more in need of water
and atoothbrush. | was certain | would be able to stand upwind of them with alot more confidence after
ashower.

"Here comes your luggage,” Kylesaid.

| watched and tried not to look as stunned as | felt as a cart skimmed along afew inches above the floor.
It stopped by Carol's entrance first and used its robotic armsto nestly deposit her bags, then moved on
to leave mine by the doorway. It made a U-turn and went back the way it had come. | made anoteto
ask how it managed that levitation trick |ater but there were too many other new things to worry about at
the moment.

"How about if Jeri helps Carol with her luggage then finds the snacks, while | show y'al how to operate
the doors from insgde and where things are located. Both your rooms areidenticd and it'll savetime.”
Kyle spoke with a pure Texas twang.

We accepted the offer. After keying the touch plates and showing usafew thingsinsde | asked Kyleto
give us 20 minutes to shower and change and suggested we al meet in my room afterward. He agreed as
if it had aready been planned that way. Carol went off to her room with Jeri while Kyle helped bring in
my luggage. He grinned, gave a casua wave and suddenly | was donefor thefirst timein two days.

* k% k %

For an underground refuge, which iswhat | took the Brider Enclave to have been origindly, the individua
suites were much roomier than | would have thought. | had aregular bedroom, asmaler onefor guedts, a
kitchenette already stocked with some of my favorite snack food, an office aready equipped with a
computer and notebook, and aden, | guessyou'd call it. It had alarge couch, asmaller onelikealove
seet and severd comfortable, well padded chairs with ottomans or extensions. End tables and coffee
tables and afew other pieces of furniture completed the picture.

| took al of it in without wasting much time on exploring. What | wanted was a shower and fresh
clothing. I didn't know it then but the little suite was the type reserved for senior scientists.

* * % %

Fifteen minutes|ater | fet like anew woman with a clean body and garmentsto match. | till had my hair
wrapped in atowe but I'd changed into apair of soft old jeans and a pullover that was thick enough not
to show a shadow of my nipples but thin enough to make the lack of abraobvious. If Jeri could get
away with it then so could I, even though she did look to be ten years younger than my 29. Kyle
gppeared to bein hislate twenties. There was something about both their persondities that suggested
wisdom beyond their years but | couldn't pin it down. Whatever it was, Jeri suredidn't act likea
19-year-old. Anyway, | was supposedly in my own digsso | could dresslike | pleased.

The door chimed pleasantly, an old tune | recognized but like the age factor with Kyle and Jeri | couldn't
put atag toit. | told the door to open and it did, recognizing my voice pattern just like it had been taught
20 minutes beforehand.

All three of them werethere. Jeri and Carol were holding plates of sandwiches and finger food while
Kyle had hisarmsfull of asix-pack of beer and a bottle each of rum, whisky and vodka. As he set his
load on the kitchen counter | saw he had brought al good brands, Jack Danielsin particular. | wondered
where the scotch was but | wouldn't missit if no oneesedid. Likel said earlier, | reserved most of my
acohol intake for specia occasions.

As| helped Carol and Jeri set out the food | began sdlivating and had to sample a bit here and there.



Whoever put the concoctions together did agood job. | said so.
Jeri grinned. “Kyleisdtill better in the kitchen than me but I'm trying to catch up.”

Weéll, shewas young. Time enough to learn and Kyle didn't seem to mind. Regardless of dl the progress
in sexua equality for women we are still expected to do the cooking most of the time. It doesn't bother
me much sincel liketo cook. That is, it doesn't bother me unless | see the man expecting meto doit al
the time regardless of how busy | might be with work and other activities. That's usually the end of an
affair for me. It was what made metell Ken to leave two weeks after | let him move in with me. That and
afew other traits| didn't discover until too late.

Wewere al seated and | immediately discovered that someone who knows furniture had selected the
couches and chairsin the den. It was crowded but cozy and the gremlins that furnish hotel rooms had
obvioudy been banned from this place. Or maybe they couldn't get past the security.

| tried them all over the next day or two and they were unbelievably comfortable, but right then | enjoyed
gtting in one of the easy chairs and satisfying my gppetite with asandwich and my thirst with a pickup
drink.

Kyle and Jeri were good conversationdists although Jeri did most of the talking. They dternated intelling
how the enclave was organized and what the group was involved with while asking about Carol and me.
Kyle seemed surprised that Carol had a bachelor's degreein biology aswell asamaster'sin Business
O&E. That's Organization and Efficiency to the uninitiated, ardatively new specidty that | hadn't heard
of when Carol told me that'swhat she had studied. | remembered it when | asked her to come to work
at Havel'sand it proved to be a godsend.

"Well, we weren't expecting you, Carol, but it sounds like we hit the jackpot. Asfast aswe're
progressing on some projects, it takes a geniusin organization to keep us from getting tangled in our own
feet and we've managed that all too often.”

"Carol isagenius, al right,” | stated emphatically. “1 had three different research projects going at the
sametime at Havel's and she kept them dl running as smooth asa pup's belly."”

They laughed but the mention of research brought the subject | was here for to the top of my mind. Even
tired as| was| couldn't stand not knowing any longer.

"Okay,” | said. “We're here. Now what | want to know iswhen I'm going to meet the diens. | won't be
ableto deep tonight until 1 do."

Kyle and Jeri roared with laughter. | was nonplussed and couldn't see athing funny about what I'd said.
Asthelaughter continued | began to get irritated. | guess they noticed because they quieted down.

"Do you mean no one hastold you?’ Kyle said, dishbdief obviousin hisvoice.
"Told me what? Would you mind letting me and Carol in on thejoke?”

He pointed to Jeri. “ Y ou've been talking to an dien ever since Jeri wasintroduced to you. She'sa
Crispy. Or was, | should say."

[Back to Table of Contents]
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CHAPTER SIX

"No onetoldme,” | said rather plaintively. | was staring at Jeri but | couldn't help it. Neither could |
picture her as ever having been an dien. Kyle was being very quiet and that didn't make much sense,
ather.

"I'm very sorry,” Jeri said. “Assoon as| redized you didn't know who Kyleand | were, | thought it
would be agood joke to withhold the fact for alittle while. | can see now that it wasn't very funny to you
two. | gpologize. I'm Hill learning how to act like ahuman, you see, even after dl thistime."

Now | stared a Kyle. “ Jeri included you in that statement. Don't tell me you're an dien, too!™
"No, I'm just her husband. And the man who rescued her from her lifeboat after it crashed.”

"Oh. Oh! Gene told me about you two, but he never mentioned your names!” That happy-faced
scoundrel! He probably did it on purpose.

"And that'smore than | heard,” Carol said. “He must have dready told Mai the Story before they called
mein to ask meto cometo the circus.”

That got achucklefrom dl of us. | was beginning to relax again but for the life of me, | couldn't kegp my
eyes off Jeri. | guess shewas used to it because she met my stare and answered my questions with good
humor.

"Could ... I mean would it be okay if | saw what you looked like before you ... transformed? Converted?
Whatever you cdl it when you change your form from Cresperian to human.”

"Certainly. And it's perfectly dl right to use the short form of the term. Crispy. Cresperianisused only in
forma reports and the like. Here, I'll show you how | used to look."

She wore awide gold band on each of her upper arms that shone like polished brass. It struck me asan
odd type of jewelry when | first spotted it but it did look rather attractive on her. And asit turned out, it
had a use. She touched one of the bands with two fingers and held them there for amoment.

A holograph—or what | took for one—of her former image appeared in the middle of the den. A
pyramidal head with two large bisected eyesin alumpy face and set squarely on an upper body. No
neck. The torso was about the same size as a human, but held four armsinstead of two. They each
terminated with two opposable thumbs and six limber fingers. Thelong lower gppendages were much
like our legs and feet except for abackward facing toe-like extension aswell as severa in front. | could
see no visble genitas. The being was covered in apae lime-colored pelt so finel first took it for askin
likeareptile until | peered closer. Then it looked asif it would be deek and soft to the touch. The being
wore bands such as Jeri did on her arms, aso alime green color but darker.

| kept glancing back and forth from Jeri to theimage and trying to reconcile the two. Frankly, | couldn't
doit. I'm ageneticist and adamn good one but how in hell could something like that creature convert
itself to ahuman femae? And not just the form but the complete genome, or so | wastold.

| shook my head. “It's hard to believe."

"Try thinking in terms of a speciesthat's been civilized so long it's forgotten its own history,” Kyle said.
“One where manipulation of genes and changing of bodily form and function are as naturd to them as
egting adice of gpple pieisto us. A specieswhich haslearned to tap into the quantum foam to help it do
these things. And findly one with a perceptive sense that goes down to the molecular and atomic level.



Doesthat makeit esser?"

"Intdllectudly, | suppose.” | sghed. “Practicaly? It's something I'm going to have to get used to. Gene
Smith told meit could be done but | only haf beieved him. Maybe not even that much."”

Kyle reached to the small pitcher of acoholic punch he had stirred up in place of whisky and refilled his
glass. Heraised hisbrows a me.

"Onemore, then | have to get some deep, come the revol ution and the rapture in one fell swoop.”

"Same here,” Carol said. “In fact, my eyesare closing. I'm going to haveto cal it aday.” She stood up
and thanked Kyle and Jeri for their hospitality and |eft for her suite.

After the door closed behind her Kyle became serious. “Mai, | hope you're anxious to get to work
because we're going to be rushing you. We're dl rushed though, so don't fed like we're singling you out.
Jeri and | took part of the day off to welcome you persondly after the rough time you had, but we all
have projects going that are little short of urgent. Y ou'll bein the same position because we won't be
around much longer and part of Jeri'swork isgoing to fdl into your hands."

| started to comment then bit my tongue. Me pick up on an dien'swork, one of a speciesthat's been
around so long they've learned to use the quantum foam to manipulate genomes as easily askids playing
with marbles? | know I'm smart but that seemed like a stretch. However, | told mysdlf they knew what
they were doing and let it dide for the moment.

"Rest easy,” Jeri said. Shereached over and patted me on the knee. “I'll leave you plenty of notes and
show you how to use the insgruments we've devised.”

"What am | supposed to do with them?”

"Nothing red hard,” Kyle said with asmile. “ Just figure out how to lengthen the human lifespan
indefinitely without a Crispy to assist during the process. And how to hel p humans develop a perceptive
sense. Or if you'd rather leave part of that research to others you can take the SF combat course that's
been set up and maybe go out with one of the spaceships. Starships, | should say.”

| made asudden legp of intuition while | was wondering whether he was joking about the spaceships or
not. “Neither one of you isasyoung asyou look."

"See?’ Jeri remarked asthey exchanged glances. “| knew she wasthe one just as soon as | ran across
her bio.” To meshesaid, “Sorry, Mai. | didn't intend to talk past you. As my swestie here said, we're
kind of rushed. The man who passed you over when we were assembling this madhouseis till around,
but hesbeing ... er, re-educated. Right now | believe he's studying the life histories of ahundred or so
femae scientists and other notables of the gentler sex, ashe so unfairly put it, like Madame Curie, Maria
Mayer, Sonya Kovalesky, Grace Hopper and others of equal merit. After that hell get into Isradli and
Russian military exploits by femaes and follow it up with women in the United States armed forces and
scientific fields. The course will end with aweek of hand-to-hand combat training conducted by femde
marines who've been through infantry combat training and are expertsin martid arts. | bdieve hell bea
better man after completing his studies, don't you?”

| laughed at the image of a doofus mae macho smartass who thought men were so high and mighty
having to study superior femaes until his brain was stuffed full of their exploits and then having hisass
kicked up between his shoulder blades by women half his size for acouple of weeks. If that didn't
change his attitude, nothing would. Bui...



"When did the military relent on dlowing femaesinto infantry combat speciaties? And were you kidding
about going on agtarship?'

"I believeit was Generd Shelton who put it over for our little group but it was Kyle'sidea, not mine,” Jeri
said. “He's also responsible for dreaming up the re-education course for males who were downplaying
women'srolein the planned expeditions beyond the solar system. | think it's so good | want to combine
that course with another of the opposite extreme, women who think their gender is superior. | just wish
we had moretime, but after we get into space well be ableto get alot of training done during travel. And
no, | wasn't kidding. The spaceships are being built and we are going to go exploring.”

"Whereto?’ The remark about beyond the solar system had just sunk in. | was flabbergasted.

"Cregperia, my home planet—if we can find it. All our navigators were killed when the ship broke up.
Ishmael and I—he's another Crispy and you'll meet him |ater—have convinced General Shelton to send
thefirst two craft in the genera direction of our home just in hopes of finding it, but therell be lots of

exploring dong theway."
It was dl moving too fast for me, especialy the way my vison was beginning to blur. The food and that
third drink had just about done mein. Kyle must have noticed.

"Sweetheart, | think we'd better take the rest of this up tomorrow. Carol's aready goneto bed and if we
keep Ma up much longer she's going to collgpse right there on her couch.”

"You'reright, hon,” Jeri agreed. She stood up with Kyle by her sde. “Well see you tomorrow when you
pass through our stations but someone else will handle your orientation. That shouldn't take more than a
day, then welll find you some space in my office, and you can get to work."

| yawned as | wastelling them good night. | think | was aslegp no more than five minutes after the door
closed behind them. | dreamed of flying that night, flying on agiant spaceship out among countless stars,
just asl'd daydreamed of sincel wasalittlegirl.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

The bed was so comfortable | didn't want to get up the next morning. There's nothing like agood top of
the line memory foam mattress about four inchesthick laid over afirm foundation to make a person deep
well. | threw the sheets back, yawning and stretching and wondering what timeit was. My bedside clock
seemed to have disappeared. And why hadn't the room started its gradual brightening routinewhen | told
it to? Then | suddenly remembered where | was—or hoped | was! | was going to be awfully
disappointed if thiswas al adream.

| sat up in bed, heart pounding. Had it dl been no more than an extraordinarily vivid dream? Or wasit
redly true? | looked around. | wasn't at home; that was certain. Therewas no onein bed withme, so |
surdly hadn't overindulged and gone home with astrange man. By God, it was true! | had redly and truly
met an dien, abeing who had traveled distances unimaginable to the human mind, only to wind up asone
of thefew survivors from awrecked spaceship.

| hadn't bothered looking for anightie before crawling into bed the night before. | swvung my legs over the
side and stood up. The bathroom was ... that way. The door was partidly open with athin shaft of light
coming fromit into theroom, just like | remembered leaving it when | couldn't locate anight light.

| found a coffegpot and coffee and got it going first thing so it would be ready by thetime | finished my
usua morning ablutions. | was dready running late by my standards. | like alight compact breskfast and
an early start. Apparently the organizers here knew it, too. The phonerang just as| finished eating the
cerea and bananathat had been left for me.

"Areyou dressed?’ It was Gene and he was back to hisusual cheerful sdf, as hisimage showed.

"Sure. What—oh. Sorry. The phone was st for receive only.” | punched the transmit selector and a
second later Gene'simage grinned.

"Ah, much better. Now | can see your smiling face. Are you about ready for your orientation?'
"I've been ready.”

"Okay, I'll comefor you in ten minutes.”

* k k %

Carol waswith him, dong with severd other people. Onewasadim but wel built manin histhirties, with
blond hair and bronzed skin from outdoor activity. He wore army cammieswith shirt deevesrolled up
above the elbows. It was the same shiny silvery color asthe military's new powered camouflage wear
and the silvery color meant it didn't have its power on. Same as | had seen Kyle wearing the day before.
When the cammies were powered, the fabric would take on the colors and tints of its surroundings. The
double bars of acaptain'sinsgniawere attached to the collar of hisshirt. He held out his hand, displaying
atanned, well-muscled forearm.

"Roy Jenkins. I'll be around for a couple of weeks before | leave for the SF Marine training.”
"' SF—Space Force?'
"Yep. Aintit grand?'

| nodded. Space Force. It sounded good to me. And the way he was dressed—was that going to be the
uniform or had he come here from some other military unit? 1 knew NASA had been picked up by the
collar and seet of their pants and told to get their assin gear with development of ong range manned



gpace ships, but amilitary contingent in space told me volumes about how far they'd comein the short
time since dliens arrived on Earth. Or was this place part of NASA? It had more of the aspects of a
military venture than NASA. And the secrecy. | began to get an inkling that there were whedlswithin
whedlsgoing onthat | knew little about yet. | kept that observation to mysdlf, figuring I'd be told what |
needed to know soon enough.

Gene drove the group around in abig bastardized golf cart without whedls that seated six people, and it
was full. It moved like the baggage cart, afew inches above ground levdl. | asked about it.

"It's an adaptation from the surviva packsthat came with the lifeboats. Redlly pretty smple once Jeri
explained how they work. It's not anti-gravity, in case that'swhat you're thinking. It's more like surface
magnetism without ferrous metal's being necessary or so | wastold when | asked, but I'm sure there's
moreto it than that. I'm not a physicist. The repulsion force works on the inverse square law, so theré'sa
limit to how far from asurface aunit can get.”

| nodded, suspecting | was going to run across agood number of developments that hadn't gotten out to
the public yet.

Thefirst part of the orientation concerned the place we were at now. The Brider Enclave was built
origindly back in thelast century when the Cold War was our main concern and at its height. Many
citizens of that erabuilt backyard sheltersin case of nuclear warfare, which at the time seemed inevitable
if not imminent. Survivalists bought acreage in wild parts of the country and stocked up on food and
ammunition. Remnants of them are dtill active here and there but now they worry what the ICisup to
with terrorism or biologica warfare.

Back in those days atycoon by the name of Brider decided to construct a shelter that would keep afew
dozen people safe from agiant nuclear exchange, the worst imaginable, for anumber of years. He built it
deep and big and made it to last. He worked on it for years and was till improving it when he died. After
his heirs split up hisfortune it was sold to amining company and then passed through severa other hands.
Eventudly it wound up being controlled by Army Intelligence, obtained by asmart generd in military
procurement for afew pennies on the dollar. Its existence was kept secret after having itslocation
removed from the state and county tax rolls and gradudly it faded from everyone's memory.

The Army Intelligence service was using only asmall section of the giant underground enclave when Kyle
rescued Jeri from her smashed lifeboat. After several run-inswith nefarious characters who wanted Jeri's
knowledge and cared little about how they obtained it, Kyle contacted an old friend from the days when
he served in Army Intelligence himsdlf, William Shelton, since promoted to general. The generd
marshaled enough help to rescue Kyle and Jeri but not without severa redly hairy escapadesthat just
hearing about made my skin prickle with goose bumps. That last bit was skimmed over and | didn't learn
until alittle later what a desperate time Kyle and Jeri had their first few months together. It surewasn't a
typica honeymoon!

That was the historical part of the orientation. Then came the present.

The Brider Enclave was ajoint forcesinteligence, research, development and acquisition command at
thetimethe dienslanded. After Jeri and Kyle were rescued it was Smply incorporated into the newly
formed Space Force Research and Exploration Command, SFREC, pronounced Sefwreck, with an
Army three-gtar, Bill, now in charge of it. It worked out fine. NASA was maintained smply aswindow
dressing but jacked up in order to keep this place secret. It was where dll the research and devel opment
for the gpace forces took place while testing and construction of the actua space ships being built was
disguised as private enterprise. When they left it would be from spaceports leased from a couple of the
private firms, one in degp West Texas and one in New Mexico. No one expected to keep that part



secret for long, but the Brider Enclave, “The Group,” was where the dienslived. It had to be under deep
cover and was. Activity above ground was disguised as anew coa mining operation now that clean cod
technology was coming on line and part of the topside was aso designated as an army training command.
Both served to disguise what took place beneath them.

After abreak for lunch we were taken on atour of the facility, or at least the places that weren't top
secret. We passed severd shops where eectronics work of various sorts was being done. Some of it |
recognized but in acouple of places| didn't even know what the instruments were for or if what | was
looking at was even built to measure or manipulate € ectrons. I'm not an eectrica engineer, of course, but
anyone doing research in the hard science specidties has to know something about electronics.
Frequently you have to design your own instruments before you can do the research—and just as
frequently the ingruments you design become part of the research.

Gene gestured. “Here they're working with Ishmael on devices humans can useto stimulate their minds
into pathsthat can contact the quantum aspects of redlity in the same manner they use their minds aone
to do so. Or trying to congtruct them, | should say.” He nodded in my direction. “Y ou may have more
success by going & it from abiological angle.”

Biological manipulation of quantum redlity? They weren't expecting much from me, werethey? And why
couldn't Jeri or Ishmadl just show us how to do it? They had the perceptive sense, asthey cdled it; they
were bound to know scads more about it than me. If Jeri didn't introduce meto the job redly well | was
going to fed about aslost as anorthbound goose in the middle of January. In ablizzard, no less.

Wedidn't stay therelong. A couple of workmen ddlivered some folding partitions carried by one of the
ubiquitous floating carts. We got out of the way and moved on. | looked back and saw the partitions
aready being erected.

"Asyou've probably noticed, we're rushing,” Gene said. “We're trying different solutionsto problems
with paralel experiments. Theres no timeto do it one way then possibly—probably—fail and haveto
dart from scratch again.”

"Expengive,” Carol noted.

"Y up, but weve got the funding and there's no problem with finding the personnd, other than having to
vet them al and then losing so many of them from being family types who don't want to be separated.
We can accommodate only so many dependents. We have to rush because other nations have Crispies
working for them, too."

| made anote to mysdlf to ask about that one later.

| was awed at the vast expanse of the enclave. Old man Brider must have spent a veritable fortune, not
to mention how much the government was pouring into it.

Wewalked on past afew more small shops then entered another huge cavern. A large boxy shape that
was rounded on both ends occupied the center of the enclosure. It was at least twice as high asthe
dozen or so workmen but was raised off the floor so it appeared even bigger. There were a number of
projections like thick antennas at both ends and what |ooked suspicioudly like torpedo tubes beneath and
back from one end and some different kinds of openings at the other. There was room benegth it for easy
access, where savera men and women in white coverallswere busy.

"Now there's our redl beauty,” Gene announced. “It's ascaled down but fully functiond version of the
FTL spacecraft we built. Thisiswhere we do the designing and such testing as we can without going into
space, athough we trundled the model out one of our hidden tunnels and actually took it into space.” He



grinned. “It worked perfectly, but thisis atwo-person test craft. We've gone about asfar as we can with
the smadl version dthough as you can see, we're gill making modifications and improvements. Thefirst
redlly big oneisbeing built on site a the New Mexico spaceport where there are plenty of materialsand
supplies. It'sbeen akiller job congtructing it and keeping its location more or less secret but it's dmost
finished now. As soon asit'sready for flight, Jeri and Kyle Leverson will be leaving—aswdll asarather
large complement of crew, scientists and marines. There's another one about halfway done. It'sthe one
you folkswill be on if you decide to go into space rather than stay here and do research.”

Therest of the tour waskind of ablur. Just the thought of being able to go into space had my mind
reeling. And not just to space but to the stars!
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Thetour ended back at the dining room. | was told we could have drinks and snack food in our
gpartments but no major cooking. That suited me. | figured I'd be too busy most of the time once| got
garted. When | was back in my suite | saw the message light flashing on the console at the little work
sation that each place came equipped with. It was an invitation from Kyle and Jeri for an informa
get-together at their place. | noted the time and decided on a quick shower beforehand. We'd done alot
of walking and some of the places we'd been to were dusty.

* * * %

Jeri was hosting, wearing casud jeans and top and looking great in them. | decided she was one of those
women who can look good in just about anything, damn her beautiful eyes. It must be niceto be ableto
sculpt your body to whatever dimension you like. Or was that how sheéld doneit? | reminded mysdif |
redly didn't know yet.

"Hi Mai. Comeonin.” She gave me abrief womanly hug, just asif shed been doing it dl her life.
"Thanks.” | held up thelittle purse I'd brought just in case.

"Inthere.” She pointed.

| depogited it and went over to the bar where Kyle was dispensing drinks.

"Hi, Ma.” He grinned. “ Good to see you. And just in case you think thisisaregular affair, it'sthefirst
occasion Jeri and | have had to relax and have some folks over in weeks. We used it for an excuseto
introduce you to some of the people you'll be seeing here and there."

"Who dl will be here?'

"Oh, you, Colond—I mean Generd—Haley and hisfiancé, Carolyn; Mgor Seabrook; afew of the guys
I've been on operations with. Not many. Ishmagl may comeif he can get away from al the women
chasing him. What do you want to drink?"

"Ishmael ? That's the other dlien?’ | asked, and pointed at the whisky.

"Y eah. Him, and now there's Sira, one we rescued from the I C. | think shélll be around but maybe not.” |
thought | caught a hint of an undercurrent in hisvoice but decided not to pursueit.

| took my drink and thanked him then moved off. Their place had lots more space than mine. The room
the party was being held in waslarger than my entire suite. | wondered if Jeri being an dien had anything
to dowith it and thought it probably did. We'd be treating them extranice.

* * % %

People came and went throughout the evening, but there were never many there at onetime. Genera
Haley proved to be abig man and the kind who practically exudes command presence.

Somehow or other Roy Jenkinsand | got to talking with Jeri about the Crispies landing on Earth and how
they werein different countries, which | fill didn't understand.

"How did it happen?’ he asked her. Apparently he didn't have the full story either.

"There were maybe two dozen lifeboats that made it clear of our spacecraft when it was wrecked, and
only eight, or possibly nine or ten—we're not real certain—of those made it safely to Earth,” shetold us



inacam but rather somber voice. “The othersdl perished. Those of uswho arrived with little or no harm
il landed in awidedly dispersed pattern, everywhere from Americato Mexico to England to Indiaand
China"

"It'sagood thing the IC didn't get one,” Roy Jenkins commented.

"They did,” Kyle corrected him. “ Shejust didn't mention it. The 1C aso had some agentsin our country
who found where Ishmael was being held by some renegades of our own people. A group from Army
Intelligence got there just about the same time the I C tried to grab him for themselves, probably planning
on spiriting him out of the country. Fortunately the FBI was on the scene, too, because we were
outgunned.”

"Sounds like it was one big clusterfuck,” Jenkins said.

"It was. And | shmael—that's the name he took—till hasn't fully recovered from the trestment he
received. He's converted to amae human now but he's ... well, you'll meet him later so I'll et him speak
for himsdlf. He'sinvolved with spaceship design, too, but only part of thetime. Jeri and Ishmadl sort of
combine their knowledge since neither of them were specidistsin FTL propulsion. They each have other
projects going too."

FTL. Fagter than light! Whee! | wanted to go!
"I guessI'mmaking it dl sound eesier thanit was,” Kyle continued, glancing at Jexi.

"Youare” hiswife agreed. “I knew little of human affairs a the time. Whilelearning about humans
through the internet | managed to contact Ishmael, who had been captured and was being very rudely
treated, so | waswary of falling into government hands at first. Kyle got us out of severa scrapes before
he convinced meto let him contact Genera Shelton. It'sagood thing he did, too. | doubt we would have
stayed free much longer without hishdp.”

"Don' let her underplay her ownrole” Kylesaid. “If it hadn't been for her surviva kit and perceptive
sense wed probably be stuck working for the Russian Mafia or some other outfit just asbad.” He
shivered theetrically then grinned when Jeri punched him onthearm.

Generd Shelton caught my eye and winked. | got the impression that an odyssey of adversity, anxiety
and frightening encounters with very nasty characters had just been passed over with those few words. |
hoped | would get more of the story from Jeri after starting on my job, whatever it turned out to be,

"Areyou going on thefirgt flight?” | asked Roy. | could fed asense of jealousy building toward anyone
lucky enough to be on that first trip but | did my best to suppressit.

"Me?No, I'mjust starting my training. I'll be on the crew of the next ship, | hope. At least that'swhat I've
beentold.”

"You'l be ableto go eventudly if you want to,” Jeri said to me. Shewas smiling just like she knew how
much I'd love to be on astarship and she was dead on. | wouldn't give arat's ass where it was going or
when it was coming back so long as | was on it. Why me, though? | started to ask.

"But..."

Kylelaughed & my expression. “1 told you thingswere moving fast. We've got severd shipsin various
stages of congtruction. If ours doesn't blow up and we come back from our first little jaunt, then the rest
of them will head out, too."



"But | thought—oh. Y ou're talking about the big ship, not the modd.”

"Right. We, or rather one of our test pilots, flew it out to the Oort cloud and back so we know we're on
theright track. Sometimes unexpected problems occur when scaing up though, which iswhy the other
shipswill wait until we come back. Or sx monthsif we don't."

[Back to Table of Contents]
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CHAPTER NINE

Roy was going to be sent off to the Space Marine incoming troop section for processing the next
morning. Too bad. Hewasinteresting even if alittle younger than me. Hetold us he had aready
undergone an extremely rigorous physical and menta eva uation before being accepted and he'd had the
eva uation without knowing what it was even for!

"l was scared sllly,” he said, laughing. “1 was bored with training duty and when the notice came down it
read, Adventure Minded Marines needed for special missions. Must be physically fit, prepared for
combat and long separation from family if accepted. | thought, ‘what the hell.” | wasn't married and
the folks are used to me being gone on long deployments anyway so why not?’ Helaughed again.
“Besdides, | was curious as amouse trying to get into a cheese factory. | redly thought the ‘ combat’ part
meant a Specia Forces deployment insdethe IC and | was aready qualified there. To top it off | hate
those bastards, but | guess they can wait."

"Maybe not,” Kyle said, histone as serious as any 1'd heard from him so far. “We know the Idamic
Confederation got that one lifeboat with Sirain it but Jeri thinks there's some Crispies who probably
made it to Earth that are till unaccounted for. Weve got plenty of Intel searching for where they might be
held, but you can bet getting others out won't be as easy as bringing Sira back here was."

"Easy?” Jeri looked at her husband asif he was crazy but he just grinned.
"Easy compared to China."

"Oh. Wdll, yes. What | think, Roy, isthat rescuing a Crispy being held by force might take priority over
animmediate trip into space. If they want to be rescued, that is.”

"Well, | guess!'ll find out, won't |7 Roy said. “Nice meeting you dl. | haveto leave early in the morning
50 I'd better go.” Hetold usal good night and | eft.

| was confused and didn't mind saying so. | asked Jeri aleading question, hoping | wasn't putting my foot
in my mouth.

"Why are you Crispies S0 different from each other? And ... well, | hateto put it like this but any of you
working willingly for the IC hasto be alittle off specs. Sorry, but that's the best way | know of
expressngit.”

"It'shard to explain, Mai,” Jeri said, then was sllent for amoment before continuing and that only
confused me more because | thought I'd offended her and she was going to clam up. But she didntt.

"Cresperians are avery, a very old culture,” she explained. “We're dow to change even though we are
heirsto a staggering amount of data accumulated through the ages. Somewhere long ago we lost most of
our adventurous spirit. We only began exploring outside our own solar system afew hundred years ago,
and that in alimited fashion. Up until the malfunction of our space ship we had never run across anything
even remotely like you humans. Y ou have such an extreme range of emotions and attitudes that when we
change our form and become human we necessarily take on some of the attitudes of the humanswe're
with. Thisis particularly trueif we're limited in the amount of datawere alowed accessto, which |
believe was the case with Siraand the one who was working for the Chinese hegemony. We think now
there was a second lifeboat that landed in Chinaand thereis at least one and possibly two of us ill
there. Intelligence reportstell usthat they weren't near the explosion that wiped out their space launch
capabilitiestemporarily. And Ishmad ... by the time we rescued him—and he was the first one
rescued—his thinking was somewhat warped. He's il recovering.”



She paused and moved closer to Kyle. He put his arm around her and drew her close and she went on.
“Until | experienced what it's like to be human, | could never have imagined the depths of emotion your
speciesis cagpable of or how much your thinking isinfluenced by your hormones, your sexud drivesand
especialy theway your genomeisgoverned so heavily in its expression by the particular environment
you're subjected to.” Shelooked up at Kyle in amanner that practically shouted her love. “| was
extremdy fortunate to have landed almost on Kyle's doorstep and had him to guide me through the
process of becoming human. He never tried to persuade me to accept a particular philosophy or belief
and that alowed meto discover, that for dl your faults, Americais still the best placeto be.”

| frowned, but not because | didn't understand her explanation. It was something else. “ Jeri, | guess| can
accept dl that, but why ... | mean, what made you and the other Crigpies want to become human in the
first place? If you didn't know what it was going to be like in advance, weren't you taking aterrible risk
of stumbling into something you didn't like? Or even detested?"

"Certainly, there was that chance, but there was acompelling factor that made most of us chooseto
become human. At the time none of usimagined there would be such brilliant scientists on Earth, not at
first glance at your technology. And at the very first we also had no idea you had attained atechnical
society such ashort time ago or that you were such an innovative species. Bearing al that in mind, we
thought we were stranded here forever. Y ou saw what we look like. Can you imagine usfunctioning in
human society other than as prisoners of your governments? Or at the very most, as curiogties?”

"l guess not. But one more question, if you don't mind?*

"I don't mind but | already know what it is. Why not change back now that we know we might be ableto
get home, assuming we can find it again? Isn't that it?"

"Yes” | admitted. She nailed me.

Jeri leaned into Kyle as she spoke. “1 would never want to be a Cresperian again. Not after being
human, with dl that implies.” She snuggled even closer to her husband.

Oh. I could easily guesswhy sex was part of the attraction of the Crispies to the human form, especidly if
their species used it only for reproduction rather than recreation like we do. Procregtion is secondary to
enjoyment for the enlightened women of our planet. Mostly, anyway. And it's dways been secondary
with men.

The doorbell rang. Kyle answered it and came back with a big blond hunk who was as handsome as
Adoniswas purported to have been. He wore a short-deeved shirt that showed his muscular amsto
advantage. Kyle led him over to me.

"Mai, thisisIshmadl, one of the other Crispiesworking with us. Ish, Mal Li Trung. She just arrived and
will beworking with Jeri for awhile, at least until we leave."

Hisgrip wasjust firm enough. The gaze from his blue eyeswas disconcerting. | felt asif | were being
undressed even though he kept his eyes on my face. It was ... not unpleasant, yet | felt ashiver of
emotion run through my body asif in preparation for aconfrontation. “Hello, Ishmad. I'm glad to meet
you,” | said.

"Thank you. Thefeding is mutud. And please cal melsh. You'revery pretty—and very learned, 0|

"And you're very complimentary.”



Hesmiled disarmingly. “I believe in honesty rather than flattery, much more so than most humans seem
to. | wasonly telling the truth. | read your paper on environmenta influences on the enzymetic
suppression of adjacent genes. Very well thought out.”

"Areyou ageneticist? No, that was asilly question, wasn't it? Anyone who can alter their own bodiesto
the extent you and Jeri have are dready far past usin genetics.”

"Ah, but we do much of it ingtinctively rather than with true knowledge. In order for usto help the masses
of your population | believe we're going to have to re-learn some of the science that goes with the art.
Youll certainly be vauablein that respect if for no other reason than to point usin some directionswe
might not otherwise go."

"Y'dl cantdk shop later, Ish,” Kylesaid. “Is Siragoing to put in an appearance?"
For some reason the last remark took most of the smile away from Ishmadl's features.
"l don't know,” he said, rather bluntly.

Kyle nodded and didn't carry the conversation any further. Ishmael touched hisforehead with afinger,
rather like asalute, and smiled a me before moving on into the room.

Jeri came up and put an arm around Kyle and nudged his shoulder with her cheek. He turned and kissed
her fondly. | looked around for someone else to talk to and saw Carol ensconced in a conversation with
Genera Shelton, the commander of The Group. He had originally said he was staying only ashort time
but when someone mentioned Carol he headed straight for her. | wondered what they were talking about
but didn't get achanceto ask, asheleft afew minuteslater and took her with him.

Kyle and Jeri embraced and kissed again right after the generd and Carol |eft, completely
unembarrassed. Kyle saw melooking their way and, perhaps by prearrangement, left Jeri and headed for
another part of the room. Sheimmediately came over to talk with me.

"I know, most couples aren't so blatantly public with their affection. Were trying to start anew trend,”
shesad firg thing.

| laughed. “ That'sfine with me. Damned if | wouldn't love to have aman like Kyle. Y ou were right when
you said you were lucky. From what 1've seen so far you have ared winner."

"Uh-huh. | takeit you're not involved with anyone at present? No oneis coming later to be with you?'

"No,” | said. “Thelast one turned out to be traveling under false colors. Nice enough until he moved in
then al of asudden | was expected to be his persona servant. Compensation for being smarter than him,
| think. Heresented it."

"I'msorry."
| shrugged. “Not your fault. I shouldn't have gottenin ahurry.”

"Yes, but ... well, | believe I'm moreintelligent than Kyle, but he doesn't resent it. In fact, he seems...
grateful? No, that's not the word. He admires my intellect and finds usesfor it but managesto forget it
mogt of the time and aways when we'reintimate. It makeslife wonderful.” She hugged hersdf. “1 love
him so much. | ill don't redly understand why so many couples aren't happier but I'll admit most humans
aredill puzzlingto me"

"Join the crowd. We are acrazy, ornery species. There's usualy some good even in the worst of us and



some bad in the best, and dl of us have our quirks.”

"Y es. Each of you is so different from therest. | believe that's part of what gives the human species so
much potentia. What makes you so dynamic. Once your lives are extended and the race has existed
another hundred thousand years or S0, you'll have the grestness of humanity spread galaxy-wide. My
own opinion, | admit."

Wadl, shesuredidn't think smal!

"Tel you what, grab another drink and I'll show you our shop, as| cdl it. It's near here. Right now it's
just me, Ishmael on apart time basis, and amicrobiochemist and physicist plus acouple of wizard
technicians. We're till missing aneurologist but so far Gene hasn't found one that's suitable.”

* k x %

Jeri's*“shop” congisted of anumber of rooms or bays. Some were devoted to research. Therewasa
main computer room with which individua unitswere interfaced but that, for security reasons, was not
connected to theinternet. There was dso her office, another office divided into cubicles, and asmal
kitchenette where individuals could get abite to eat or something to drink at odd times during the day.

Shetook meto her office first. She went to the coffegpot and started it going. “ The most important
ingrument in the shop. Stimulantslike this drink I'm holding were something new to me. As Crispies, we
never used them, but asahuman, | think al of uswill probably like coffee as much as Ishmael and | do.
Infact, | believe your psychologists have missed afactor in the evolution of civilization that's obviousto
me"

"Areyou taking about coffee?'

"Y up. It energizes the body and stimulates original thought. Look back to the time when coffee use
became widespread and cheap enough for the masses to afford in some areas, then look and see how
much faster inventions and innovation occurred there. The exception isthe Idamic culture. Their religion
diflesorigindlity.”

| thought about it and decided Jeri had hit on anot very obvioustruth. So little recognized, in fact, that no
one ever noticed the connection between caffeine consumption and the ever-faster advance of
technology. It made me wonder how many other observations that members of a different species might
make about us—and vice versa. If we ever found them, that is.

Therewas abit of smal talk as she gave me the tour while the coffee was brewing. | was introduced to
the husbhand and wife team of Eugene and Margie Preconder. Her doctorate wasin quantum physics and
Eugene was the microbiochemist, aspecidty smilar to one of my degrees, molecular microbiochemistry,
but with subtle differences only gpparent to ones who know the fieldswell. They were cheerful but both
looked like they had been working 20-hour days for weeks on end—and later | found out that wasn't far
from the truth. Jeri told me the others were off consulting with related specidigs.

Back in her office, Jeri ignored the executive chair behind her desk and seated us opposite each other on
the same kind of ultra-comfortable chairs | had found in my suite. She leaned back and crossed her legs
while sniffing gppreciatively then spping at the rich Columbian brew. There was nothing at al wrong with
her legs. If fact, if | had to bet, | thought that undressed, | wouldn't be ableto find asingle flaw in her

body.

Asif sensing my thoughts Jeri told me the story behind her gppearance, making us both laugh at intervals.
“Kyle had some collector issues of Playboy he had falen heir to. When | asked him what kind of woman
| should look like he told me to suit mysdlf, but did suggest that so long as| was going to become a



human woman | might aswell make mysdlf into an attractive one. With big boobs, naturally. Well, big
enough.”

We giggled. They certainly weren't undersized, but she was built so that she didn't appear top heavy or
s0 large asto be freakish. Men tend to say they like large breasts, but I've noticed it's mostly talk. They
redly prefer well endowed but proportiondly-sized women, oneslike Jeri or myself.

"Anyway, that's where my body came from—straight out of the pages of an old Playboy magazine and
sort of like one of Kylesfavorites. The hair color, height and weight in particular. He didn't mention my
fanny so | built it to suit myself. The conversion wasn't exactly easy.”

Another giggle then she became more serious. “ The human genomeis smpler in somewaysthan a
Crispy's, but the genes are much more subject to environmenta influencesin expression, and most genes
aso influence expression of others. Y ou know al that of course, but once we get you down to the
quantum level you're going to be amazed at how it dl tiestogether.” She frowned. “ If we can manageto
do o, that is. It'sa big problem. We're born with the ability as Crigpies and even in human form we
retain our perceptive sense. I've been able to manipulate Kyle's genome smply by being with him amost
al thetime, but it's till addicate process and isn't something that can be applied generdly. For instance,
Kyleis much older than he looks. I've gotten his aging factors under control. He could look as young as
me but he told me to keep his gppearance at the late twenties in order to avoid complications.”

"Y ou better know it!” | exclaimed. | was both enthralled and concerned. “ God, Jexi, if the public ever
becomes aware you can control the aging process, even individudly, the whole world will turn upside
down! Everyone over 50 would be after you, and | don't mean just to talk. They'd do damn near
anything for the secret, even if you told them there wasn't one."

"So Kyletold me. Even here, hardly anyone knows about it. I'm telling you only because that's going to
be one of your main projects, doing research on how to apply it generdly rather than specificaly asl've
donewith Kyle"

| didn't know what to say to that. Research into the aging process was well funded by the big
pharmaceutical companies but their results so far were more propaganda than solid data. And alot of the
so-called anti-aging devel opments were purely cosmetic, designed to appea to women. The Nationa
Science Foundation had rather heavier going. Funding was held back by afew fundamentaist religious
groups touting the Bibl€'s “four score and ten” asthe ordained age for dl of us. | would be willing to bet
that most women would forget their rdigious teaching in a heartbeat should they have amethod of hdting
or reversing the aging process. The way our species has evolved, physica appearance, particularly for
women, means much more than brainsin the genetic competition.

Jeri misinterpreted my befuddled expression. “Don't look so confounded, Mai. | believeit's possibleto
achieve but there are limits to the time we've been able to devote to it what with getting the ship and crew
ready to go. That's dways been the top priority. | don't want to even think of what might happen should
the Chinese or I1C find our home beforewe do."

| didn't want to think about that, either. A load of Americans descending on Cresperiawould cause upset
enough, but if Chinaor the IC made it therefirst it would be the mother of al cultura conflicts.

Jeri showed me afew other things around the shop then we wandered back to the party. It was still in full
swing. | wound up talking to Ishmael some more. He was polite but | could seetheinterest in hiseyes. |
couldn't help but wonder what it would be like to make love with him. | didn't know whether | would be
ableto put the image of what he'd looked like before converting to human out of my mind or not. It was
probably academic though. There was something about him that put me off stride and | had no intention



of becoming anything more than friendswith him until | discovered what it was.

Genera Haley had Kyle cornered in alittle a cove but when he saw Ishmael leave meto go talk to atall
brunette I hadn't met yet, he motioned me over. | hadn't redly talked to the generd. In fact, | didn't know
what hispogition was.

"Mai, | think I'm abad host,” Kyle said. “1 never did formdly introduce you to General Sam Haley. And
Sam, you know Mai will beworking at Jeri's place, don't you?"

"I do now. Sometimes | think people quit telling methings officidly once they put that star on my
shoulder. | haveto find out what's going on through gossip or at parties. Not that we've had much time
for that."

"I'm glad you took time, Generd,” | said. “It's been fun meeting al these people, dthough | haven't gotten
everyone sorted out yet asto what they do. Y ou, for instance. How come two generasin such asmdll
place?

"Right to the point, hun? Well, | won't be around much longer. As soon as the Crispies and engineerstell
usthe big ship is safe, we're gone. In the meantime, | haven't much to do except shuffle papers and talk
to new recruits.” He grinned wryly. “It's pretty hard to plan what you're going to be doing on other
planets until you arrive and see what's waiting on you. Other than the Cresperian home planet, of course.
We have acouple of diplomatsaong if we get lucky enough to find it."

"Sam will be vice captain of the ship onitsfirst expedition,” Kyletold mewith awink. “Héesal thetime
dragging me dong on crazy missons.”

"Actualy just the opposite, Mai. Kyle got meinto thismessto begin with."

"Y ou two go back aways, | takeit?’ | could see the easy familiarity between the two, and Kyle had
cdled him*Sam.” They would dmost have to be old friends, agenerd and awarrant officer being that
close.

"We certainly do. | had anice peaceful job doing next to nothing, then oneday | get thiscal from my
buddy here and it's been nothing but trouble ever since."

"Y ou wouldn't have missed it for anything, you old fake,” Kyle said, grinning.

Helaughed easly. “ Y ou'reright, but I'm ready for something new. Two generdsin aplacethissmal is
onetoo many."

"l wish | weregoingwithyou,” | said wistfully.
"Patience. Mogt of the people we're recruiting are ones who we hope will eventualy man our ships.”

"I'd likethat,” | said smply. “Now, | want to ask you a question and hope security won't prevent you
from answeringit.”

"You can dwaysask."
"Why wasthe plane | wasin shot a? Surely I'm not that important to terrorists.”

"I wondered when you'd bring that up. Some bright paper shuffler near the top of the Intel hegp got the
ideato provide aleak that the plane you were on was carrying a Crispy. They were hoping that once we
took out the bad guysthat shot at usthey'd think they killed Ishmael, especialy since we provided a



plane that actualy did go down. | would have stopped it had | known, or tried to anyway. It wasa
harebrained ideato begin with and you're damn lucky you weren't shot down. Thing is, the group that
popped that missile turned out to be a cell we didn't even know about and the intentional lesk told them
someone on the plane was important, maybe even a Crispy. Y ou can see from that how seriousthis
underground war is, though. And now that it's over and you're safe, I'll have to admit the bad guys might
have been thrown off course and we picked up some bad guys we otherwise wouldn't have known
about."

| didn't comment, but the general had just told me we werefighting awar. Undeclared, but awar al the
sane.

* * * %

Astime passed | learned just how vicious and dangerous the fight to control Crispies and their

technology was. Neither of them told me but | found out later from sources here and there that Kyle and
Jeri had flown thefirst test model FTL ship from desperation rather than choice. And it wasfrom China,
not one of our spaceports, and it crashed coming back to Earth in America, damn near killing them both.

That happened when ateam including them had infiltrated into Chinain an attempt to bring out a Crispy
by any means possible whether it wanted to come or not. It didn't, or rather he didn't because the Crispy
had converted to a human mae by the time they arrived and he had gone way around the bend. He
cdled himself Lau and wasintending to pilot himsdf back to Cresperiawhile leaving the Chinese with
plansfor more sarships.

Just to prove he was nuts hed made agross error in both ships. The one Kyle and Jeri stole
malfunctioned in orbit and they had to get back in areentry capsule that wasn't well designed, causing
them to crash. The other caused a giant explosion that wiped out the Chinese space launch facility and
everything around it when it was tested.

They dso didn't mention how close they both came to buying the farm while making another rescue
attempt in Iran, successfully that time. Nice introduction to the human species, huh?

[Back to Table of Contents]
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CHAPTERTEN

Working with Jeri was an education in itself. For one thing, she didn't dwaysthink or act like awoman.
Having been human for lessthan ayear she was till learning the nuances, the little intricacies of
interpersond relationshipsthat make socid interactions work. Even wearing her wedding ring, she got
propositioned occasiondly by newcomers to the enclave, men who thought they just had to try to seduce
any good-looking woman they met. She still had problems coping with approacheslike that.

| learned that her perceptive sense allowed her to gauge other peopl€e's attitudes when she decided to use
it. She had to be careful or she would have soon been accused of mind reading, something norma
humans smply wouldn't stand for—not unless everyone could do it, and even then | had my doubts
about itsvaue.

| watched her afew dayslater as| wasleaving the cafeteria | waslagging behind her after stopping to
answer aquestion from someone I'd met earlier. While shewaswaiting for meto catch up, she was
approached by aman | hadn't seen before. He came over to her and began talking. | saw her flash her
ring, but it didn't even dow him down. Then she leaned close to his ear and whispered something that
caused him to blush aviolent red. He stuttered and | eft, walking quickly.

"What did you tell him?’ | asked when we resumed walking together. | was curious over what could
have caused such a peculiar reaction.

"| told him men who talk too much are usudly compensating for asmall dick.”
| practically choked while trying to keep from laughing. When | could speek, | asked, “Was he?’
"Was hewhat?'

"Small.” She had implied she could see beyond our coverings when telling me of how she had stopped
the aging processin Kyle.

"Small enough that | doubt helll bother me again,” she said with achuckle, “but | shouldn't have looked.
Now I'll have to ask Gene to make sure our paths don't cross often. Damn. | never know how to handle
those kinds of advances."

"Who was he? Do you know?"

"A new technician in the propulsion section. | think someone goofed when they recruited him but we can't
throw the errors back because of security concerns.”

| could see the problem. What did they do with employees who became dissatisfied? They certainly
couldn't be returned to the general population with what they knew. | decided not to ask. If you don't
want to know the answer sometimes that's the best idea.

* * * %

Carol was waiting on us when we returned to the office. | hadn't seen her since the party and that was
days ago. Neither had she been in her room the severa times|1'd checked. But here she was now, dl
smiles. We hugged briefly then shetold us what sheld been doing.

"Cherry, I'mredly sorry but I'm not going to be working for you any longer. Gene informed me | was
needed more in headquarters than here and after | spent aday or two observing operations there | had to
agreewith him.” Shetwisted her lipsin acaricature of asmile and shook her head disparagingly.
“They've been s0 devoted to recruiting scientists and putting them to work while maintaining the tightest



security since the Manhattan Project that no one was paying much attention to organizationa efficiency.
After | pointed out afew obvious bottlenecks to the manager he took me straight in to see Genera
Shelton and he grabbed me."

"Wow. Thegirl movesin high circlesaready. Can | touch you?"

Genera Shelton had the type of |eadership quality that made him a presence everywhere, whether he was
therein person or not. | had already learned alot about the man from listening to otherstalk about him.
Sofar | hadn't heard a single word of dissent concerning the way he ran the place, even when the rapid
buildup of personnd caused the inevitable bumps and log jamsin procurement, personnel and most
importantly the R& D on the FTL ships. Problems were compounded by the fact that the shipswere
being built in separate spots and far away from the enclave.

"Sure. Touch me now, because you probably won't be seeing much of me.” Shelaughed merrily. “1 even
had to move my quarters so 1'd be close to the generd. That'swhy you haven't seen mein my room."

Things did move fast here, bottlenecks or not. | had been looking forward to having Carol with me but
for thetime being | probably wouldn't miss he—I probably wouldn't have time to miss her. Almost dl of
my work at first consisted of reading and studying the notes Jeri was going to leave behind for me and
listening to her explain some of the more difficult parts. Except it wasdl difficult.

Carol and | reminisced for afew minutes, then she said, “1've got to scoot. The general will have my hide
if I'mlate. Oh, guesswhat? Roy asked to see me when he gets back if we ever have any time off
together!” She waved and was gone.

| wished her luck. At first sight, Roy Jenkins had impressed me, too. However, it seemed that the man
preferred blondes. Drat. | wondered idly what sort of women appedled to Ishmael. He was a hunk, no
doubt about that; but alittle too ... salf-confident? Something.

After sheleft | went back to my studieswhile Jeri worked on a contragption she thought might help
humans tap into the quantum foam the way Crispies did. It couldn't ever be the same because Jeri and
the other Crispiesretained a core of their previous identity and genome that allowed them to use their
perceptive powers even in a human body. Or asahuman, | should say. Whatever.

On an x-ray it would look like avery dense tumor about the Size of an orange, nestled in the mid portion
of their bodies back near the spine. It tapped into the spina cord and thus the entire nervous system. Jeri
was atempting to design an inorganic replica of the part of their organic core dedling with the perceptive
sense that could be implanted into humansto give them at least some of the same powers.

She had no idea so far whether such along shot would work or not and time was running out. She and
Kylewould be leaving soon. In any case, Jeri said she doubted the non-organic gadget would ever alow
humans to achieve a perceptive sense anywhere near as functiona asthe onesthe Crispies had designed
into their bodies untold ages ago, so far in their past they had forgotten how it happened. And smply
duplicating their core and sticking it in ahuman wouldn't work because it aso contained parts of their
very personality that were so inextricably entangled that they couldn't be separated fromiit. Trying to
would cause the whol e thing to mafunction in unpredictable ways that would very probably kill the
person if attempted.

It'sagood thing | had taken some extra coursesin electronics. | could read an ultrafine circuit diagramin
three dimensionsif | had to, especidly the parts dedling with quantum factors. When | first looked at the
spaghetti tangle Jeri was playing with | dmost quit. It was the most complicated maze I'd ever seen
outside of a high-end physicsresearch lab. If it turned out the way she hoped, shetold me, it could be
redesigned as a solid circuit interactive chip and mass produced, but firgt it had to be proven and shewas



along way from that stage.

After skimming over al her previouswork and notes | backed up and started from the beginning again
and went much dower. Therewasawhae of alot of it and | kept running into a problem with some of
her assumptions and equations dedling with the genetic transformation of Crispiesto humans. | spent a
solid month reviewing and studying and going back over it before admitting | needed more help from Jeri.

At firg | had thought the problem was that they were so far ahead of ustechnologically that | wasn't
grasping it, but | think I've madeit plain that I'm not adummy mysdlf. | findly decided that wasn't what
waswrong. | hadn't seen Jeri lately but assumed she was getting ready for her trip. | rang her apartment
but got no answer there either, so | went back to the drawing board.

Two weeks later | was still bogged down and still hadn't seen Jeri despite repeated calls, al answered
the same way: Jeri was “temporarily unavailable.” Nevertheess, | needed her help to sort out my
problem before | went any further. Infact, | didn't want to talk to anyone else but Jeri becauseif | was
wrong I'd look as stupid as one of Santas elves showing up in duly. But if | wasright ... then we had
other problems. Big ones.

| sent word to headquartersthat | needed to talk to Jeri whenever she could break |oose and put an
urgent tag to the request. Carol called me back.

| brightened when | saw her face. | hadn't seen alot of her, either. She had told me when | met her once
for ahurried lunch that Roy had returned and she thought shewasin love,

"Hi girlfriend,” | said. “How goesit working for the general? And how's your marine?"

"Torrid. Sorry | haven't had achanceto tak lately, but with the ship getting ready for launch | haven't had
timeto turn around and neither has Genera Shelton.”

"How about Jeri? Can | borrow her for aday?'
"Problems?’

"Big ones. Maybe."

"Anything | can do?'

"Sorry, Carol but | better talk to her firgt."

| heard her Sigh. “No can do. Thisisn't for publication, but she and Kyle are together in New Mexico,
troubleshooting aproblem with the FTL ship. The generd won't dllow any communication unlessit
directly involves the space ship and the timetable for launch.”

Now it was my turn to sigh. What to do? The problem didn't involve the ship, per se, but ... damn. |
needed to think before | upset abunch of apple carts.

"Okay. Tell you what, would you cal methe instant Jeri's back in the enclave? | don't care what time it
is just cdl."

"That much | candoif | can kegp my head on straight. | told you Roy was back from training and such
time as|'ve had to spare ... well, you know how that goes."

Indeed | did, and only wished I'd met someone as compatible as Carol apparently waswith the big
marine. So far the men I'd run across were mostly married. The others, for one reason or another, were



al lacking thet certain something. | could dwaystell. If | fdt alittle tingle from my nipples| waswilling to
explore the possibility of ardationship. Otherwise, nothing doing. Call me picky, but | liketo at least start
with what appears to be a compatible man. Given my luck so far though, | was about ready to turn my
romantic endeavors over to amatchmaker and be done with it. However, | doubted there was such a
person around. Amoebas have it lucky. No males, no femdes, just split in two when they fed like
reproducing.

"Okay, | guessthat'll haveto do,” | told Caral. “ Just be sure and call soon as she's back.”
"Will do. Hey, did you hear? They named thefirst ship!”

"Ohyeah? What'sit caled?"

"How about USSS Zeng Wu?'

"United States Space Ship."

"Oh. Hmm. It fits, | guess.” I'd heard how both those men died while helping Jeri and Kyle escape from
Chinain that experimenta space ship, which incidentally helped usto design ours. “ Thanks. Later."

| killed the connection, then stood there in thelittle cove | was calling an officewhere | did my
searches, formulated agorithms and dso carried out my preliminary design work on acomputer before
running experiments. Most of thetime | had to run smulations for lack of equipment that hadn't arrived
yet or hadn't been assembled—or more often hadn't even been designed.

"Damn!” | said out loud, an idle oath directed at nothing and no onein particular.
"Isthereadifficulty?’

| recognized the voice even before turning around. It was Ishmael, speaking in his pleasantly deep bass,
purposdly sdected to sound commanding, | thought.

"Hello, Ish. Yes, | have aproblem, but it's not one that you can help with."

"Areyou certain? Since Jeri isn't here, perhaps | could be of assstanceif it's anything related to
Cresperian moddities.”

Huh? Modalities? Such big words he used. “Um, no, | don't think thisis anything you can help me with,
Ish. Thanks anyway."

"All right then. Perhaps you're in need of some relaxation. Frequently getting away from aproblem for a
littlewhile dlowsapersonto seeitin anew light."

He could beright at that. At least rumor had him doing alot of relaxing of the horizontal nature—but not
deegping, if you get the drift. | gazed at his movie star-handsome face and well toned body, just muscular
enough to be attractive but not overdone. Maybe that was the problem | found with him. He appeared to
have done everything in the book to make himsalf as perfect as possible. Not just good, perfect. On the
other hand there was my research that indicated he might be ... the hdl with it. | wastired of analyzing
evey itemintheuniverse,

"Maybe| do need to get away. Let's go have adrink. I've been here 12 hours today and haven't
accomplished athing.”



"Good."

| swung by the front office dash lounge for my section to tell whoever wasthere that | was going, and
found that Eugene and Margie Preconder had dready |eft for the day, too. In fact, everyone had. |

picked up my purse from my desk drawer and we headed back toward family quarters. Therewasa
dayroom of sortswhere you could get drinks and sit and talk or play computer or board games right near
the quarters. However, | steered him toward my apartment and at the same time wondered why | was
doingit.

From the gossip Jeri and Carol had passed on to me before they both became so preoccupied, it wasn't
a dl unusud for himto vist anglefemaesin their roomsor vice versa. Not that there was anything
wrong with it, but | wasn't looking for acasud fling. | just needed alittle company, preferably male, and
he was handy. So far as anyone knew he hadn't formed any permanent attachments so | wasn't twisting
anyone ese's panties by going with him.

Oh hell, let'sadmit it. | was horny and had begun thinking about him in the sense of getting laid, athough |
certainly didn't intend to that day, especidly when my research was indicating there might be problems.
Besdes, | wanted to get to know the newly minted man alittle better before dlowing anything like that to
happen. If | did at all.

After we were seated, | asked aleading question. “Ish, have you applied to go out on the next ship?'

"No.” He shrugged disarmingly and smiled. “| have no desire to be cooped up in a space that small for
monthson end.”

"| take it the Crispy ship was very large then?”'

"Ohyes, asmadl city in essence. Exploration ventures were designed to be gone from the home planet for
years, decades. There had to be room for all to continue studies in their speciaties and room to interact
without overly intruding into perceptive groups not your own."

"Groups?'

"Oneof our social—sociological | could ssy—methods of integrating memoriesinto modular archives
each of us could access. It was one of many methods used to keep individua s from becoming
overloaded with data. Without possessing a perceptive senseit's rather hard to explain.”

"I should think s0,” | mused, sipping at my whisky and water. “1t must be wonderful.”

"It'sasnaturd to usas breathing, so | can't judgeit in that sense. | understand Jeri is attempting to devise
an instrument to give humans at least atouch of the perceptive ability."

"Y es, but she's not making much progress. How goes your work?"

"I've about finished what the humans brought me herefor, helping with the design of FTL ships. The
model captured from the Chinese was al that was needed to completeit, or | should say Jeri's memory
of it. The ship itsdf was destroyed and they came home in areentry capsule.”

| picked up on the odd way hed referred to us. “Ish, you said, ‘the humans,” asif you're removed from
them. But you're ahuman now, in case you haven't noticed.”

"Oh, yes| am,” he said and shrugged negligently. “I wouldn't go back to being aCrispy, but | ill fed as
if that's my species. Unlike Jeri, who seemsto have gone further in identifying with humansthan | have.
Perhgpsintimel'll fed differently.”



"Hmm. | haven't heard Jeri talk like that."
"Wereindividuds, just asyou are.”

"l guess s0. Another drink?”

"Not just now.” He dipped an arm around my shoulders.

Oh, well. Test the waters, | thought. | tilted my head back and our lipstouched. | have to admit he did it
well. | could fed my body responding but | wasn't sure whether it was because of him or because it had
been so long.

Suddenly | found mysdf with my blouse unbuttoned. His hand wasinside it and he was caressing my
breasts. Curioudy, | had no thoughts of anything leading up to that point. Thelast | remembered we were
kissng—and till were—but | had no memory of anything in between.

Suddenly | found mysalf with my blouse completely gone and he was moving his hand down toward my
thighs while he was kissng me but curioudly, | had no remembrance of how it had happened so fast.

Jeri! | remembered her telling me how she had removed short-term memories a couple of timeswhile she
and Kylewere on the run. | twisted my body and broke from his embrace.

"Get out!” | said forcefully, feding my gorgerise. | grabbed for my blouse which he had discarded and
heditin front of me.

And suddenly | was aone again, wondering what had happened. Wherewas Ish? The last | remembered
he was kissng me. And why was my blouse off?

Jeri! | remembered her telling me how she had removed short-term memories of people a couple of times
while she and Kyle were on the run. God damn him, he must have done it to me! The son of abitch! No
wonder his seductions had been so successful!

[Back to Table of Contents]
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Jeri had dso told me she thought that if a person redlized a short-term memory had been diffused, and if
they concentrated hard enough soon enough, they could recover the memory, but that most people
would never noticeit. | wouldn't haveif | hadn't talked to Jeri. | did my best, screwing up my facein
concentration, probably making melook like | wasin pain even while felt sick at my stomach over what
Ishmadl had done. Must have done, damn him. And Jeri was right. Sure enough, afew minutes of intense
thought and the whole sequence gradually began coming back; me saying “no” repeatedly, him wiping the
memory and proceeding abit further and doing it al over again.

Damn him! | wasn't going to stand for this, Crispy or no Crispy. | didn't give ashit how important to our
space flight efforts he might be. | wanted him drawn and quartered, but first someone needed to know
the kind of shit hewas pulling, right away. | couldn't think of a better person than the commander of the
whole shebang, General Shelton.

| called Carol at headquarters but she was aready gone, which meant the general was, too. She wouldn't
have left before him. Wdll, it could wait for morning, | thought. | had a couple more stiff drinkswhilel ran
the scenario over and over againin my mind. It took me along timeto cam down but finaly abiteto eat
and along shower did it. | had a hard time getting to deep that night even though | locked my door for
thefirgt time snce arriving at the Brider Enclave.

Whilel was lying awake | began going over my research in my mind. What 1sh had tried to do certainly
helped confirm the problem | thought I'd discovered.

* k k %

"Let me get thisstraight. Y ou're accusing Ishmael of using his perceptive powers on you by removing
your short-term memory in an attempt to seduce you?'

Genera Shdlton'sface was grim but troubled, asif he didn't want to believe me. | knew what his problem
must be. Any Crispy was so highly valued for its knowledge that it would be hard to crack down on one.
Some commander's probably wouldn't have but Shelton didn't strike me as that type.

"That'snot dl, Sr. My research isindicating that we may have problemswith any Cresperian who
convertsto mae rather than femde. It hasto do with the' Y chromosome and will tend to make them
ungtable unless positive environmenta influences are provided early and often, during and after the
conversion process. And even then, the possibility will remain. That'sif I'm right, of course. Y ou can't
make acdl likethat on the bass of one example like Ishmad.”

"Lau!” He practicaly shouted the word as his expression suddenly became animated with an epiphany |
didn't understand.

llgrl?l

"Lau,” he repeated. He shook his head, asif in disgust. “ That was the name the Crispy in Chinawho
became a mae took. He turned out to be afanatic in some sort of philosophy he got hold of and ... never
mind. Areyou certain of your research?’

| was honest. “No, sSir, I'm not absolutely certain, but 1've been going over and over it and can't find any
flaws. I've been trying to contact Jeri Leverson for weeks so | could get her to look at it. | had intended
to make an gppointment with you if Jeri didn't return soon, though. | think it'simportant.”

"Youll play hell seeing her now,” he said with anironic laugh. “Her and some others absences have been



disguised by security as troubleshooting on the FTL ship but it was actudly their fina prep for the
voyage. The Zeng Wu |eft the solar system yesterday and probably won't be back for six months at least
and possibly two years. That's how long we've given them to find the Cresperian system, or come back if
they haven't. They'll haveto find some compatible foodstuff to stay gone two years, though.” He thought
for amoment. “Damn. Caral, isthere another geneticist in The Group who can confirm Mai's work?"

Carol had been sitting in on the conference at my request although she might have been there anyway. |
wasn't familiar with how she and the general worked together.

"Not of her caliber, sr, and | don't say that just because we've worked together before. Mai isin aclass
al by hersdf "

Generd Shdton'sface firmed. “All right, but we still need to get to the bottom of this. Caral, seeif you
can find Ishmadl and have him report hereimmediately. Well see what he hasto say about his
misbehavior and Mai'stheory at the sametime. And...” he debated something internally then made up his
mind. “Let'srecord the conversation just in case he tries to wipe our memories. Can you do that without
him knowing, Caral?'

"Yes, gr, aslong as he's not aware of it."
"Doit, then."

But it wastoo late. Ishmael had dready flown the coop during the night, using his ability to remove
short-term memory to get past the guards and his perceptive ability to disable part of the security system
and stedl an automobile. It could have been set up to stymie even a Crispy's abilities but no one had
thought one of them might want to leave. Besides, the security system had been designed to keep bad
guysout, not good guysin. Until | upset the buggy, Ishmadl had been considered agood guy.

| waited in the general’s office until we were sure he was gone, then | decided | had done al the damage
| wanted to for oneday. | asked if | could go. Generd Shelton nodded absentmindedly and | left him
gtting there, undoubtedly running over different optionsin hismind before acting.

Or s0 | thought. Later that day | was called back to his office. Carol smiled when she saw me.
"Goonin, Ma. He's expecting you."

"Thanks.” | tapped on the door to the office then pushed it open. | was surprised to see our other Crispy,
Sira, in with him. She was the one who'd been in the hands of the Idamic Confederation, Libya
specificaly, and been snatched from their grasp and brought back here. Jeri told me she'd been reluctant
to convert to human form after her experiences with the Mudims, but had changed her mind after talking
to Jeri. Apparently she had adapted well.

I'd met her afew times but our work didn't coincide that much so we weren't well acquainted. From
what | knew of her she was smart but not nearly as open and outgoing as Jeri. In fact she seemed rather
lost the few times I'd talked with her. That tied in with another part of my theories, too, that | hadn't
mentioned to anyone yet. | had wanted to run it by Jeri first. Too late now.

"Hello Sira. It'sgood to see you again.” | gave her my best smile.
"Thank you, Mai. Jeri dways spoke wdl of you whenever we talked.”

"That'sawaysniceto hear.” | smiled again and then saw that Generd Shelton wasimpatient. | turned to
look at him.



"Sirasaid sheld be glad to go over your work with you if you'd like.” 1t was put that way as a suggestion
but histone told meit was more of acommand. “We need to have it either proven or disproven as
rapidly as possible. Do you think she could help?’

"l blieve shemight, Sr.”

Why not? It was the notion of them being able to tap into the quantum foam with their perceptive sense
that was giving metrouble. | couldn't do it, and without one of them to verify some of my equations, |
wasn't ableto tel if | wasright or way off base.

"How long?'
Hdll, I didn't know. That depended entirely on Sira.

"I don't know, Generd Shelton. I'll work asfast as possible consistent with avoiding errors and that's all
anyone can do. Isthere areason for the great rush now that the barn door is aready open, so to speak?”

"Damn right thereisl” His strong countenance appeared worried for thefirst time since I'd met him.
“Look, weve sent aFTL ship out to look for the Cresperian home planet and now it turns out that we
may have gotten it off under fase assumptions. God only knows what harm another mad hatter like Lau
could cause on their home planet. There are other factorsinvolved that you haven't heard about or
shouldn't have. Indiais building aship too, and iscloseto launching it if our intelligenceis correct. We
haven't been ableto find out whether their Crisoy—or Crispies—have converted to mae or female but
they'll sooner or later run into the same Situation as usif you're right. We have plans for working with
other Crispies as quickly aswe can locate them, if we can, or convince the U.K. to send their Crispy
here. | want to be damn sure we know what we're doing next time, especialy if Intel knowswhat it's
talking about and there are others at large.”

"Well, certainly, Sr, but—"

He cut me off. “Y ou need to have Sira verify your work, and even if she can't, you're going to have to
turn it over to her and another genetics team in the near future anyway."

"Why isthat, Sr?"

"lan't it obvious? Well, no, | guessit wouldn't beto you. See, thefirst ship isnot only looking for
Cresperia, the planet, they're on avoyage of exploration aswell. Their itinerary is pretty well set for the
first part of the trip but after that it'sjust asearch in avery large area of space with not much chance of
finding the Crigpy planet, not so soon. Were working on the location from very little hard data because
none of their navigators survived. But just on the chance, we need to try to catch thefirst ship beforeit
leavesthelast star system onitslist and have your data passed on to them by a person who thoroughly
understandsit. It would be adisaster if alot of Cresperians converted to male humans, then became
nutty, like Ishmael or Lau. Of course Ish got off to abad start but till..."

"I see what you mean, Sir. | worked closaly with Jeri during the first part of my research. Sh—shucks.
She'stheonel wish | could talk with."

"Well, you may get your wish if the second ship finds them before they go into the search patternin the
areawhere we think the Cresperian planet is. Y ou're going to be on the ship that's going to be looking for
the one Jeri ison. That is, if you volunteer.” He looked a me closdly, trying to gauge my expression.

It couldn't have been hard, not with that silly grin on my face. | was going!

* k% k %



It wasn't al that smple, of course. Thefirst thing | had to do was take arefresher coursein smal arms
and smdll unit tactics at one of the isolated training facilitiesin northern Georgia, one where the SFR had
sent the scientists and non-military people who left on thefirgt ship. General Shelton wasn't dlowing any
civiliansto venture into unknown environments unless they had the training to provide backup for the
military contingents on each ship. Those who had no former military training had to take four weeks of
quickie basic training followed by the two-week course at the same camp | was being sent to.

For me and other ex-military it would just be one week for the small arms refresher course and one week
for tactics. But beforeleaving, | had to work with Sira.on my theoriesto seeif she could vaidate them.
After returning, I'd have an estimated departure time only a couple of weeks afterward! The general was
pushing hard to have the second ship ready by then.
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Two days before leaving for the refresher courses, | was Sitting in my office with Sira, talking about what
we'd done together. She didn't exactly confirm my theories of unforeseen trouble with the’ Y chromosome
but she could find nothing to disprove them, either.

Assheput it, “I think Jeri isredly the person you should be asking, but of coursethat'simpossible. |

can't find any flawsin your work, but that doesn't mean there aren't any. Y ou see, I'm not the
mathematician sheis. That was her specidty and sheisextremely intdligent aswell. More so than me, I'm
afraid. She may not have said anything to you, but the crew of our ship had agreat deal of respect for her
despite her youth. She was an exceptional person among Cresperiansjust as sheisprovingtobeasa
human. Even with our history of manipulating our genetic structure, we dill have agreet variety among
our people, purposely o, in order to keep our society stable.”

"It would seem to me that so much variety would tend to destabilize it over thelong term, or am | missing
something?'

"Remember, we don't have sexual forces at work as humans do and either we eiminated the territoria
aspect of our speciesor it was never there to begin with. A variety among individuasisall that kegpsus
from compl ete stagnation and eventually dying out as a species.”

"Hmm. Yeah, | guess| can seethat. What bothers meiswhy Jeri didn't pick up on the sexual aspect of
the conversonin relation to the Y chromosome when she changed to become human.”

"Now that | can answer, | think,” she said confidently. “ By the time she began to think about such
matters she was dready ahuman female with the fema e hormones dominant. She had made a successful
conversion and really saw no reason to look into it then, nor even later after meeting Lau. She attributed
hisfalingsto theinfluence of his Chinese handlers. Her attitude of thinking all waswell was probably
reinforced by Ishmael since on the surface he gppeared to have become anorma male despite having
undergone torture. She thought perhaps he was a bit too promiscuous sexudly but believed he would
eitle down when he met the right woman.”

Uh-huh. Jeri had told me more or less the same thing. She thought he was as normal ahuman asa Crispy
could ever be, given that they kept their previous knowledge and perceptive powers.

"How about that Lau Crispy Generd Shelton wastalking about? Tell me more about him.”

"l don't know too much about him. Jeri was devastated by that mission, especialy when she had to kill
him. She never talked about it much.”

"I can vouch for that. She hardly ever mentioned the mission, secrecy aside.”

"On the other hand, | do know alittle about the other survivor who landed with me. He decided early on
to convert to aman after learning how femaes aretreated inthe IC."

"Wait aminute. Other one? That'sthe first I've heard about another Crispy in the lifeboat with you.”

"Well ... no, | suppose | haven't mentioned it to anyone. We ... were rather at odds about our Situation
and...” Her voicetrailed off as she saw mereach for the phone.

"Mai, what'swrong? Did |—?"

| waved ahand at her to wait while | got through to headquarters. “ Carol ? | have what may be a piece of



news the big boys haven't heard of yet. Do you know whether or not the general knows that there was
another Crispy in Libyawith Sira?"

| waited impatiently while she talked to General Shelton, then when she came back to the phone al she
said was, “Get over here quick and bring Sirawith you!"

* * % %

| guess by then | was getting a reputation for upsetting apple carts. Sure enough, not a single soul knew
of the other Crispy. | could see the generd holding back an angry outburst at Sira after we arrived, the

last thing he wanted to do. She was dready upset over failing to tell us something that might impinge on

the safety of the whole Group—or the nation, even. | guess he knew she was fedling very contrite when
he saw her expression because he contained his anger and spoke softly.

"Sira, didn't you know or at least suspect the presence of another Crispy under the control of the IC
would be of utmost concern to us, especidly considering the lengths we went to in order to pull you out
of that Stuation in Libya?"

"| thought you knew. Otherwise, how did you know how to find me? Besides, events were very
confusing at that time, going from a prisoner to arespected guest. And the rescue was kind of ... filled
with action that happened so fast and furioudly | had trouble keeping up with everything that was going
on, much lessworrying over my companion whom | hadn't seen for weeks. Also, the debriefing from
your intelligence section while | was aso concentrating on converting to human form wasn't conduciveto
coherent thought. Remember, my conversion went very fast compared to Ishmadl and especidly to Jexi.
Afterwards no one from Intelligence followed up and | thought no more about it."

It made sense, | guess, but that didn't help matters.

"All right,” he said. “It's done and as much our fault as yours. Someone dropped the ball by not talking to
you a more length, but | should have picked up oniit, so I'll take the blame. However, |et's see what we
can find out now. Sira, would you mind talking to our intelligence staff again and describe thefirst part of

your, uh, captivity?"

She gavethe generd awry smile. “It wasn't acaptivity at first, Generd, as| told your people to begin
with. After our lifeboat came down near amilitary post, soldiers surrounded us quickly and we went
fredy with them. There wasn't much elseto do. And then it wasn't more than afew minutes afterward
that our survival packets were taken and we were separated from each other. | thought at first it was
samply for trangportation purposes but | never saw Fratiminith again. After awhile | quit asking. That was
after | learned Arabic, of course. Then after staying there afew weeks | was moved in great secrecy but
it wasn't secret enough, obvioudy, since you found me. Sooner or later | would have escaped on my own
but | waswaiting until I had more knowledge of human affairs and other societies. | didn't carefor the
Mudims"

"We don't care too much for them these days either, Sira. | till don't see how Intelligence missed
knowing you had acompanion during the first part of your captivity, though.” He shook his head ruefully.
| knew some analysts were probably going to be skinned dive before he was through with them. “Be that
asit may, sometimesthe littlest thing can yield alot of information of aussful nature. So if you don't
mind...?"

"Generd, please wait amoment.”
"What isit, Ma?'

"There's some more of my research that might be important which | haven't told you about yet. | need to



talk to Sira some more about it, since Jeri isaready gone. And I'm scheduled to leave for the refresher
coursein just two more days.” | guess my expression gave away the fact that | was on the verge of
tipping another apple cart.

"I cantell by looking at you that it's not going to be good news, either. Isit important enough to delay her
talking to the intdligence branch?"

Srainterrupted. “1 can go without deep for quite awhile, Genera Shelton.”

"Okay. Go with Ma, then report to Intelligence tomorrow morning. They're till housed in the same
place. Do you remember where?"

"Of course"

"Right. Y ou don't forget much even as humans, do you? Okay, that'll work. Mai, you come see me
before you leave and tell me what else you've found out, hear?” Helooked asif held liketo just forget I'd
said anything if that were possible. | couldn't blame him. I had dumped awagonload or two of applesin

hislap dready.
"Yes gr. | will."

Asweleft, Carol had lost her usua smile, Sirawas looking embarrassed, the genera looked dour and |
waan't al that happy with matters myself.

* * % %

Siraand | stopped for ahurried lunch then headed for my office again. Once there, | got some fresh
coffee going. We seitled into the comfortable chairs and | began discussing the other matter 1'd
discovered. Or thought | had.

"Sira, | don't think you ought to talk about what I'm going to tell you to anyone €l se without permission.
It'snot redlly alife and death matter but it can have very important repercussionsin the future if we do
find your planet again.”

"That'sif the big shipswork aswel asthe model. Wewon't know until one of them comes back.”

"Well, yes. And if we find some more of your comrades here on Earth it could be very important.” |
glanced over at the pot and saw it was ready. “ Coffee?"

"Pea2"

| poured for both of us and we settled back in our chairs. | gazed at her there, asmall pretty young
woman with strawberry blonde hair and ahint of dimples. She didn't look aday over 18 in her dim-fit
dacksand smple pullover with her hair gathered loosdly behind her neck with awide ribbon. It was hard
to picture her as abeing from another planet and who was 200 years old, but that's exactly what she
was.

| had to begin somewhere so | just put it to her bluntly. “ Sira, are you happy here?’
She smiled wryly. *Y ou've noticed, have you?'

"Wl ... maybeit's just the contrast with Jeri. She's such a bright, sweet character and so muchin love
with Kyle and yet so smart she scares me sometimes. Much smarter than him but it doesn't seemto
matter. She's outgoing, too, what we call an extrovert. On the other hand, you're so quiet one would
hardly know you're around sometimes. And you don't talk much.”



"That'strue. And you'reright. | can't say I'm redlly unhappy but ... well, take sex. Sure, it'swonderful,
something we never imagined as Crigpies. But it's o complicated!™

| dmost laughed out loud at her expression. It was one just about every woman in the world is proneto
on occasion. Somehow | held it in and nodded for her to continue.

" waswith aman after I'd been here severa weeks. | redly liked him and thought he cared for me but it
turned out he just wanted the novelty of going to bed with an alien. The next man was nice at first but
then became possessive and tried to dominate me. And the third—I should have learned to be careful by
then, but | didn't know he was married, damn him. | was hurt each timeand | don't mind admitting it to
you. And yet Jeri and Kyle are so happy it's scary, to use your term.”

"How about your work?Isit satisfying?'

"Somewhat, but unlike Ish and Jeri, theré's nothing I'm doing here that's even remotely like my speciaty
asaCrispy. It would be hard to even describe it to you since it involved perceptive abilities. | was

hel ping with the FTL research but that's about done for now. I'd redlly like to travel and learn more about
Americabut | know that'simpossble.”

Not necessarily, | thought darkly. Ishmael ismanaging it—but | didn't say that. “Isthere anything | can
do?'

"Perhgps.” She amiled a melikeasmal, bashful child. “Y our knowledge and research in geneticsis
fascinating even though we grow up knowing much of our own ingtinctively. | wouldn't mind doing thet,
working with you and carrying on your research.”

"I'l beleaving.”

"I know, but you'll be replaced. If you could leave me dl your notes and give me some direction ... well,
you know how fast we learn, even as humans. I'm not as smart as Jeri, but | could doit. And | could be
very hepful to your replacement.”

"Well haveto ask the generd.” | made anote to myself to seeif | could remember someone, amae
geneticist and single who might be willing to leave the outsde world for awhile. Little old matchmaker
me. Inthe meantime...

"But forget the general for the moment. I'm glad you talked to me so frankly, Sira. Now as| said, I'm
going to trust you with something that shouldn't become genera knowledge. It would hurt some fedings
and cause resentment in others. Y ou said you're not entirely happy and | think | know why. The same
parameters | used that pointed metoward the Y chromosome as a potential source of trouble also made
me look a some other areas where difficulties might arise in the conversion from Crispy to human and |
think I've discovered some. In short, | believe you went too fast in becoming human.”

"Converted too quickly?"

"Yes, that'sit exactly. Remember, my specidty, or one of them, isenvironmenta genetics, how the
environment affects genes and their expression. Jeri took it dow and easy and look at the results she got.”

She frowned, thinking deep thoughts, maybe even calling on that core of her Crispy sdlf till buried within
her. “Surely that'snot al?'

She might not be as smart as Jeri but she hadn't falen off any hay wagon lately either.

"No, itisn't. | wasinvolved quite alot with Kyle and Jeri right after | got here. What do you think of



him?'
Shedimpled. “Would that I'd seen him first!"

| laughed. “Me, too, for that matter, but you just stated indirectly what my researchistelling me. | believe
Kyle and his attitudes and beliefs and persondity and their effect on her are all reasons Jeri turned out o
well and that Ish and you...” How to say it without hurting her fedlings?

"Didnt,” Sirasad bluntly.

"Not quite as bad asthat, especialy in your case. Remember, 1sh became amale. Y ou have the double
X and aren't influenced by the Y chromosome asheis. Still, | believe any Crispy needsto havea... oh,
let'scdl it amentor, during the conversion process, someone who's really open-minded and willing to
change hisor her mind if necessary. Someone who can guide you in the process of becoming totally
human, not just the outward form. Y ou don't meet many humanslike Kyle, mae or femae. Most humans
are opinionated rationdizing beings, thrown thisway and that, willy-nilly, by their genesand the
environmenta influences that determine the way they're expressed or turned off and on or which and how
many proteinsthey codefor. And dl of that determines how the brain iswired, which in turn determines
what kind of personality, attitudes and traits the person exhibits.” | paused for breath. “Whew! That was
amouthful, huh? And I didn't even come closeto including everything.

"Now, Sira, weredl likethat to a certain extent, the way our persondities develop, | mean, but Kyle
demondtrates less of it than most people. Heiis ... stable? Not exactly the right word. But to make it
short, he'sthe epitome of what | think of as a perfect man. The only fault I've noticed in him isatendency
toward shyness, but on himit goeswell.” | grinned at her. “As| said, you're not the only one who wishes
shed met him firg!"

Now she laughed out loud but then quickly sobered.

"So you think me being rushed through the conversion and not having an individua mentor like Kyleisthe
reason I'm not as happy as her or aswell adjusted?”

"Yes, | do,” | told her bluntly. “Kyleis an extremely well read man. He was a science writer you know,
after being medically retired from the army. He was able to steer her in the right direction and more
importantly, kept her on an even ked, pointing out both the good and bad aspects of humanity. Heisa
very well balanced person, Sira. Y ou'd never know hewas awarrior type if someone didn't tell you.
Also, he and Jeri had the full internet for her to work with and he helped her sort through it by explaining
what was trash and what was worth pursuing. We're limited herein that al our access hasto be funneled
through so many devious paths that it takes along time to download data because of the fear of giving
our location away. The minute we opened up we'd probably be spotted. Jeri managed to locate 1sh
through theinternet.”

"We gtill have alot of dataavailable"

"Uh-huh, but only because we have couriers doing nothing but bringing some specidized datawe need in
on hard drives and uploading it into our computers and others doing nothing but appending dl their
downloads to disguise what we do on theinternet. It'sahell of away to have to work, with a monitor
gauging every single download to be sure we don't reveal how much research werre doing in, well,
geneticsfor instance. Past acertain point and any Crispy monitoring the net might find us. For that matter
an Al program could probably do it."

Sirawrinkled her brow. “That shouldn't be necessary.”



"Redly?’ | sat up sraighter. “What makesyou say that?'

"I'll haveto think about it but | believe | can get usinto the net without danger by using some of the
knowledge | was working on while we were till on the spaceship before the disaster. It involvesa
Specidty Jeri wasn't familiar with and that's probably why she didn't work it out. In the meantime could |
see your research notes that led to your discoveries?

"What | think are discoveries. Sure.”
"I'm dmost convinced without seeing them, Mai. It would explainalot.”
"That it would,” | agreed. “ Okay, let's get busy.”

Shewas Hill there going strong when | finally had to leave to get some deep. Of courseit doesn't take a
Crispy long to go through atremendous amount of data. Jeri is practically apage at a glance reader for
instance, with an eidetic memory to boot. Sirawasn't quite that good but she was fast. After she went
through most of my data stores she began correlating it al in her mind and asking for more datafrom the
net. | could only imagine how impatient she must have gotten sometimes while waiting on her requeststo
be parsed to disguise our location and the data she was after. So impatient in fact that aweek later she
presented Carol and General Shelton with amethod for |etting selected computers enter the net without
risk and download great stores of data. It sped up alot of research in vital areas.
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The evening before | wasto leave for the refresher course, Sraand | thought we had things pretty well
sorted out. Shewas avery fast learner, as| said. Give her accessto the net and | had no doubt she
could begin working with the geneticists who replaced me before very long. And again, she couldn't find
any flawsin my work which dealt with the XY chromosomal aspects of the conversion from Crispy to
human. Which didn't necessarily prove there weren't any, since | couldn't get down and “see” molecules
and atoms and enzymes working their magic like Crispies could, but it made me confident enough to
want to talk to Genera Shelton one more time before the training course.

"Do you think | could go with you to see him and ask that | be moved to your department now?” Sira
asked.

| had been planning on it, but | needed the reminder. Too many things happening al at once. Besides, she
looked a me so appedingly that | laughed as| called Carol and told her | wanted Sirawith mewhen |
saw the genera to confirm some other findings 1'd made.

"No problem, Mai. He wanted to see her about that other Crispy before she reportsto Intelligence again
ayway."

"Good. Seeyouinahit.”

Sraadready knew the answer with her hyperacute hearing but she probably would have known from my
expression anyway. “ Okay, let's go beard the bear in hisden.”

"| takeit that means were going to see Generd Shelton.” If sheld overheard me, she was politely
pretending she hadn't. Little things like that were what had made Jeri S0 easy to get along with and she
was picking up on them.

"Right asrain, but don't ask me where that expression comesfrom. | don't haveaclue.”

* k x %

"Generd Shelton, Sr, whileit'strue Siracan't exactly confirm my work, she can't disproveit either.
However ... well, let her speak for hersdlf.”

He shifted his position behind his desk and turned his attention to Sira. | thought | could see afaint smile
on hisface but wasn't certain.

"Sir, Ma has done some tremendoudy exacting work. It's especialy admirable consdering the short time
shel'sbeen about it. And while | can't prove conclusively that she'sright, | fed intuitively that sheis.”

"A woman'sintuition?’ His gaze turned skeptica but hewas till listening. | didn't think he redlly believed
that was what she wasimplying, though. He was just yanking her chain alittle.

"Not at dl. When | said ‘intuitively’ it wasonly for lack of a better word. Call it aquantum thought
process, of sorts. Or a perceptive sense. Her data has aready caused me to change my attitude in
respect to what it means to be human. Jeri was worried about Ishmael before she left but wasn't ableto
figure out what the problem was. Mai did. That should tell you something right there about the accuracy
of what she's been doing. And from what I've learned since talking to you lagt, | think that Lau, the
Crigpy Jexi killed, was suffering even more from the converson than Ishmad.”

"Tedl me more about your attitude change.”



"I'm convinced now that | got in too much of ahurry to convert to human. It went too swiftly and | lost
something in the process that Jeri acquired by going dowly. Also, Ma's equationstell me that the neura
pathwaysin my brain were*set,” so to spesk;, too rigidly from not having a suitable mentor during the
process. Jeri was S0 busy with other work that she hurried me though it, not redlizing she should have
taken more time or should have turned me over to someone with a persondity and attitude smilar to her
husband, or like Mai, only mae. If I'm reading it right, the mentor should be of opposite sex in order to
get the best results, athough | don't think it is absolutely necessary. Last night while Mai was deeping |
very carefully ‘reset’” some of my neurd synapses and pathwaysin order to change very dightly the way
my brain iswired. That involves changing the complex of genesin variouswaysto ater the number and
types of proteinsthey codefor. It would have been much easier if 1'd doneit right in thefirst place and
it'sgoing to take time to rearrange everything but | can do it. Already it more accurately reflects how
some of my genes should have been expressed as related to environmental influences. Please understand
that I'm using colloquia language for lack of proper words to describe the process. | don't dare do too
much too soon or | might wind up like Ishmael or worse, but Mai's thesis appears to work. | fed much
better today despite the lack of deep.”

"Thisisgetting alittle deep. I'm an old warrior, not ascientist, but let's seeif | understand it. Basicdly,
what you're saying isthat when a Crigpy convertsto human it should be done dowly, with ahuman
mentor congtantly present, one who is adaptable, congenia and rationd, or asrationd as we humans can
be. And preferably of the opposite sex. That'sthe kind of man Kyleisand Jeri turned into ahuman
womanweadl admire.”

"Exactly!” Sirasad enthusiagticdly. “But in the case of a Crispy converting to ahuman male, there
appear to be other problems, as Mai has outlined to you. She doesn't know the answer yet, nor do |; but
| can tell you and her, too, that | don't believeit'sbeyond usto correct. If | could take Mai's place when
sheleavesand if | could work with afew geneticists with something near her intellect and persondlity, |
believe that in the near future it can be done safdly. If taken dowly, that is. And if others of usturn up so
wecantry it

"Ah. Now | see. Y ou want her job."

Siramissed the attempt at humor. “1 want to change jobs. I'm not doing anything of importance since the
FTL propulsion engineering has been completed. Not that | contributed too much to it anyway. Basicdly,
| don't think my talents have been utilized to their fullest extent.”

"Cardl?'

"I'm going to have to accept some blame mysdlf, sir.” Thiswas part of her domain. She brushed astrand
of hair from her face. “I thought Sirawas happy here and doing useful work. She's been assigned to the
weapons devel opment team and they've come along way.”

"They probably would have anyway,” Sirasaid. “Jeri had aready pointed them in the right direction and
Ishmad helped morethan | did.”

"I'm wondering now if we can trust hiswork."
"I'll be glad to go over anything you're uncertain of, air."

"I'm going to take you up on that. Ishmael has disappeared completely, and given how easily he can
change his appearance, | don't think we're going to find him except by accident.”

"Can | move over to Mai's department after going over shmael'swork?"



"Y ou can move there as soon as you're satisfied the ship is safe, to the best of your ability. Just be avare
that you'll be on cal for wegpons eval uation and review and available to answer the usud slly questions
from new arrivas”

That got abig laugh, but then the general turned serious again. He rubbed his chin for amoment then
looked at me.

"Mai, snce lshmad deserted, Siraisthe only Crispy we have immediately available. Just to help confirm
your theories, | want you two to stick close together.”

"Y ou're gpeaking of Mai being the mentor | should have had to begin with, | takeit?" Sirahad sort of an
impish expression on her face.

"Exactly. That and learn everything she's done so far. Or wait—should you have a man as mentor?”

"It would have been nice to begin with but asfar dong as1 am now | think shewould dofine. If Mai
agrees and you're not blaming Jeri for being remiss, certainly. I'd loveit, in fact!"

"Ma?'

"Well, sure. She can even move in with meif that would help. It'snot like it would interfere with any
romantic ventures on my part a the moment,” | said with asour smile. “But I'm supposed to leave for my
refresher coursein small arms and smdll unit tactics tomorrow.”

"How about if we delay it for two or three weeks? Y ou'll still have achance to go through it but for the
time being | believe keeping Sira happy isgoing to take priority.”

She and | exchanged glances. She gave me atentative smile, then when she saw me nod it broadened.

"Okay, that's settled. Keep Carol apprised of your progress and make an appointment for aweek from
today, and let's see how you're getting along.”
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It was kind of nice having someone else around after hoursto talk to. | had been so immersed inthe
enormous number of finicky details of my research that | hadn't gotten out much. The only peopleI'd
talked to in depth had been Kyle and Jeri but that had tapered off asthey grew increasingly busy with
their pre-flight preparations.

Along with the research | did my best to show Sirasome of the girl things Jeri had obvioudy been too
busy to teach her and others had apparently supposed she knew aready. It was a breakdown in
communication but not unusud in aplace likethis, still growing and harried with requests and demands
from the government types who had to be involved and the rush to best our competitorsinto interstellar
gpace. Fortunately there were damn few paliticians who knew much about The Group, and even fewer
who knew where we were located. | had heard rumors of another enclave being built but had no ideaif it
wastrue or not.

Anyway, Siraand | got along fine. Even better than that. By the second day we were old friendsand a
day or two later | began thinking of her dmogt like alittle s ster—despite her being dmost 200 years old
and an dien. After hours| coached her on some of thelittle waysto tell when aman isn't being truthful or
isonly interested in sex and stuff like that. Even with my record, | could tell her about some of those
things. Or possibly because of it. I'd been fooled enough so | could spot the types sheld be better off
without. | told her of the ways some women dissemble in order to attract men, such asdisguising their
own intelligence, bolstering the fragile male ego, pretending interest in whatever they like and so forth.

"It'sacommon practice and if you want to play it that way few women would think the less of you for it,
but persondly, | think in the long run it defeats your purpose—if you'relooking for along term
relationship, that is"

"Isthat what you want, Mai?'

| raised abrow. “Yes, I'd loveto find aman | could respect and fall in love with. Unfortunately, | ssemto
put them off once they learn what my 1.Q. is"

"But why should that be? | would think they'd like being with an intelligent woman rather than one who
isnt"

"Remember what | said about the mae ego?”
"Oh. Yes, | remember. It's disconcerting.”

"Oh, don't give up dl that easily, Sira. Hell, maybe it's me. Maybe I'm just too hard to please. Not that
men don' liketo think they al have bals bigger than Texas grapefruits.”

"| doubt it'syour fault. Tell me more.”

So we had another drink and | did. During that period she dropped the Mai and began cdling me Cherry
like most people | was closeto.

It was on another night, toward the end of the first week when she sprang her big surprise that would
impact the rest of my life. We had stopped by the day room and lounge after calling it quits at work, but
found nothing interesting going on there. No interesting men, | should say, S0 after two drinkswe left.

We had stopped for a sandwich in the cafeteriafirst so we'd already eaten. | cracked open a bottle of
wine when we got back to the gpartment and turned on the television to see if there was anything worth



watching. Nada. There seldom was, to my notion. | switched over to the news. We sat and sipped our
wine and talked when nothing worth listening to was being reported, just gabbing.

Perhapsit wasthe liquor that made me agree. Or maybe not. Anyway, the news anchor was devoting
what little time they alowed for science newsthat night to a discovery that might eventualy contribute to
lengthening the human life span. | think Siranoticed how closdly | was paying attention to the segment
because when it was over she eyed me carefully, then said, “Mai, are you interested in prolonging your
life?"

| shrugged. “Depends. | can't see any purposeif it'samply lengthening thetime I'd spend droolingina
whedlchair. They dways very carefully leave those things out. If we learn how to extend or dow down
the aging process, it Smply leaves us open to more debilitating diseases. Or maybe I'm apessmist. Some
approaches involving telomeres and the RAS2, SCH9 and SIR2 genes, dong with afew othersin
various combinations or deletions are promising, but we're along way off yet. And even if wefind the
key well need to learn how to reverse the aging process or alot of people will be very unhappy.
Anyway, I've looked into the approach that was just mentioned on the news and don't think there's much
toit."

"Suppose you could stay young? Would you like that?"

"Sure. Who wouldn't?” | suddenly realized from her expression that she wasn't just making idle chatter.
“Areyou getting a something, Sira? Did you find anything in my notesthat might lead to such athing?

"No. | could doit for you, though. I'm not familiar with the nomenclature yet but | know how aging
worksin humans.”

"What! | mean ... you could? Y ou do?"
"Didn't you know Jeri did that for Kyle? Made him younger? And stronger? Hedled hisold war injuries?’
It was newsto me. “How do you know?"

Shelooked dightly ashamed. “While Kyle was with her once at the time she and Ishmadl were helping
me with my conversion, | inadvertently examined Kyle with my perceptive sense. | didn't know that much
about acceptable mores at thetime. Anyway, | couldn't help but notice that shed worked on him and
when | asked her about it later she told me the whole story. She cautioned me not to broadcast it,
though. She said humans would become very upset if they knew only special oneswere being given
extended life gpans and superior bodies.”

"Sowhy areyou tdling me, then?"

"Shedidn't say | couldn't tell anyone, just not to go public with it. It's not something that can be done
ingantly iswhy. Evenif it could be, can you imagine Jeri and me standing still while the whole human race
passed in amarch past usin order for usto extend their lives? Wed die of exhaustion before even getting
started good. It took Jeri severa weeks of work with Kyle but she showed me how it could be speeded
up now that it's a proven success. Not by that much, though.”

"And | still have a couple of weeks before | report for my training course? Isthat why you brought it up
now?"'

"Y$"

Lord help me. What to do? Did | want it? Of course! Not much of adecision there. But how about being
one of the few? The one-eyed woman in the country of the blind isn't the queen—shes aprize to fight



over. But most of dl, why me?
"Why me, Sra?'

"Because you deserveit,” she said smply. “ Just asKyle did. Just as some others do, which I'm sure Jeri
will providefor, aswill I, astime and circumstances allow."

| lowered my eyeswhile thinking about it. And to repest, perhaps it was the drinks that made me agree,
because | wasintelligent enough to know it wouldn't be apicnicif anyone ever found out. Finaly |
looked at her and nodded. “Go ahead. And thank you, Sira. That's the finest compliment I've ever been

pad.”
We hugged, both of us shedding tears. And then she got busy.

* k% k %

"I don't fed abit different,” | told Sraacouple of dayslater. We were reviewing my equations and
models of how the effects of possessing anumber of particular genes of the XX chromosomes during the
conversion process from Crispy to human tempered theill effects of the coding for microprotein
formation of adjacent genes. It isasubtle process and Sirawas working with me on the models, using
her perceptive sense to show where I'd gone dightly wrong in the way I'd oriented one of the proteins.

"You won't ever fed it but in another ten days or so you'll be anew person inside and out, much stronger
and with an indefinite lifespan,” she said, touching the keyboard and flipping the modd 45 degreesso |
could get abetter view of it. “ There. Can you see it now?"'

| bent forward to get acloser look. “ Oh, yeah. No wonder | couldn't make it work theway | thought it
should. Sira, that perceptive sense must be what propelled you guys so far into microbiology that you
learned how to change shapes and genomes without killing yoursalves.” | brushed an errant lock of hair
from my forehead while thinking how niceit would beif | could change my hair color at will, the way she
could. | like the dark brown I've dways worn but any woman wonders what she would look likein
various other colors and most experiment sometime during therr lives.

"Oh, wefigured that out long ago but it happened so far in our past that no one knows how it occurred.
Now it'singinctive. That's why we don't have ared science of geneticslike you do and why we work
well together. Y ou provide the theory and | can check it with my perceptive sense.”

Siradidn't start dtering my facid features to remove the trace of wrinkles and the faint crow's feet from
my eyes until two days before | |ft the enclave. | had just turned 30 and ordinarily they weren't even
noticeable with makeup. When | looked in the mirror the last morning as| was getting dressed | redlized
they were gone completely and that | no longer looked my age. Infact, | seemed to be not much older
than Sira, who resembled ateenager. We were counting on being gone for two weeks of training to
make people forget my original appearance. And it wasn't asif | had been seen around alot. | had spent
much of my time buried in work.

When | returned I'd claim all that fresh air and exercise contributed to how good | looked. | never felt a
thing during the process and it wasn't until after | reported to camp for my training that | realized what a
change had taken place in my body.
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"All right, listen up, people! My nameis Technica Sergeant Juan Melandez. I'll be your primary tutor
while you're here. We've got one week to run you through this course, so pay attention.”

The big army tech sergeant stood with hands on hips and glowered at us. | wondered what was going
through hismind at having to teach an abbreviated coursein small unit tacticsto abunch of civilians,
some of them aready approaching middle age. He must be curious as a pup in anew home even though
all of us had either been through basic at one time or had just graduated from the baby basic or refresher
course. Whatever he wasthinking, it couldn't be very complimentary if his expression was any indication.

Wed finished the smal arms course, arefresher for me but for othersit had been their first contact with
army weapons—or even first contact with weaponsat al! It must have grated on him, knowing abunch
of bardly trained civilians had to be going on some kind of specid mission that involved danger, adventure
and excitement while he was stuck at the training base somewherein Georgia

We had been told that's where we were but the actual |ocation had been very carefully concealed from
us. | didn't think it wasin Georgiabut it might have been.

Someonein the front row had the temerity to complain.
"Sergeant, are we going to be doing much running?”

| guessthe guy thought once held finished the baby basic training hed never haveto exercise again. It
made me wonder about the criteria used to pick prospective starfarers!

"Y ou're goddamned right you'll be running!” Meandez shouted at him, and glared even morefiercely.
“You'l dso be hiking and walking and crawling in the mud, for that matter. What do you think thisis, a
Sunday school picnic? Y ou're learning how small groups function in combat situations, and I'll be damned
if I've ever seen combat take place on agolf green or dow down to accommodate someone who doesn't
liketorun."

"Well, theré's no need for profanity just because | asked aquestion.”

"Bud, I'll bejust asfucking profaneas| think | need to be, in order to drum it through your thick civilian
heads that combat isn't agame of badminton. It'slife and death, not only for you but for your comrades.
And in case you haven't been told, you have to pass this course to go wherever the hell you're headed
for. And I'm the son of abitch who can give you a down check and send you back to wherever you
came from. Now let's get started.”

| didn't hear very many more questions. The ones| did hear were usualy astute and needed to be asked.
Sot. Melandez had very little time to teach the basics of what every space-bound scientist and technician
had to know, by order of Genera Shelton. There was no telling what we might run into that the military
contingent couldn't handle by itself.

We spent 12 hours aday for seven days studying tactics, maneuvering as an attacking unit on rescue
missions and then retrograde movements while defending aSite or bringing out a party that wasin trouble.
First we studied the tactics then practiced them in scenarios as redigtic as possible. Having been through
basic training and kept in shape, | wasfar better off than some of the group. | haveto giveit to them,
though. Almogt dl of those men and women werein their late thirties and early fortiesand they dl hung in
there. | guessthe chance to go on an interstellar expedition was a pretty good motivator. | know it was
for mel



| had an easier time of it than most of the othersfor two reasons. Fird, as| said, I'd aready been through
basic training, albeit a number of years ago, and had kept in shape. The second reason manifested on a
day when John Smackers, ayoung man in hislate twenties, got into trouble. It was his own faullt.

Most of the training involved surprisesjust like you'd run into during combat. | was crawling dong the
edge of anarrow ravine with him and three others. Our leader for the day was Maddline Graham, a
pleasantly pretty astronomer with graying hair I'd met afew times back at SFREC. Everyone cdled her
Maddie. She had dready spotted a crossing point a hundred feet up ahead where we could get to the
other sde and come back in timeto set up a defensive position to alow the following squad to jump past
and set up the same kind of sitefor us. Smackers decided to take a short cut instead of obeying orders.
He found a spot he thought he could leap across. He backed up afew yards.

"Hey! Get down!” Maddieydlled. “Y ou'll get spotted.”

"Here'show to do it the easy way,” he yelled. He bent down lower asinstructed but went his own way
otherwise. He stayed crouched down while he ran toward the edge of the ravine, intending to leap across
and show how smpleit was. Instead, he tripped and rolled sdeways over the edge, saving himsdf from
anasty and possibly fata fall by grabbing hold of the trunk of asmall bush embedded in cracks on the
rocky side dope.

| saw the bush start to pull loose. | was the nearest person to him and without even thinking, | jumped to
my feet and ran to him. | reached down and grabbed hiswrist just as the bush came loose. By dl rights,
his weight should have pulled me over the edge. Insteed, | gave ahard yank and fell backward, dragging
him back up and down on top of me. | shoved him off my body and shouted, “Y ou stupid shit! Never try
to be agoddamn showoff. All it'll do isget you killed."

Hewas till shaking but once he got to hisfeet heforgot dl about how he dmost killed himsdf and me,
too. “I could've gotten back up by mysdf.”

"The hdl you could.” | turned away, seething insde a his stupidity. He wastreating the training asalark,
agame.

The others came running up. “It'sokay,” | said. “Let'sfinish the problem.”
Wedid, with Smackers keeping his distance from metherest of the day.

That evening, Sgt. Mdandez stopped mewhile| was on the way to the showers, which consisted of an
outdoor drum rigged up to pour enough cold water on top of you to ruin your whole day, not to mention
your hair.

"Areyou aweight lifter?’ he asked. “You really don't ook like one.” His countenance was much more
pleasant than the first morning when he had introduced himself. In fact, he was rather handsome when not
glowering at over-aged trainees.

"No.” | tried to let it go at that. I'd been thinking about what 1'd done and knew damn well | shouldn't
have had the strength to pull Smackers back up from the side of the ravine. And I'd noticed how easy the
rest of the physical part of the training was for me. It had to be Sira's work but she hadn't told me that
what she was doing would turn meinto a superwoman. Or had she? Then | remembered her saying
something about how | would be stronger. Sure, but...

"Y ou've got to have some kind of muscles under that ouitfit to do what | saw.” He eyed my body ina
way that might have been elther offensve or pleasant, depending on the Situation and the man doing it. In
his case | decided it was more pleasant than not.



"He helped with hisfeet,” | said, hoping he didn't question our young would-be hero.
Melandez clearly didn't believe me but let it go.

The outfit he was referring to was more or lesswhat we'd be wearing if and when welanded on an alien
planet. It was army gear, atough chameeon materid normaly asilvery shade but capable of changing
colorsto match its surroundings when power-activated. It was covered with pockets and placesto
attach weapons and equipment. It was caled a chame eon suit but its functioning was stolen more from
the cuttlefish than thelittle lizards it was named &fter.

"Wherever you people are going, | sure as hdll hope you aren't going to face as much trouble asit
appearsyou are,” Melandez said late the third morning after we'd trudged back to the base camp for
lunch and lectures. “Where are you going, by the way?"

No one answered.

"Good for you.” He grinned dyly. “I was going to flunk anyone who told me. All right, take out your
maps and compasses. Well pretend you don't have a GPS module.”

It was doubtful any planet we touched down on would have amagnetic field matching our north and
south exactly enough to use standard compasses but the ones we'd be issued would presumably be
capable of setting to anew dignment if aplanet had amagnetic field.

An hour later a helicopter took us out aways and dropped usinto adeep forest in pairs. | waswith
Maddie again but thistime | wasin charge. They tried to give us al achance at leadership roles during
thetraining. A good ides, | thought.

"WEéIl have the drinks waiting on you!” Smackers caled to us over the noise of theidling helicopter
blades thwacking the air.

| grabbed my hair to keep it from blowing around my face and ran toward the tree line from the narrow
clearing weld landed in. | gathered up my hair, retied the band that had come loose, and waited until the
noise had abated.

After the chopper was gone | lined us up with the compass and map coordinates, then double-checked
by asking Maddie if she thought | was correct.

"Looks good to me, Cherry. Bet you adollar John Smackerswon't ask his partner's opinion.”
"I wouldn't take that bet. HE's going to be trouble if he goes on the ship with us."
"Any reason why he wouldn't?'

"Maybewell get lucky and hell flunk. He just barely passed the small arms course and the grades were
lowered quite a bit from the army standard.”

"That'sright, you've been in thearmy, haven't you?'

"Uh-huh. Been awhile though.” | glanced up ahead and down at my compass. “To the right asmidgen, |
think."

"Ugh! Weve got to go through that ?'

That was amud bank along a stream, thick and gooey from arecent rain. “Y up, unless you want to go
around, and we havent got dl that much time."



Maddie sghed. “At least in space theré's no mud.”

| laughed. She was going to be one of our astronomer /navigators. The term astrogator hadn't quite
caught on yet but | thought it would before long, especidly once we were under way. It still seemed
unreal to me. Something I'd dreamed and read about infiction al my life was actualy coming true. And it
had al happened so suddenly. At this sametime one year before, there'd been no inkling of diensor
interstellar travel. Now we were building starships. The prototype mode had actualy gone out to the
Oort cloud aready and thefirst real onewas on itsway to the stard!

We did get muddy. And scratched. And bug bitten. However, | was pleased when we were thefirst
team back. John Smackers and his partner were the last onesin and they weren't speaking to each other.

[Back to Table of Contents]
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| was looking forward to our graduation exercises. Everyone had made it, even Smackers, damnit. | just
hoped he stayed away from mein the spaceship. | finished the ice cold shower and was back in the
barracks, such asthey were, with atowe around my hair and dressed in jeans now that the training was
finished. | wore apullover and light jacket, the one | always carried my little S& W in.

Graduation was set for an hour later, giving metime, | thought, to freshen up. Then, a the little party that
would follow, | intended to seeif | could convince Sgt. Juan Meandez to show me where he dept, snce
he would no longer be an ingtructor. He was ared dphamale and | found mysdf attracted to him. | liked
the glint of humor in hiseyes, too, evenif it hadn't manifested much while hewasingructing usin
weapons and tactics. Or maybeit was just biologica pressure built up over time and demanding to be let
loose. Whatever, | was looking forward to the festivities and what | hoped would follow if he proved to
be as compatible off duty as| hoped.

Maddie stuck her head in the door. “ Cherry! Someone to see you outside!™

| blinked, then remembered | was Cherry. Not many people used that name for me. Damn. Now what
could thisbe? | finished toweling my hair on the way toward the front of the building, dicked it back and
tossed the towel away. | stepped outside. General Shelton, commanding officer of the Brider Enclave,
waswaiting on me.

"Hello, Ma. Come dong, no timeto waste."
"But ... my gear, | haveto ... my hair..."

"l said we can't waste time. I'll have someone send for your gear and you can use my comb if you're
worried about your hair. Let'sgo. I'll tell you what's happening on the way."

| had heard the thwacking of helicopter blades alittle earlier but thought it wasjust thefirgt arriva of the
ones that would take our group back in the morning. It wasn't. | knew that as soon as| saw the star
painted onit. It wasthe generd's persona chopper.

"Wherearewe going?’ | asked, hurrying to keep up with hislong strides.
"To an airport, then to the Rocky Mountains.”

And that's about dl | learned right then. Helicopters aren't conducive to conversation. | don't even know
wherethe little airport was located. Probably it was Smply presenting afront asacivilian arfield owned
by abig corporation and was redlly run by one of the security agencies. Maybe even Army Intelligence; |
never asked. But once we were aboard the private passenger jet | learned plenty. General Shelton
himsdf briefed me.

"Mai, sorry to cause you to missthe graduation, but thisis far more important.”

"I'll live, Sr. What's happening now?” Graduation wasn't all he caused me to miss, damnit, but | nodded
affirmatively. | could gauge the seriousness of the misson by thefact that the generd himself waswearing
amachine pistol strapped to hischest.

"We've located two other Crispies herein the United States. They landed in the Rockies and have been
hiding al thistime, gradudly accumuleting lore on us humans.”

"Did they contact us?’ Wow. Exciting, and Sirawould be glad.



"No, we learned of them after another exhaustive analysis of the radar and atmospheric anomaieswe
turned up when al their lifeboats fell to Earth. Sirahelped, too, with her additional knowledge, once
someone thought to ask her. Once we had their location pretty well pinpointed we began searching by
satdlite. It was difficult but we did it. We got photos of two Crispies yesterday from space.”

He shook hishead asif disgusted and he probably was, what with us having had the datain hand dl this
time and not knowing it. Frankly, | couldn't blame him. For agroup that started out with Army
Intelligence, their performance had been singularly unremarkable,

"And | takeit were going to bring them in. But why me?"

"There are problems. They must have built themselves a pretty good little hidey hole and have been using
their cloaking gadget to bring equipment to it and set up abase.”

"But what were they intending to do? Just the two of them? And you said they used the cloaking gadget.
| guessthat meansthey haven't converted to humansyet, huh?'

"No. | told you we have photos of Crispies! And we want to make sure they don't convert to human
before they have alook at al your research on the potentid problems. And here'sthe thing: they
obvioudy don't trust us or they wouldn' till be hiding.”

| thought of al the datathey might have picked up about us from the net, without a human around to
guidethem in gfting through it, and shuddered. “If they've tried learning about us without help, it'sno
wonder."

"Right. And we need you to convince them were trustworthy. Y ou know more about Crispiesthan
anyone e se we have now that Jeri and Kyle have gone.”

"Why me?Why not Sira? Seems like she should be the one going to talk to them.”

"Y ou know why, Mai. She'sthe only Crispy we have until the U.K. getstheirs over here, if they ever do.
They keep staling so we can't risk her. In fact, had we known how retentive the Brits were going to be
with the onesthey control we'd never have dlowed Jeri to go on those two missions where she damn
near died. Asit was, | got reamed out over the mission to Chinaand damn near got relieved of

"But ... but all my research datais back at SFREC. | can't show them anything without that. | have a
good memory, but not that good!"

He grinned. “Give mealittle credit. | brought your notebook computer and duplicates of dl your files.
Srashowed mewhich ones."

"Oh.” | should have known. Generd Shelton wasn't commander of SFREC because he was adummy.

* k x %

| spent part of the time during the flight trying to rest up. | spent the rest of it reviewing the data| had
accumulated on why Crigpies converting to male had problems and why any conversion, whether to mae
or femae, could run into trouble without having good mentors and going dow. Damn, | surewished | had
Sirawith me but wishes get no pointsin heaven. I'd have to make do without her.

There were two other scientistsin the plane and the rest of the ten seats werefilled with ahaf dozen well
armed soldiers. | wasintroduced to them but | had too much on my mind to pay alot of atention. This
wasahdl of athing to throw at me fresh from aweek of gruding training.



By the time we landed my eyeswere blurring from reading so much in the dry air of the jet but there was
no timeto rest. Weimmediately transferred into two separate helicopters and took off again, quieting any
moretalk. | did have agood view of asnow-covered mountain but | didn't recognize where we were.

The pilots were good. They brought the choppers down in alittle clearing where they had to practicaly
whack off the limbs of the surrounding firs and aspensto get them down. Two Humvees with drivers
were waliting there. It was atight fit but they got usdl insde. We drove ahalf hour on little morethan a
hiking trail and then even that played out. The jegps came to astop and we al bailed out.

"Comeon, Ma,” the genera said to me. To the soldiers he said, “ Guard detail, trail us but keep your
weapons shouldered. We don't want to present ourselves as athreat. Y ou other two, wait here.”

The two scientists didn't like being left out but there wasn't much they could do about it. | followed
Shelton as he consulted a piece of paper, probably a map, and wondered why bring the guards at dl if
we didn't want to look threatening? Whatever, | soon quit wondering because | had to save my bregth.
We began hiking, mostly uphill, then across the steep side of amountain and gradually worked our way
farther up. The exertion didn't seem to bother Shelton. He couldn't be Sitting at hisdesk dl thetime.

Eventudly we came to another clearing, even smaller than the other.

"Thisisit,” he said. He checked to see that alittle radio at his belt was working right, then told the guards
to stay dert. Tomehesaid, “Let'sgo, Ma. And remember, they don't know we're coming, so take
thingsdow and easy.”

Wefollowed abardly discernible trail 50 yards into the forest then came to astop where a giant boulder
seemed to be holding up the mountain. There were smaller onesaround it and afew stunted firstrying to
get atoehold where soil had been blown into crevicesin the rocks.

"This should be where they're holed up, according to our contact team's coordinates,” Shelton muttered.
He never mentioned how they'd gotten the information but obvioudy he trusted it. He turned in afull
circle, looking around. Nothing. | spent that bit of time examining the big boulder. Something abouit it
didn't look right. For amoment | couldn't put my finger on it, then it cameto me. It wasn't weathered
enough. | took a couple of steps closer to it and began running my hands over the surface. They came
away amost completely clean. No rock dust. Hardly any dirt. From thereit didn't take long to spot a
cleft in therock above eyelevd. It looked too conveniently handy. | reached up and ran my hand into it
and felt around.

"Watch for snakes,” the generd said, just asthe rock moved.

| had to hurry to get out of theway asit did to the Sde, revealing an entrance into the mountain—and a
Crispy initsorigina form standing there with alittle gadget inits hand | recognized. | was startled Silly a
first by its unearthly gppearance but then my eyes focused on what it was pointing at me with one of its
middle arms. Jeri had shown me hers. It was adisintegrator. If the Crispy used it on me, 1'd turn to dust
and blow away.

"We're peaceful!” | said hurriedly, hoping it had learned to speak English. | sure as hell couldn't speak
their language.

"That's debatable. Comeinside.”
"Thank you,” | said, with General Shelton echoing my words.

They had carved out living quarters from solid rock, presumably with their disintegrators and somehow



rigged up alighting system. The fluorescent bulbs were just like the ones back at the enclave but the
power had to originate from their surviva packs, proving they'd made an easier landing than some of the
others.

Wewere led dong ashort halway to aroom that was suspicioudy designed for human occupancy.
"|sthere ahuman living here? Or have one of you converted to human form?’ | asked.

"It doesn't matter. The question iswhat are we to do with you?"

| looked at Generd Shelton. He nodded, telling me to do the negotiating.

| decided to gtart right off with abombshell. “1 sincerely hope none of you have converted to human form
yet, particularly mae. Weve seen indability result fromit.”

Silence. Apparently I'd hit them where they weren't expecting it. | decided to go for broke. “Weve made
friends with two others of you. One we rescued from aforeign country where she was unhappy.” | gave
them Sira's and Jeri's Cresperian names as closely as| could enunciate them. | had learned both of them
just for fun and now | was damned glad | had.

"What of thethird?"

So they knew about Ishmael. Again, | went for the throat. “We rescued him from some very bad
humans, a great danger to ourselves. Many humans|ost their lives getting him away from those people.
We brought him back to our place and tried to make friends with him. We a so attempted to rescue
another of your compatriots from China but it wastoo late. Hed aready gonetoo far into madness.”

Even without having human features, | knew they were bound to be befuddled, so | plowed on. “I
worked with both Jeri and Sira, the human names they took. During the course of our work, or research

| should say, we learned that any Crispy converting to human should go dowly. And that especidly
appliesto Crispies converting to the form of human maes. The sex-determinate chromosomes lead to an
unstable persondity if not monitored very carefully. I'm sorry to say that |shmael was hurried because we
knew no better at the time. Jeri, one of your own highly regarded comrades, even helped. Ishmad, the
name the male took, turned out to be unstable, as| said. He became obsessed with sex and power. He
left our security and we have no ideawhere heisnow.”

The two Crispies were gpparently having problems assimilating al I'd said so quickly. The genera and |
were both still standing since they hadn't asked usto sit. They ignored us and jibber-jabbered in their
own language for awhile. Findly one of them spoketo me. | couldn't tell them apart so | don't know
whichit was.

"I can tell with my perceptive sense that you are speaking the truth. However, human society isso
unstable that we'd like to speak to another of our kind. Are either Jeri or Sraavailable?"

"No, wefed like they are better off staying where they are now, both for our own security and theirs.
And to bevery frank, Sirais now the only one of your kind we have to work with so we didn't want to
risk her away from our enclave.

"| see again that you are truthful, but whereis Jeri?'

"She's dready |eft on the first gpaceship, looking for your home planet. Were hoping they can find it, but
theré's a huge problem. They left before | made my discoveries about the dangers of conversion. Now
we're getting another ship ready asrapidly as possiblein order to try catching the first one before they
find your home planet, if they do. It would be horrible if many Crigpies began converting to human form



without being aware of the dangers, especidly the ones converting to male.”

"What dangers? Thereis no danger in converting to amae human.”

The voice came from behind me. | recognized the son of a bitch who was spesking, too. It was Ishmadl.
[Back to Table of Contents]
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"Ish!” | said. “Thank goodness we found you! Y ou need to come back to SFREC and let us help you."”

"Yes, Ishmael,” Generd Shelton added. “1 can only offer our gpologiesfor not exploring the conversion
process more thoroughly before you did it. Our only excuseisthat it had worked so well with Jeri we
thought it would go aswell with dl of you. Damn it dl, the horrors we experienced with Lau should have
warned us, Ish. Hewas verging on crazy by the time we got to him but we thought it was because he'd
been subjected to maevolent influences by his Chinese captors.”

"No, you're completely wrong!” I1shmael said loudly. “Lau was preparing to lead the Chineseto glory, to
their proper place at the head of the human hierarchy. And since Jeri killed him it fallsto meto take over
hisunfinished duties. | will show my friends here how to construct anew ship and take the wealth of
human pleasures back to our people.”

"Ishmadl, please, no,” | said. “Look, | brought al the research notesthat Jeri, Sraand | have. It will
show you where we went wrong, but there's hope. Siraand | believe that with proper guidance you can
repair the damageto yoursdf.”

"I have no damage.” He turned away and spoke rapidly to hisfriends. | guessthey werefriends. He had
evidently been living at the place with them. We were probably in hisroom right then.

| noticed he was becoming angry. Apparently what he'd told these two Crispies and what we'd told them
didn't jibetoo wdl and it was dready beginning to look asif they were going to believe usrather than
Ishmadl. Or at the very least, they were willing to listen to us before making adecision.

"Y ou said you had your research notes with you?’ a Crispy asked. Of course it knew what 1'd said, but |
supposeit was being polite or making a peace offering of sorts.

"Y es. Do you have acomputer connection here? | brought my notebook with me but | wasin such arush
| don't know how much of achargel haveleft onit."

"Certainly. It'sfarther back."

"Don't believethem!” Ishmad yelledin English. | guess histemper got the better of him.

They ignored him. Shelton and | began following the Crispies.

The next thing I knew Ishmadl's strong arm was around my neck, choking me, and he was shouting.
"Goddamn you fucking humang!” Then he added something in the Crispy language.

| don't know what he intended but he certainly didn't use his perceptive powersto examine my body or
he'd have known | wasn't the same person as the last time we'd met, there in my room. | snapped my
elbow back so hard that | heard hisribs crack and twisted in his grasp at the same time, breaking contact
and stepping back severd pacesto put some distance between us. Fortunately, he didn't possessa
disntegrator but he did have agun. Hewent for it at the sametime | drew mine but his broken ribs
dowed him down. | wasjust alittle bit ahead of him.

| should have shot to kill but I didn't. I ftill had hopes of salvaging him. | had no idea of what horrible

things he'd done afew minutes before arriving in the cave or | would have put abullet right between his
eyes. My shot took him in the left shoulder just before he fired hisgun. | know hewas aiming to kill me,
but the wound from my gun threw him off. Hisdug hit meinmy right hip. Theforce of it twisted me haf



way around. | started to fal but hit thewall of the tunndl first and managed to Stay upright.

He fired one more time. Generd Shelton took the bullet full in his chest and fell to the floor. He shot
again, aming for me. The only thing that kept me dive was my preternaturd reflexesthat he till wasn't
alowing for. | managed to get out of the way in time and he missed, but then he twirled and ran for the
exit that was till open.

The two Crispieswere just standing there, unsure of how to handle the situation. | took off after Ishmadl,
ignoring the burning painin my hip. | could fedl pieces of shattered bone grating together as | ran back
outside. Ishmadl was hurtling down the trail, ignoring obstacles. | limped after him, knowing I'd never
catch up. Suddenly | thought of the guardswed left behind. What of them? | yelled something
unintelligibleto try drawing their atention.

Ishmael looked back over his shoulder a me. The bastard was grinning about something. | paused to
take ashot a him but he moved just intime and | missed. Damniit, I'd never hit him again, not with him
using his perceptive sense,

Ishmael looked back over his shoulder at me but then he wasn't there! | shook my head, wondering how
he'd disappeared so fast then | remembered my unbuttoned blouse that day. Shit! How could | fight him
when he was close enough to tamper with my short-term memory? But | couldn't let the likes of him
loose on humanity.

| gathered my courage and ran toward where I'd seen him last, hurrying asfast as| could. My vison
blurred with the dmaost overwhelming painin my hip and | sumbled. That probably saved my life
because abullet zinged by overhead as| was on my way down. | rolled and came up firing before | even
knew where hewas. Anything to keep his mind occupied.

| guess| managed it just long enough because the guards heard the shooting and came running. | couldn't
see them, but | heard them crashing through the brush asthey came toward me.

"Waich out!” | ydled, not wanting them to run into Ishmae!.

| had one more look at him. He stopped running and stood for amoment, indecisive. He looked
backward a me and his face wastwisted up into acruel mask. | aimed my gun at him.

He looked backward at me and his face was twisted into acrue mask. Then | was on the ground and
blood was coming from aholein my sde. Shit! Hewasdoing it again. | fired at him and missed.

| was on the ground and blood was coming from aholein my side.

Shotsrang out. | looked up in timeto see Ishmael exchange fire with someone down thetrail, probably a
guard, then he turned and ran back toward me. | tried to lift my little automatic but it wastoo heavy. |
didn't have the strength to bring it to bear on him.

"Goddamn bitch!” he cursed and amed his pistol at my head and pulled thetrigger. It clicked on empty.
He cursed again and ducked as a bullet sang by and impacted on atree. He changed magazines with a
dexterity | could only admirewhile | waited for degth. | tried one moretimeto lift my gun. It rose dowly.

He grinned then hisarm fdll to hiswaist asashot rang out. He stared stupidly down at the holein his
chest. | couldn't lift my arm but | had just enough strength to flex my wrist upward and fire one more
time. It wasn't enough to kill him, not with his perceptive sense helping him.

Helifted his gaze from his chest. Then his head disappeared and the rest of hisbody dumped to the
ground with blood pumping from his neck. A disintegrator! The Crispies had chosen sides.



That was my last coherent thought for along while.

* k% k %

We learned later that he had been snooping back at the Enclave and found out where the Crispieswere
hiding. He went there and mided the two Crispies, using his perceptive sense to prevent them from
knowing how many lies hetold. He wanted to get them to change into human form and the three of them
gradudly accumulate enough money and power to run the world and then build another spaceship. Or
something along those lines. | never learned exactly what. Maybe by that time hewas so far gone he
didn't know himsdlf. | doubt serioudy just the three of them could have succeeded anyway.

| guessit'sagood thing Sirahad changed my body so much. My wounds were much worse than |
thought. 1 would probably have died on the mountain without the quick heding taents Sirahad given my
body aswell as help from the two Crispiesthere. Asit was, | was gently tranquilized by the Crispiesso |
wouldn't fed any pain while | was trundled down the mountain to where our guards were waiting.

Except hdf of them were dead. Before entering the hideout, 1shmael had killed them by atering each of
their short-term memoriesin turn, then cutting their throats, so silently and quickly neither the other guards
nor the two Crispiesinside the mountain had noticed. That was how he'd been able to get past them and
confront us. If he'd bothered to kill al of them he might have gotten away but the three he bypassed held
him up just long enough when he tried to run away that the Crispies had time to decide. The son of a
bitch deserved to die. If he had lived and it had been up to me I'd probably have executed him mysaif.

General Shelton hadn't been hurt that much. He was wearing armor and only had the breath knocked out
of him. | guess Ishmael hadn't bothered to use his perceptive sense to notice it. Or maybe held been using
it to confuse the other two Crispies and keep them out of it.

When Shelton recovered from the impact that had knocked him down he was able to talk again. Hetold
the Crigpiesthat |shmael's behavior was partly our fault. I know it must have taken ahell of alot of
restraint for him to say that after seeing the bodies of the soldiers. | think Generd Shelton'slast act,
blaming Ishmael's behavior on usfor not being more perceptive, no pun intended, was inducement for
them to see how different we were from Ishmael and to comewith us, bringing only their survival gear
from their lifeboat with them.

"l got my ass chewed out good by both the President and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs for leading that
mission myself instead of sending a subordinate dong,” Generd Shelton said later. He was seated by my
hospital bed in the Enclave infirmary, smiling at melike an insurance agent seeing apatient with abig
policy on her life come back from the dead. In short, he was happy.

"Results count, don't they?"
"Fortunately. The Crigpies were impressed that I'd come aong rather than send someone of lower rank.”

"Then they did come here?’ | wasjust getting caught up on al the news. I'd been unconsciousfor the last
two dayswhile my body hedled. My attending physician was a nice man named Dr. William Harrison
Honeywell that 1'd only just consciously met about an hour before. | learned later he was an Army mgjor,
and he worked right alongside the Crigpies to get me patched back together, the one stitching, the others
.. wdl, | guess“sedling” isas good aterm to use as any. Good man, that, because fuzzy, lime-green
BEMsevidently don't faze him abit. | got to know him ... er, intimately, the way a doctor/patient
relationship goes, in the ensuing days.

"Oh, yes” Shelton nodded emphaticaly. “They're here, and happy, by dl indications. And they're very
impressed with theway Sirahasturned out despite her initid difficulties. They were wondering if you
could be their mentor when they decide to change.”



"No! | want to go on the ship!” | struggled to Sit up and noticed for thefirst time my wristiswere
restrained. “ Get those damn things off me!” | said, jerking with my arms.

He laughed and began unbuckling the padded straps. “ They wanted to make sure you didn't move
around on ‘em while they worked on you. | guess the nursesforgot to take them off."

"Did you hear me, sir?1 don't want to stay here. | want to go on the ship.”

"That'swhat | told the Crispies you'd say. However, they will accept your recommendation for mentorsif
you won't stay for them.”

"Sorry, Sr. I've dreamed dl my life about going into space. I'm scared if | put it off something will happen
andl wontgettogoat al.”

He nodded sadly. “Y eah. That's how I'm feeling. I'm not going to be allowed to go exploring for awhile
yet, damnit. Anyway, we need you on the ship because of your knowledge and | have to stay here.”

"Pendty for doing agood job running this place, sr.”

"Carol runsit asmuch as| do these days. Bethat asit may, | just wanted to stop by and see you for a
few minutes and thank you for ajob well done. Y ou're going to receive amedal, by theway, but of
courseit can't be presented publicly.”

"No biggie. | don't deserve one anyway."

Wetaked for afew more minutes before he said he had to get back to work. | wasleft lying in bed,
going back over the mission and wondering if there was anything | could have done to make it come out
better. The next day when the medal was pinned to the breast of my gown, Generd Shelton saw my
expression and took the time to have some encouraging words with me.

"Mai, every soldier who's ever been in combat and lost friends aways wonders the same thing as you.
Could I have saved them? Did | do something wrong that led to their deaths? And it's even worse for
commanders, like me. I'm the one who hasthose boys degthsto live with. | had my mind on the new
Crispies and never considered Ishmael might have been involved, even after seeing that room set up for
humans. | should have known then. And not to scare you, but you're going exploring and something like
that will happen again. God knows what we'll meet out there. The Crispies have told us some of the
thingsthey ran into but with their perceptive senses they were able to avoid Stuations that would get us
killed."

"l guess s0. Thank you, Sir."

"No thanks needed. Y ou did fine. | wish | was going with you.” His eyes|ooked off into the distance for
amoment and then he was gone.

* k x %

Srawasthereto help when | took my first shaky steps a couple of dayslater. | wouldn't have been
walking near that soon with anormal body. The high-powered bullet had shattered my hip and the other
had torn me up insde, but other than some residua soreness | felt okay. Not a hundred percent but
ready to leave theinfirmary and get back to work. The Galactic was going to be leaving before long and
there was till alot to do.

"It would be grest if you could come dong, too, Sira,” | told her.

"I'd loveto, but you know aswell as| do it's not possible now. What | have to count onisone of our



shipsfinding the home planet. In that case, not only could | go homeif | liked but alot of Crispies could
come herel”

"Would you go homeif you could?'

"Maybe for awhile, to help others who wanted to convert to human form, but | think | could do more
useful work right here on Earth. The planet isnot in good condition, as1'm sure you're avare, neither
environmentaly nor politicaly.”

"Once pace travel becomesroutine | think some problemswill be solved,” | said defensively. “That'sif
wefind good planetsto colonize. Even if we don't, we can begin moving heavy industry off Earth.”

"Oh there's bound to be lots of them, Cherry! We found one Earth-like planet just on our voyage before
it went wrong and previous voyages had found severa aswell."

"Did you colonize any of them?’ The answer popped into my mind before she said anything. The Crispies
intheir origind form weren't that interested in colonizing and only minimaly interested in exploring. They
were very nearly adatic culture insofar asthe urge to go other places went. They were neither territoria
nor warlike, which when you think about it are two big reasons for exploration. Just think back to when
the Americas were discovered if you want some historica perspective.

Sirasaw from my expression she needn't bother answering. She did have something to say, though; she
hadn't come by just to visit.

"Mai, | think one of my compatriotsis ready to convert to human but she'salittle scared after what
happened to Lau and Ishmael. Have you come up with any acceptable mentors yet?!

| had been thinking about it and | knew she was redlly serious by her use of my red name rather than
caling me Cherry. “Have you met Robert and MarthaE. Lee?’ | asked.

"I've met them, but don't redly know them well."

"Jeri thought highly of them. They were trapped in the place where Ishmagl was being held captive and
risked their livesto help him stay alive. I've gotten to know them pretty well. They're good people. | think
if you and | took aweek or so to work with them and show them what they have to do and what they
have to look for during the conversion—the danger points so to speak—then | could leave them in your
hands. With you hel ping them and doing only one conversion at atime the three of you would make great
mentors.”

"Good. | was scared the whole load would fal on me, and | don't think |'ve cured Al theillsthat befdll
me from too fast a conversion yet."

"Youredoing great, Sira. | can tell the difference, for sure. Y ou don't look or act nearly as unsure of
yoursdlf any more, nor as unhappy, either.” | raised my brows.

She amiled swestly. “Y ou know metoo well. Johnisaredlly nice guy. No problemsthere. But youre
right. | am doing fineand | feel much better as a person now. When do you leave, by the way?"

"Soonisal | know. It can't be much longer, though. Have you noticed how many people went missing
while | was off playing soldier? They were al dated for the ship so | suspect they're dready living init,
getting the systems they have to work with checked out and the ship stocked and so on.”

"Yes, I've noticed. Or rather now that you mention it, | have. I'll missyou."



"I'll missyou, too, Sira. And thank you again for what you did for me. It dmost certainly saved my life
during that encounter with Ishmad."

"Oh, poo! The Crispieswould have saved you."

"Maybe. But remember, they were till making up their minds. Oh well, that's over and done with. How's
your work coming now that you switched jobs?!

"Wonderful. In another sx months| think | can cal myself ageneticist and can redly begin working on
methods of helping humans enhance their bodies without our help. That's one of thethings| believe
accountsfor alot of grifein human affairs. The short lifespans and susceptibility toillness.”

"l agree.” Infact, | couldn't agree more. | just hoped the public wouldn't find out about the few of uswho
had aready been changed. Thefirg thing wed hear would be favoritism, cronyism and dl the other
epithets they could throw at us. And that would just be the preliminaries. After that they'd get physical.

[Back to Table of Contents]
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

| began getting antsy after | wastold to pack my bags. Each person was alowed 30 kilos of persona
luggage. That sounded like alot, but suppose the ship was gone for two years? It's not much, then. In
fact, it'shardly anything at all. | tried to pick for the long term. Fortunately, we weren't like the old
pioneersin one aspect. By storing them digitally we could take as many books and moviesaswe liked
and we'd have entertainment for as long as the ship supplied power and the computers worked. So far as
that goes, readersthat had asolar power adjunct would last practicaly forever.

Clothes were something ese. Exploratory gear was furnished, which meant anything we'd wear on
another planet outside the confines of the ship, and that meant two sets of chameleon fatigues each. We
weretold we could aso wear them in the ship if we liked but frankly, they don't do much for agirl's
figure, so | doubted | would. Other than cammies we had to pick and choose. | selected a couple of
dressy outfits and the rest in lightweight jeans and pullovers, blouses, dacks, undies and a couple of
jackets. And good shoes, a couple of pair. One pair of dippersfor dress. My persona weapons. The
ship'sarsenad would furnish those for usif necessary, but if we had a preference we had to bring our
own, complete with ammo. | packed my big automatic with plenty of cartridges and very reluctantly put
my small pistal into storage. Then | thought about it again. | removed afew trinkets | could get dong
without and replaced them with the .40 caliber pistol, two clipsand abox of anmo. Twicethat little gun
had saved my life, whereas I'd never shot the .45 except a afiring range.

| didn't plan on bringing any food for mysdlf like some people did, so that |eft room for afew cosmetics.
Very few. | had noideaif thered even be an digible man on board. | certainly hadn't had any luck where
| was, but alittle planning to go dong with some wishful thinking wouldn't hurt athing. When | was
finished | ill had abit of massdlowance, and filled it with aliter of Jack Daniels Black Labd . Indulgent?
Yeah, but | couldn't think of anything elseto take.

The two new Crispieswere agodsend. General Shelton very reluctantly granted the wish of one of them
to go dong and at that, he had to get permission dl the way up to the President, | think. Weredly did
need one, though. Suppose we never found the first ship but did find the Cresperian home planet? Wed
have to have an interpreter and go-between. And guess what? It wanted to convert to ahuman male and
wanted me as hismentor! It gave me goose bumps, remembering how Ishmad came out and having
heard the stories about Lau, the Crispy who'd been in China and converted to a human male, then went
completely around the bend.

Well, at least | knew now what had gone wrong but we still hadn't had a successful trangtion from Crispy
to human male, not unlessthe U.K. or Indiaor the one ill in the hands of the Idamic Confederation had
managed it.

| talked with the Crispy—he was dready amale, not that it made much difference with them—and we
decided to wait until we were on the way and start the conversion then. That decision had to be bucked
way on up the chain of command. Suppose something went wrong during his converson? Wed be one
hell of along way from help! Regardless, we really needed a Crispy aboard and my research showed
plainly that the transition from Crispy to human needed to go dow, so that did it.

Gordon seemed pretty likable. That was the name he picked for himsalf. Gordon Stuart. | asked him why
that particular name and it turned out that he'd run across an old song by Gordon Lightfoot, afolk singer
I'd never heard of. Whatever rings hisbell, | decided. Then | gaveit another thought. The name did seem
to fit him somehow, even though he till wasin hisorigind Crispy form. | think it washisvoice. It wasa
nice resonant baritone. Even coming from something you'd run fromif you weren't aware of what it was,
gpesking to him almost made you forget about it.



* * % %

About that time | got caled in to theinfirmary. Seemsit wastime for my flight physical. A mixed blessng,
that. | got to be poked and prodded in every concelvable way, and every orifice examined; but then | got
to gointo spaceif it dl checked out. And | knew it would. Sirahad aready verified that.

| undressed and put on the lovely disposable paper gown just before the nurse and Dr. Honeywell came
in. “Wéll, hi there,” he said in afriendly tone. “How are you doing?'

"Pretty well, dl things considering,” | decided. “No after-effects.”

"That'sgood.” Honeywell smiled. “ Gottalove the Crispies. They're ared godsend.” He grew solemn. “|
don't think | could have saved you without them, or amiracle, otherwise.”

| winced. “ That bad, huh?"
"Yep.” He and the nurse eased me back onto the exam table and commenced poking and prodding.

"I hope you don't have too many more of these examsto do,” | noted, shooting for small talk as areas
that | normally didn't expose to strangers got poked and prodded. “It's getting kind of close, isn't it?"

"Yes, but youremy last physica,” Honeywell observed, jotting notes on his Blackberry. “We saved you
for last because of your injuries. We wanted to give you plenty of timeto hed first. The genera made it
clear that flunking your pre-flight physicad wasn't an option, or you might turn the infirmary into Pamplona
during the running of the bulls.” He grinned as he leaned back over me to use his stethoscope,
congderately warming it in the pdms of hishandsfirgt.

"Thank you,” | said gratefully, both to the thoughtfulness of the scheduling and to the comfort of awarm
stethoscope. Just then something swung out of the neckline of his scrubs, and he tucked it back inside,
but not before I'd had a chance to seethat it was agold cross pendant. That caught me by surprise.

"Pretty necklace,” | said. It was, but okay, | admit it, | wasfishing. It wasn't too often that | saw people
in hisprofesson, or a hislevd, displaying asymbol of rdigious belief. Hewas, after dl, ahighly
experienced surgeon and internist, having seen the insdes of more MASH units than the televison show.
That might be an exaggeration, but not by much, from what the genera had told me.

"Thanks,” he answered casudly. “Meansalot to me."
"Somebody specid giveit to you?'
"No. | bought it mysdf. It just ... meansalot to me.”

That wastdling. But interestingly enough, that was dl he said. And just because the man was now poking
instruments around between my legs didn't mean we knew each other well enough for meto press
further. And likely, | considered, we never would, because who knew when we'd see each other after
this?

"When was the last time you had aperiod?’ he asked then.

"Um ... ‘bout two, two and a half weeks ago,” | said. Helet me sit up, and | glanced at the caendar on
thewall. “Yeah. Itll beright at two weeksin two days."

"Okay, good. Where do you want the implant? We recommend upper arm or belly, but it'syour call.”
"Implant?"



"Contraceptive. Y ou're going to be gone potentidly along time,” Honeywell explained, “and we can't
have babies popping off aboard ship. And theimplantslast ayear, and take up alot less spacein
stowage than months and months worth of birth control pills. Then there's the added benefit of no
periodswhiletheimplant lagts.”

"Ah,” | said, grasping theidea. Not having a period for ayear sure wouldn't bother me, either! “ Good
plan. I dunno. How big isthe damn thing, and which ste hurtsless?'

Honeywd | grinned, holding up the sterile package containing the tiny implant. “In that case, I'd
recommend bly."

"Goforit."

Moments later | had the little prosthetic injected just under my skin, right below my navel. And thanksto
abit of cold spray, I'd barely fdt athing. “How long does it take to kick in?"

"Stay on your Rill until you run out of the current month,” Honeywel| cautioned. “By thenit'll be
dispensing the correct amount. Don't be surprised if you spot a bit, or have some dight nauseain the
meantime, though. Y ou'll be getting hormones from both systems. If you have any problems be sure and
report them. A smdll percentage of women can't tolerate thisimplant and it's il relatively new.”

"Right.” | nodded comprehension. “ Better that than wups. | doubt the nurseries of starships are very big.”
"Exactly."

* k *x %

Three dayslater | wastold I'd be leaving the next day. And | was amost ten pounds over my
30-kilogram limit. I'd reconsidered after the whisky and began adding other odds and ends until | was
overweight. Damn, damn, damn! What to leave behind? | spent two hours agonizing over choicesand
wondered whether other passengers and crew were having the same difficulties.

| heard atap at my door and spoke for it to open. Maddie stuck her head in.

"Hi Maddie. Comeonin.” | had a sudden idea. Maybe she had some spare space. Wouldn't hurt to ask.
"Just for amoment,” she said stepping oninside. |1 see you're packing. Got any room to spare?”

| laughed. “I was just going to ask you!"

"So much for that. No one has extraroom. Mass, | mean.” Her expression drooped. “Well, there go my
dress shoes and agown.”

We tdked afew minutes; then sheleft on another errand, probably to ask someone else. | was actudly
surprised to see her till around. | would have thought she'd aready be aboard, being an astrogator,
navigator or whatever the hell they finally decided to call her. | hoped that meant our route was aready
all mapped out. It better be, | thought, or we're dl in trouble!

Gordon had aready left on aspecid, wel-guarded carrier. | wouldn't see him again until wewerein
space. It was beginning to be lonely around the old homestead. | decided to use up some of the whisky
but right at the last moment | got the word that we could add another fivekilos. | repacked then weighed
everything again and wasright at the limit, including the whisky, so | didn't get to have agoing-away drink
in my room after dl.

| felt certain | wouldn't deep that night and | wasright. | tossed and tumbled until finaly | took a



tranquilizer, aleftover from my recovery period. | shook the bottle and noted with satisfaction that it was
gtill dmost full. | had used very few of them. | poured the rest down the sink. No room for persona
medicines. If you were on drugs they had better be something you could do without or were stocked in
the ship because it was going to be along way back to a pharmacy.

* k k %

Along with Maddie and afew others, | was put on amini-bus that took me to the shabby-looking airport
and thence to the spaceport.

"Gordon was asking alot of questions about you,” Maddie said to me after we were underway.
"When did you see him?"

"Oh, I've been at the launch site for awhile now, getting my commission straightened out and dl. This
wasjust atrip back to pack.”

"Commission?’ That was newsto me.
"Uh-huh. Reingtated with abump in rank for my good looks and pleasing persondity.”

| laughed but didn't ask anything more about that. | figured I'd find out later. It was Gordon's questions
that interested me. | did ask about them.

Maddie sad, “Oh, he's mogtly interested in what you're like when you're not working. The books you
read, shows you watch, thingslike that.”

"Getting ready for the switch, ishe?"
"Oh, yes. | think Sirawas regaling him about the joys of sex before you told her to dow down.”

"Good. It's better to take thingslike that dow. Very dow. He's going to have enough surprises hit himin
the face when the hormones start circulating. Remember when you were ateenager?”

Maddie laughed and covered her face. “Oh, God, don't remind me! The poor fellow!"

"Uh-huh,” | said, and meant it. | remembered my own teenage years. | mused for amoment then
continued. “Y ou know, Jeri redly did hit the jackpot. When shewas a Crigpy shefel in with Kyle and
they were more or less alone, at first. He turned out to be perfect for her. He was awell-read and
even-tempered man with enough scientific knowledge to help explain alot of our contrary traits and the
idiotic parts of our society. And he was single but had been married; agood marriage, so shesaid. And
they went at it dow. All the things pointed out by my research that are either necessary or highly
recommended for a successful conversion.”

"Right. And you have alot of the sametraitsasKyle."

Findly it dawned on me what she had been getting at. Some days I'm brighter than others. “Um. You
think he's aready looking & me asapotentid ... um, girlfriend?"

"Uh-huh. Or more. Of course he can't have human sexud fedings yet but helikesyou aready.”

| stayed slent for awhile. Being amentor might turn out to have some side benefits—or handicaps,
depending on how he developed. | decided | needed to think and closed my eyes. The image of
Technica Sergeant Juan Mdandez's strong brown face and hard muscular body kept intruding on my
thoughts. | found mysdlf wishing he were going.
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| don't know what | was expecting from the starship. | guess| was till visuaizing rocket propulson and |
should have known better. Y ou don't go plying the stars using rockets! What | saw looked something
like four cans of soup turned on their side. At one end the cans appeared to be squashed toward the
center. They were attached snugly to each other with heavy bracing. The other ends had the same
squished look but it had more protruding aerials and weird looking gpparatus extending from it. The
whole thing was cradled on short fat landing legs. At first | thought it wasn't very large but then | saw the
tiny figureswalking around beside it and the Size cameinto pergpective. It was huge! And | should have
been expecting that, too. If you're going on atrip that might last two years—athough it wasn't planned
for that—it would pretty well have to be sizable to support the scientists, crew and military aboard. And
itwas.

What surprised me most was seeing it ingde its hangar, which was my first sght of it. Spaceships aways
took off in the open, didn't they?Y es, and this one would too, as| found out. It was built insde a
covering to conced what it was, and to keep from reveding its size and what it looked liked to anyone
not supposed to seeit.

"Impressive, huh?” avoice said as we stood and stretched after getting off the jet that brought usto the
gpaceport and taxied on insde the hangar. | ill didn't know the location of the spaceport. From whét |
had seen as we descended though, | suspected we werein far west Texas or perhaps New Mexico. The
terrain was Smilar a any rate. Sometimes | think secrecy is carried to ridiculous extremes but perhaps
not in this case.

| nodded, even though the question hadn't been directed at me. It wasindeed impressive. And the most
remarkable thing about it was the propulsion system. Again | wasfooled. | was used to thinking of
spaceships as mostly massive fuel tanks and cramped living quarters. This one was just the opposite.
Most of what | was seeing from the outside was either living area or storage space. What | took to be
the unreality impdlers and artificia gravity apparatus took up less than atenth of the mass. Fuel tanksand
maneuvering jets for moving short distances after leaving Earth took only another tenth. | learned those
last factslater. At thetime | wouldn't have known an impeller from anincinerator.

* k k %

Wewalked to the ship after being taken closeto it in acart, with it growing more and more massive as
we neared. Considering the speed with which it had been constructed, | figured something that large had
to have started with the four “soup cans’ taken from off-the-shelf cylinders originaly meant for something
else. The body of airliners, maybe. Railroad tank cars, but probably not. Those would have been too
small. Perhaps storage tanks from arefinery. Or | suppose it could have been built from scratch on Site,
given theincentives and plenty of money.

A floating golf cart with our luggage aboard trundled around to the other side, presumably to aloading
bay of some sort. An airlock with both doors propped open on one cylinder, and asmal loading ramp
extended from another, provided our entrance into what would be our home for along time to come.

"Follow me, folks. Don't lag or you can get lost in here.” A short female corporad just insde the airlock
grinned at us, flashing white teeth in atanned face. She had on the same type of chameleon uniform I'd
seen on Captain Jenson when | first reported to SFREC. “ Don't worry about your luggage. It'll catch up
to us pretty quick.”

Theinterior of the ship seemed even larger once we wereinsde, especialy consdering we werein just
one of the four subdivisions of the ship. We were led through halways and passages and past larger



rooms, some open, some not. People came and went as we walked, seemingly in ahurry and obvioudy
intent on last minute errands or duties. It didn't take long to get melogt. I'm the type of person who needs
amap to find my way across a sireet.

Before long we entered what was clearly passenger country. Fewer uniforms were evident and the
narrow hallways had doors that opened or closed into recesses. The entrances, or hatchesin navy
parlance, were lined to provide airtight seals. Most doors came with names attached, some single, some
couples. The military people| saw were dl dressed dike, in the Slvery camouflage with deevesrolled up.

"Thisisyour stateroom, Ms. Trung,” thelittle corpora said. “ Please look at the schedule of events and
the diagram of the ship as soon as possible. Both are available from the ship's computer monitor in your
room. Next chow—mesalsfor civilians—isat 1600 hours and there's agenera orientation at 1800 hours,
That'sfour o'clock and six o'clock for civilians, but get used to the military method of keeping time. Y ou'll
be briefed on it tonight. Theresa FAQ section displayed on your monitor that dso explainsit. Takea
look at al the FAQ. It'll save you lots of time and maybe some grief. Y our luggage will be along shortly.”
She glanced past me and said, “In fact, here it comes now."

Sure enough, alittle cart came along hovering afew inches above thefloor, or deck asthe navy cdled it,
and | saw my two suitcases. | was very glad they were lightweight, since their masswasincluded in the
personal goods limit. | thanked Corporal Smithson, then closed the door behind me and began sorting
out the bulk of my worldly possessions, dl 35 kilos of them, not counting the clothes | was wearing. | felt
alittle guilty because of my .40 S& W automatic in the side pocket of my windbreaker. Once | learned
that the clothing we weighed in with wasn't included in the baggage dlowance, | decided to carry it and
take my chances of it being confiscated. Not surprisingly, we had to go through a detector before
entering the ship and my weapon was spotted, of course. That resulted in abrief phonecall, asmileand a
request to turn it in to the armory before liftoff.

The stateroom was about like what you'd find on a cruise ship, minus a porthole. One room contained all
the furniture, including the bed, and dl of it was bolted to the floor. There was a bathroom with a shower,
sink and toilet, and that wasit. It looked kind of spare until | started going through the FAQ and
discovered some sests that |et down from the wall—bulkhead—as well asafew cabinets | hadn't known
were there. The main room could aso be partitioned with folding wal dividers. | should have gone
through the questions before unpacking and storing my possessions. After finding the cabinets | had to
take the timeto rearrange things. It was then that it struck me: the ship was designed asif it would be
gravitized to something like we were used to. | thought about it and decided it must be an adjunct of the
propulsion system, or possibly awhole separate system that provided gravity. Whatever; it seemed |
wasn't going to be alowed to experience weightlessness after al, one of the experiences 1'd been looking
forward to. Kitty mess and other bad words.

* * * %

The evening meal was sandwiches and tea or water. The cooks were busy stowing their pantry. Not that
we'd get many cooked medls, I'd heard. The military MRES were going to be fairly standard fareand |
expected they would get to be very old by the time we returned.

Orientation wasin abig auditorium kind of room, but with alow ceiling and seats attached to the deck. |
won't mention that again. Just take it for granted that everything movable waslocked into place—or
should have been. Gravity or no, weightlessness had to be dlowed for.

| moved down the narrow aide between two rows and found aseat. A moment later | felt the presence
of someone beside me and turned to see. Tech. Sgt. Juan Meandez |ooked much handsomer smiling
than he had while glowering a us as an ingtructor. Except he was no longer a sergeant. Brand new CW2
inggniawere atached to his cammies. Hed skipped the basic warrant officer rating of WO1, signifying



that his CW2 was apresdential commission. It also signified that someone thought very highly of him.
"Hi!” he said with agrin. “We have to sop mesting likethis."

"Hello.” | felt my faceturning red as| remembered what I'd been thinking just before being shanghaied
into the mission to the newly discovered Crispy hideout. “ And congratulations. | see you've been
promoted.”

If he noted the blush he made no sign of it. “ Thanks. Reward for keeping al my ducksin arow, | guess.
Y’ know, | wondered what in hell you people were up to when | was dragooned into that quick training
course, but never in my wildest dreamsdid | think you were going somewhere on a spaceship.”

"Not just a gpaceship, Mister Melandez. A starship.”

"Y eah. Starship. And you're not in training now. I'm Juan to my friends unlessI'm on duty.”
"Okay. I'm Mai. Or Cherry, but not many cal methat.”

"Why not? It's a pretty name."

"Not aclue, Juan, but call me Cherry if you like.” 1 smiled while thinking I'd given him the name only my
closest friends called me by and started to wonder why but, redlly, | knew. He looked better than ever.
Then what hed said hit me. “ Are you just now finding out where we're going?*

He nodded and smiled ruefully. “Y eah, I'm alast minute addition. One of the origina crew came down
with the heebie-jeebies two days ago and someone pulled my name out of the hat and asked if | wanted
to go on aspecia misson. | didn't have to be asked twice. Anything to get out of atraining dot, but |
sure never figured | was going on astarship!™

"It'sthe sameway | felt a first. Well, I'm glad to see you aboard. I'll fed safer now."
"Thanks | think."

| was still wondering how to answer that remark when aman in ablack and silver dressuniform I'd never
seen before joined severa others on the stage. They al wore smilar attire. He had astrong face with a
hawk nose and high cheekbones and stood severd inchestdler than the others.

"Who'sthat?’ | asked, asif Juan would know since hed just joined us.

Hedid know. “ That must be the dress uniform for the Space Force since | was given onejust likeit, and
since | haven't seen anyone but the few up there wearing it so far, | suspect one of themisour captain.”

Sure enough, the last man who'd joined the others on the stage took the podium with three confident
gtrideswhile the other six sat down, two women and four men. “Good afternoon,” he began. “I'm
Colone Jules Becker, captain of our ship. It was christened yesterday and shall henceforth be known as
the USSS Galactic. In case you aren't aware, thisisthe second in aline of sarshipsbeing built. Thefirst
one has dreedy |eft, the USSS Zeng Wu. It was named to honor the memory of two very special men
whose sacrifice in part made thistrip possible.

"Our primary misson isto contact the Zeng Wu, if a all possible, beforeit locates the Cresperian plant.
All of you should by now know about the Cresperians. They are members of an intelligent species, some
of whom were marooned on Earth. To that end we shal proceed directly to the last star system we know
ison Zeng WU's itinerary. If we arrive too late to catch them, we will then proceed to try locating the
Cresperian home planet alone.



"Oncein this ship you are subject to military discipline. This means orders from me or my officersand
NCOswill be obeyed with aacrity. The only apped isto my superiors on Earth, upon our return. |
cannot emphasize this enough. We are on a dangerous mission. We have no ideawhat we may
encounter. Strict disciplineisour only recourse when the going gets tough. That doesn't mean the military
isgoing to be hanging over the shoulders of scientists and other personnel on board and monitoring thelr
every move, but it does mean that any disputes are ultimately my responsibility to solve. It dso means
that you are responsible for reading and abiding by the ship's regulations posted on your computer. So be
nice. Do your best to get dong with your crewmates. This may be along voyage and it isvery important
that we meld ourselvesinto a smooth working and smooth sailing ship.

"Now I'd liketo introduce you to my officers."

One by one they stepped forward and he gave their names, rank and duties. I'll skip them for now except
for three.

My surgeon, Dr. Honeywell, was presented as the ship's Chief Medica Officer. That made mefed
good. Anybody that could patch up what 1sh had made of my insideswhile working right alongside
Crigpiesin their natura form was exactly what we might need in ahead physician. Hopefully naot, |
thought, but 1 dso knew Murphy tended to go aong on any space flight. Better to have Honeywel and
not need him than vice versa

Madeline Graham was introduced as our chief astrogator, so | guessed that title was officiad now. She
waswearing the Slver leaves of anava commander or an army It. colond. Wow! | hadn't realized how
high Maddie wasin the military hierarchy. Then | remembered shed just been promoted for thistrip.
Whatever, | made amental note to use her military title unlesswe were done.

| hadn't dept well the previous night and it had been along flight. The mea had dso made me deepy.
Probably Captain Becker redlized this held true for many of the crew because he cut his orientation
gpeech mercifully short with afind statement.

"Now I'm going to turn the meeting over to Commander Edward Prescott, our executive officer. Heand
Commander Graham are going to be describing the ship, its function and design and how we intend to
operate while on the voyage. Good Day."

"Attention!”

All the military and most of the civilians stood as the captain departed. | suspected the oneswho didn't
get out of their chairswerein line for avery pointed lecture on ship's etiquette before the day was done.

[Back to Table of Contents]
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CHAPTER TWENTY

Once Captain Becker was gone, Maddie and Commander Prescott took over. It was mostly Maddie
who did the talking, while Prescott stood silently beside her. The chest full of ribbons said al about him
that needed saying just then, assuming you could read them.

Maddiegot right toiit. “I believethefirgt thing | should make clear isthat our ship isorganized dong nava
rather than army lines. For you in the military, that's probably aready clear just from the ranks of the
principa officers such as mysdlf. Even so, | do want to mention one very important aspect of this subject.
Captain Becker isaways, repesat, always referred to as Captain Becker, never Colond Becker. This
may not seem important to civiliansbut it is. While we are in space, Captain Becker isour ultimate
authority. What he says goes. He may ask for debate on occasion, but once he's made adecision, that's
it. You do things the way he orders them done. Same for when he gives an order. Y ou obey it. Period.
No matter whether you disagree with the order or not, you obey it right then. The only persons he has
to answer to are his superiors on Earth, if and when we return.”

She held up her hand to discourage the few people who were practicaly bursting with questions, then
went on. “ And spesking of return, first we haveto leave.” That got afew chuckles. “ Departure, or
perhaps | should say launch, will be at 0800 tomorrow morning. That'seight o'clock in civilian time. And
whilewe're on that subject, so long as we're aboard ship, we go by military time. A day isequd to 24
hours, so for example, three o'clock in the afternoon will now be 15 hundred hours and so on.”

| looked around as she spoke and saw heads nodding but was willing to bet some of them weren't getting
it. And that wasn't the worst of it. She had problems explaining why some of the landing force officers
had ranks that were equivalent to the ship's officers but different, even though they were both listed as
Space Force. Shefindly got smart and told usto think of the Security detachment as marines and the
mgority of therest of the crew asnavy. That did it, except for the confusion of having an army colonel as
captain. | suppose that was because the army wasthefirst to take control of any Crispies and was
insrumental in getting the Space Force going. They were subsequently rewarded by having command of
this ship. However, it was run along navy lines smply because of the navy's vast experience in operating
ships on extended duty such asthiswas going to be. | found out thereé's adefinite art to controlling that
many people in an enclosed space over aperiod of time. It'snot ajob that I'd ever want.

Someone asked a question, and while Maddie was answering it, | whispered one of my own to Juan.
“Why areyou here? | don't see any of the other troops from the camp.”

"| was alate addition, remember? | wastold to report here, just in case | needed some of the briefing.”
"Doyou?'
"Sure. When you're going someplace you haven't been before, you can't know enough.”

He had a point. We knew where we were headed, but hadn't a clue what we'd find there. Hopefully, we
wouldn't find a satdllite placed in orbit around a planet belonging to the star of our first stop. No satdllite
meant the Zeng Wu hadn't reached it and would be along directly. All wed have to do then was wait
until she showed up. If shedid.

"Will we bein zero gravity on the ship?’ someone asked.

"In the ship,” Maddie corrected. “No, other than for short periods while obtaining navigation data. The
unredlity drive aso encapsulates and carries with it a pseudogravitationd force corresponding to that set
into theimpeller and drive before [aunch.”



Damn, | thought. I'd heard that sex in freefal could be quite imulating if you managed to avoid space
sickness during the activity. Unfortunately, rumor had it there was about a 50-50 chance of tossing your
cookies. Still, I waswilling to chanceit. Given theright partner, of course, and assuming heand | werein
proximity when thetime came.

A bel rang, marking the end of the brief. | glanced a my watch and saw that it was seven o'clock.
Nineteen hundred hours, rather. AImost immediately on its hedls, Captain Becker made an announcement
over the ship's com.

"Attention. As of 1900 hourstoday, the ship has gone on interna power for afina check and will be
closed to further interaction with the outside world. Launch time remains at 0800 hours tomorrow
morming.”

It was repeated, then Maddie had afina word. “ Tours of the ship will begin a 2000 hours from the
centrd dining room for those who wish it. Please be aware that you are responsible for knowing the
genera layout of the ship and where your battle station and lifeboat stations are located, so | suggest you
take one of the tours. They'll be donein smal groupsin order to avoid cluttering any one station with too
many bodies"

Juan walked me back to my stateroom, then headed off to somewhere else. | took the time to go over
the diagrams of the ship once again, then decided 1'd better take the tour.

It was both interesting and informative. Impellers and drives were located at both ends of wherethe “tin
cans’ narrowed and were attached together. Smaller, emergency impellers were secured in each of the
four larger sections. The unique design of the ship had it split into four sections and each was stocked
with food and other goods as well as some personndl. That meant that any of the four sections could be
Jettisoned in an emergency, and makeitsway home, although it would take significantly longer. Or the
captain might decide to detach asection and have it put down on a habitable planet while leaving the rest
of the ship in orbit. | doubted that would happen, because it would take alot of effort to separate a
section and regttach it, but it was doable. Someone had put alot of thought into both the ship and the
possible dangers we were headed towards.

Besides an areafor quarters on each deck, | traced the ship diagram in three dimensions through
electronics labs, biology labs complete with live animas and the accompanying smells, aspare
communications mode, the chief engineer's domain and section engineering Spaces, a’ms rooms,
computer rooms, physics and chemistry labs, and afew other scientific speciatiesthey could squeezein,
which wasn't that many. The tour didn't take usthrough al of them, but | have to mention one.

"...and thisisthe office and working area of Mai Li Trung, Chief Science Officer,” the Petty Officer
leading the tour said. “All civilian science departments report to her. Shewill...”

Huh? Chief Science Officer? That was newsto me. Nothing like | etting a person know in advance, |
thought.

The rest of the group moved on but | decided to stop and see what in the hell was going on. | didn't want
to be an administrator; | wanted to do my own research. Not to mention that | was going to be busy
mentoring Gordon. However, the nameplate on the door didn't leave much room for argument. It listed
my name and right benesth, CHIEF SCIENTIST.

| turned the latch and did the door aside. An idle thought made me wonder whether nava termslike
hatch for the square entrance | stepped through would take over, or if it would smply be called a
doorway. There was adesk just insde and gitting at the desk, turned half away from me, wasafemae
Chief Petty Officer. When she heard the sound of the door diding on itstracks she swiveled in her chair.



She took one look at me then stood up.

"Good evening, maam. I'm CPO Dianne Meadows, your adminigtrative assstant.”
Obvioudy, she'd seen apicture of me.

"Niceto meet you, Chief. When did dl this occur?!

"Maam?'

"Me being appointed Chief Science Officer. | wasn't aware of it until afew minutesago.”

"Redly?’ She seemed amazed. “I've been busy setting up files and getting your working quarters
organized for the last two weeks."

"Hmm.” Someone playing ajoke on me, obvioudy. Gene? No, so far as| knew, he wasn't dated for the
trip. | put it out of my mind for the time being.

"Would you liketo see?’ Chief Meadows asked. The smiling, expectant expression on her otherwise
rather plain face made her look amost pretty and told me plainly that she wanted to show off what she'd
done.

"Sure. Lead theway."

The floor space was minimal aswould be expected on astarship. A small office was separated from the
geneticslab by apartition. Thelab held the usud replicators and splicers dong with light, electron and
tunneling microscopes, centrifuges and anumber of other instruments necessary to the research, and
closed cabinets and coolersthat held supplies. It wasn't impressive to look at, but | dealt with smal bits
of biologica materid that didn't require alot of space. Chief Meadows pointed out the three computers
inthe office.

"Thisoneisfor your persond use. Mineis netted with it and well share, but if theré's anything you need
to keep confidentia there's a separate hard drive you can access and password protect. The one over
thereistied in with dl the othersin this part of the ship, section A, aswdl aswith the main ship's
computer. There's the monitor and keyboard for it, and the whole ship can accessit.” She pointed.

"Sounds like agood compartmented setup,” | said.

"Yesmaam, but only if necessary. Otherwise, the whole ship istied together. Oh, and as one of the crew
chiefs, you have automatic access to Command Control, up to and including the FHlight Deck, dthough
you'll have to go through a procedure for that area. But it's assumed that, if something comes up, you
may need immediate access to the Officer On Deck."

"Wow. Hot shit. Thanks, Chief. Good job. Um, | believe | should probably try to catch up with the tour
now.” | nodded to her and I ft.

It wastoo late. | couldn't find them and didn't want to ask. | returned to my stateroom and accessed the
FAQs.

I'd been on a cruise ship once. The Galactic wasn't arranged like a sea-going vessdl but there were
many similarities. | was amazed at how much cubic space could be put to use. The designers of the ship
had done afine job, aswel as| could tell, especidly considering how fast they'd worked.

The most interesting part of it to me wasthe main control room. | brought up some holographic images



and found it was at the front part, behind the mashed noses of the cylinders and in turn protected by two
sted-reinforced hatches which opened out into an areawith anumber of small portholes. The room had a
half-dozen comfortable-looking chairs with computerized workstations at each. Onein particular was
intriguing, awegpons gation. | hadn't known Galactic was armed with anything other than light infantry
wegpons. | asked the computer about it and got arecording and text description.

It looked asif we could fight abattle in space from the wegpons console, but it was alittle mideading.
Part of it was smply communicationsto and from the ship to alanding party, for instance. However, we
did have the capacity for launching severd missilesfrom space and there were two cannonsthat fired
explosive shellsaswell asalaser cannon powered by the core of the unredlity drive. The big weapons
wouldn't work while under thrust but were mean mofus otherwise. Our offensive power was limited,
though, compared to what we might find out there. Hopefully, we wouldn't run into armed or hostile ships
in gpace on our journey. And the security troops were pretty well fixed with their own weaponry. A
single soldier today can put out dmost as much firepower individualy as atank used to.

So much for that, although | had no doubt eventually we'd see starships armed to the teeth on
exploratory missonslike ours. | had heard that awhole array of exotic weaponry wasin the R& D stage,
being adapted from Crispy technology.

Onasuddenimpulse | called and invited Juan to watch the launch the next morning with me viathe ship's
monitor in my room.

"Golly, Cherry, I'd redlly like to but I'm on duty right then. We've dready started standing watches. Not
that uswarrior typeswill be doing anything notable a the time but thisiskind of a thrown together unit.
We're going to be doing alot of virtud training while en route. Can | take arain check?"

"Sure. Tdk toyou later."

So much for that. | spent the next couple of hours before bedtime going over some of Jeri's notes one
more time. Once underway, Gordon's conversion to human would begin. | couldn't help but wonder
what Juan would think of me working so closely with another man, supposing he and | got something
going. That was my last thought before | dozed off with the reader till inmy lap.

* * % %

Passengers, or rather everyone but the crew actually involved in running the ship were
advised—trandate: ordered—to remain in their staterooms, cabins or bunks during launch. | hadn't met
my neighborsyet, so | sat in my easy chair with acup of coffee and waited out the countdown. At the
moment right before launch, the screen showed an expanse of desert. Prior to that dl 1'd been ableto see
were the metd walls of the construction building; but aslaunch hour neared, afaint rumbling shook the
ship and the walls began diding past—or appeared to. It was actudly the ship being moved outside. The
launch had been precisely timed so that no observation or spy satellites from other countries could zero in
on uswhen it occurred.

| suppose | was il expecting some kind of giant rumble of rockets aong with an increasing force of
gravity pressing on me as welifted, and this was despite seeing the ship and knowing it wasn't propelled
by rockets. A lifetime of conditioning, watching giant rockets blasting off, is hard to shake. Insteed, a
sudden fedling of vertigo and nausea swept over me. | had to lean forward and lay my head on my
forearmsin order to keep from falling out of my chair. There was aqueer sense of wanting to crawl out
of my skin that went on and on asif | werein astate of withdrawa from an addicting drug. Just when |
thought | could stand it no longer, it passed, leaving me week and light-headed. Thefirst step was
somewhat akin to diving head first into avortex but once that was over it washard to tell | wasevenina

spaceship.



As soon as| was ableto look at my monitor again, the desert vistawas gone. It was replaced by the
sight of arapidly receding Earth and the appearance of utterly black space filled with the bright unwinking
pinprick of stars. Talk about fast, we were really zooming away from Earth, and at that, we were barely
getting started. Once past the last of the atmosphere and the final remnants of the Van Allen belt, there
was ajerking sensation | felt throughout my body. Then that nausegting, indde-out sensation washed
over mewith arenewed vigor that made my head swim. That was the unredlity impellers shifting into high
gear. The stars blurred into aroiling whiteness that was unpleasant to watch. | had to turn away fromit,
but amoment later it was replaced by an image of Captain Becker, speaking in the command voice that
seemed to come naturaly to him.

"Good morning. I'm happy to announce that al ship's systems are functioning normdly. We are now
leaving our solar system and are on our way to astar system formerly designated by anumber. It has
been named in honor of one of our fallen comrades, Captain Alex Swavely, who died to save one of our
Cresperian friends from avery unpleasant captivity. The star and the habitable planet we believeis
orbiting it will now be referred to asthe Swavely system and the planet as Swavely.

"Swavely isthe last star system on the Zeng WuI itinerary before it wasto begin a search for the
Cresperian solar system. Asmost of you know, we are hoping to arrive there before they do, so that we
may exchange some crucia data concerning Cresperian psychology. Whether we beat them there or they
have been there and departed will determine our actions from that point on.

"Y ou are now freeto leave your quarters, duty permitting, and wander about. The control rooms, engine
rooms, arsenals and severd other areas are off limits to unauthorized personnd. If you aren't certain
whether you are authorized, you probably aren't. Please note that thisinformation is part of your initia
briefing and isfiled in dl networked computersfor your perusd. Thank you."

Hisimage disappeared.
Wewerein space, en route to the stars. The stars!
| hugged mysdlf glesfully and grinned wildly, dl donein my stateroom, gill hardly ableto bdieveit.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The military contingent who ran the ship stood regular watches. The marines spent their timewith virtua
training, equipment maintenance and the study of basic astronomy and xenobiology as taught by Jeri
when she had timeto spare. The civilians on board were mostly scientists like me and we had no set
hours. | suppose as Chief Science Officer | could have established aroutine, but you don't treat cregtive
persons that way, not and expect to see their best efforts. Besides, I'm no martinet. | decided right from
the start to leave them to their own devices. If they needed me they should know where to find my office.
If not, they weren't bright enough to be on the ship in thefirst place. Asfor myself, | wasready to get to
work.

| had severa surprisesthat first morning in space.

| met Gordon, our sole Crispy, on theway to my office. It shouldn't have been asurprise but it was. At
the enclave he had been pretty well secluded. | doubted that some people had even known he wasthere.
Evidently he was going to be alowed to roam fregly on the ship despite till looking like something that
had crawled out from under abed on astormy night. Almost seven feet tal with a pyramidal head that
scraped the overhead deck and no neck. Four two-jointed arms terminating in six limber fingersand a
deek olive green pdt. | wondered briefly if he was considered handsome on his homeworld, or if that
was even something they thought abot.

"Good morning, Gordon,” | said amiably, meeting the gaze of his orange bifurcated eyes. | wondered idly
if that was a designed shape or one given Crispies by evolution. Probably designed, | thought. Evolution
doesn't necessarily produce the best solution; only workable ones.

"Hello, Mai. Arewe both going to the same destination?"
"If you're going to my office, weare."
"l am. | would like to begin thefirst steps of my conversion as soon as possible.”

"Well, come along, but we may not get started quite as soon asyou like. | haveto get oriented firdt. |
only learned yesterday that |'ve been appointed Chief Science Officer.”

"Should | then return to my stateroom?”

| stopped in the passageway for amoment to think. Other people passed us by with most trying hard not
to stare at Gordon.

"Y ou may aswell cometo my office” | told him. “We should & |east have time to map out aplan for
you. First thing, though, isto seeif Chief Meadows knows how to make good coffee.”

""She does make coffee but | am no judge of itsworth sncel don't consumeit yet."
"Youve met her dready?’
"Ohyes. She'svery nice”

Hmm. Nothing like being the last to know anything.

* k% k %

"Good morning, Maam. Y ou have someone waiting in your office.”



"Thanks, Chief. Y ou and Gordon have met, I'm told. Isthe coffee ready?"
"Coming right up,” shesaid withasmile.

| walked on into my office. Gene Smith, the man who had recruited me, was sitting in my chair with his
feet propped up on my desk drinking acup of coffee. He set it down and grinned cheerfully at me. He
wasn't the least bit discomfited at being caught like that.

"Helo, Mai. Fancy meeting you here.”

"The recruiting business must be dowing down.” | tried to avoid showing how surprised | wasat him
being aboard the ship. “What are you doing here?'

"| thought we hadn't been seeing enough of each other so | decided to come dong on thislittle jaunt.”
| didn't know quite how to takethat. All | said was, “Mind if | have my chair back?"

"Why not? It'syours.” He stood up. “Hi, Gordon. | was going to stop by your stateroom but | heard you
were on the way here and took a shortcut.”

Gordon said nothing, obvioudy waiting for me to make the next move. And they had obvioudy dready
met. | Sghed. The man wasirrepressible, but agenius a getting things done. He'd probably be an asset
to the crew.

"Don't mind him, Gordon,” | said. “ Smith probably isn't even hisread name. However, if past experience
isaguide he can be helpful when you need something or there's a bottleneck in your way."

"Just one of my many taents.” Gene came from behind my desk and began searching the bulkheads with
his eyes. He moved to one of them and flipped a chair down.

"How about one for Gordon?’ | sat down a my desk.
"They'realittle smdl for him, aren't they?'

"Yes,” Gordon sad. “I'll stand. Or do you have businesswith me?’
Chief Meadows camein with two more cups of coffee.

"Thanks,” | said. | sipped gratefully at my own but Gordon set his politely aside. Jeri and Sirahad both
developed aliking for it but only after becoming human. After Dianne had retreated back to her little
alcove, | added, “What are you after, Gene?"

"I wanted to talk to Gordon, but it can wait until you're finished with him for the day. Actudly, | came by
to invite you to have adrink with me after duty hours."

Jesus Chrigt! Firgt Juan and now Gene, the last man 1'd have thought about going out with, insofar asyou
could go much of anywhere aboard the ship. But €igible men were liable to be scarce and Juan was sort

of dow getting off the mark, supposing he had any intentionsto begin with. | tilted my head and peered at
him. Hell, why not? He wasn't bad. In fact, he might be fun.

"All right. I'll call you when I'm finished for the day.”

"Good dedl. Thanks.” He emptied his cup. “ Catch you later, Gordon.” He smiled cheerfully and was
gone, flipping atwo fingered saute on the way ouit.



"Humans are a curious species,” Gordon said, not for thefirst time.

"Y ou don't know the half of it. Listen, are you sure you're comfortable standing? We might be spending a
lot of time together here in the future. Before you've fully assumed human shape, | mean.”

"l can gtand it for along while,” he said with achuckle. He knew how to make apun aready. “If not, I'll
just ask Geneto supply me with something dong my line."

| could see hewastrying to develop a sense of humor. Good. | liked cheerful men. | hoped it would
carry over when he converted.

"Miss Trung, agentleman to see you."

What in hell wasthis? A tandem shipboard convention? And Dianne had used Missingtead of Ms,, just
theway | liked to be addressed. She must have boned up on me aready.

"Send himin,” | said. “ Sorry, Gordon. I'm beginning to think this might not be the best place for usto
work together."

Asif to reinforce that statement my monitor flashed twicein largered font. HEADSUP! HIGH BRASS
And my next big surprise of the day walked in.

"Hello, Mai,” General Shelton said as he entered with a cup of coffeein hand. He waved casudly to
Gordon asif he had been expecting the Crispy to bein my office. Knowing the generd, he probably had.

"Uh ... what areyou doing here ... Sr?’ | said stupidly.
"Samething as Gene. Going for ajoy ride.” He smiled and took the seat Gene had vacated.
"But ... but ... what's SFREC going to do without you?"

"Oh crap, Mai, Carol has been running the place since two weeks after she arrived. | probably won't
even be missed. Anyway, our friend here told the powers that be he wanted me dong so herel am. It
was sure as hell atight squeeze, though. | damn near missed the boat before President Morrison gavein,
but Gordon can be awfully persuasive when he setshismind toit.”

| glanced over at the Crispy. Their faces are hard to read since so much conversation among them utilizes
their perceptiveness. They don't usudly have much of asense of humor ether, not in the Crispy form.
Humor hasalot to do with emation which in turn depends to an extent upon hormona influences, which
aremodified by environment and cultura effects and other genes coding for related proteinsand azillion
other factors.

"l did indeed ingst on having Genera Shelton along, Mai. He has been dealing with usamost from the
gart. Thisisnot to belittle your own expertise but I've aso found his understanding of usto be very
adiute. Jeri aso recommended him highly, asshedid you indirectly.”

"If you say s0. How about Gene? How did he manage to hitch aride?’

Shelton shrugged disparagingly. “Gene finagled hisway on board somehow but | haven't aclue how he
did it. HE's been here for severd weeks."

"Did Esmerddacomewith you?’ That was hiswife. I'd met her severd times. Shewasagem.

"No, shethinksit best to let me ply my trade by mysalf. We got used to being separated early onin my
career but it's been awhile now. Probably be good for us. Absence makes the heart and al that



mdarkey."
"Areyou going to replace Captain Becker?'

"Oh, no! I'm just dong for the ride so far as the ship goes. I'll be more of a diplomat than anything else,
supposing we find Cresperia or other dienswe want to dedl with. That's my primary assgnment.
Otherwise I'm on cdl for anyone who thinks an old mud-pounding spook might have something to offer
them. I'm probably going to be bored iff."

"Um.” | couldn't imagine aman like him being bored. Only dumbasses think idlenessisfun. And three
darsarerather intimidating even to civilians. | suspected held have more influence on the ship than he
was letting on. “Wél, what can | do for you thismorning, sir? Anything specid ?*

"No, | just wanted to stop by and say hello and let you know I'm on board."

That was adiplomatic way of teling meto contact him if Gordon had any problemswith his conversion
to human. However, something wasn't computing. | thought there must be moreto it than that.

"l don't suppose you being here has anything to do with...” 1 saw thewarning look in hiseyes. My voice
trailed off like it was being muted with arheogtat but it was dready too late.

Generd Shelton stood. He glanced in Gordon's direction then back at me. “Y ou may aswell go ahead
andsay it."

"Problemswith Indiaor China? Or both?"

He sat back down.

"Just keep it quiet. And Gordon, that goesfor you aswell. Don't repest this to anyone. Understand?”
| nodded. “Yes, sir. Understood.” Gordon gave him the Crispy equivaent of assent, asmall bow.

"l saw you'd guessed. Y es, we've confirmed that both Chinaand India have Crigpies working for them. |
don't know how advanced their research is, but we figureif they don't have FTL aready, it won't be
long. We don't know about the |C but they don't have scientists of our caliber, so they probably aren't
nearly as advanced astherest of us."

"Did you ask for permisson to share my research with them in case any of them should contact the
Crigpy home planet before we do?'

"Politiciand” He practically spat the word. “Y es, damn it, and the stupid asses were ill dithering over
whether to do it or not when | |eft SFREC."

"Seemslike ano-brainer to me. If by chance anyone el se finds Cresperia before we do and they don't
have the results of my research to guide them it could turn into a disaster.”

"| agree,” Gordon said. “If one of us has converted to male but doesn't understand what's gone wrong,
asinthe casesof Ishmael or Lau, and then tell the whole planet how wonderful it isto become a human,
it could completely disrupt our society. Why will your leaders not share Mai's research? What possible
reason could they have for not doing so? There's certainly no military value to be gained by conceding it,
isthere?’

Generd Shelton wasdow in answering. By thetime he did | dready knew what he was going to say.

"Gordon, some aspects of our species are not very admirable. Inthiscase | believe afew of the



politicianswho are advisors to the president are underhanded immora bastards. They probably think
letting the Crispies go crazy in the countries that are competing for power and influence with uswould be
agood idea. They're thinking the psychotic Crispieswill damage those countries somehow. I'm surel
don't haveto tell you what astupid ideathat is, having unstable Crispies with perceptive powers at large.”

"If what I've learned of Ishmadl and Lau are any indication, they are terribly wrong. Ishmagl wastrying to
convince us that we should attempt to subvert and control the leaders of the United States. It's even
possible he could have eventua ly succeeded had you not intervened. We had little to guide our actions
other than the internet, and it isnot avery reliable source, evenif you are asfamiliar with it as humans
ae"

"The Crispieswho convert to mae too quickly and without adequate mentoring don't actualy go crazy in
theclassca sense” | said. “They smply become very sdlf-centered, sdfish and hungry for power. Those
attributes are tied into the sex drive aswell, which reglly complicates matters. That'swhat my research is
telling me. And with their perceptive sense they can wield influence beyond smple numbers. Having
power and authority also sets up a positive feedback condition even in humans. In Crispieswho have
converted to human it's magnified by alarge factor, or S0 | believe. Thereésalot of truth in the old adage,
‘Power corrupts; absolute power corrupts absolutely.””

| told Gordon how Ishmadl had tried to seduce me. And how he had succeeded with other women back
a the enclave by aborting their short-term memory, aswell ashow | had been ableto resist him only by
knowing of that talent and suspecting him of using it on me.

"It was tantamount to rape, Gordon. That's an extremely serious crime.”

"I know. | can't describe in English what my people would think of such ahorrible misuse of the
perceptive ability. Suffice to say I'm unable to comprehend how it could be possible for one of us,
athough obvioudy it iswhenin human form.”

"What's doneisdone,” General Shelton said. “1 just hope our leaders cometo their senses and release
Mai's research to the nations with Crispies. | wouldn't bet alot of money onit, though.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

After considering a number of factors, Gordon and | decided his conversion would work best if most of
it was donein his own stateroom. He had aspecia chair and bed there designed to his specifications as
well as one for human proportions. We decided to get started the next morning. That would give mea
chanceto review al my dataone moretime. Oncel got into it, | discovered another changein my body.
My memory had aways been good, but now it was exceptiona. Not eidetic, but not far fromit. And |
found | could read and assimilate data much quicker than before, athough nothing near Crispy speed.

Sirahad obvioudy made those changesin my body while she did the physical revamping that gave mean
indefinite life span and a powerful body that wasn't proneto illness. Since very few people knew about it,
| made amental note to ask Generd Shelton to warn meif he saw any persondity changes as aresult of
the enhancement. For instance, beginning to believe | was superior to other people smply because | now
had a body that worked at its highest potential. It wasn't a one-to-one comparison but | sure as hell
didn't want to go theway of Ishmad or Lau!

* * * %

| spotted Gene waiting for me in the officer'slounge, and for once he looked alittle serious. | started
toward the dispenser but he waggled his hand and held up aglass, indicating held aready gotten
something for me. | changed directions and headed toward him.

"Hi, Mai. Drag up achair."

| sat down and tried to dide my sest forward. It wouldn't move, of course. Even though we had artificia
gravity every object of any sizewasbolted in place.

He snickered.

"Very funny. If that's not whisky you have there, I'm leaving.”

"Y ou were one of my favorite research subjects. | wouldn't forget that."

"Oh?Who were the others."

"Have you met John Smackers?'

"Unfortunatdly, yes."

"Ouch!” He pretended to wipe blood from hisface.

"There must have been areason for recruiting him, but it sure couldn't have been his pleasing persondlity.”

"Right, but he'sablithering genius. He's forgotten more about quantum physics than most specidistsin the
fidd will ever learn."

"That's il no excuse for being an asshole.”

"Juvenile delinquent might be more likeit, except he'sin histwenties. When he was confirmed as
Captain, El Jefe wanted the best quantum physicist in Americaso | found him."

"Don't let Captain Becker catch you caling him El Jefe or you're liable to get tossed out the nearest
arlock. He didn't strike me asaman who'l put up with much nonsense.”

"Point taken. Maybe helll take ahand and rein in our young genius. So, when do you and Gordon begin



his converson to human?'
"Tomorrow, firg thing.”
"Um. | supposethat'll keep you pretty busy?!

"Mogt likely. I've read over Jeri's notes anumber of timesand | believe she and Kyle accidentally hit on
the optima method of converting from Crispy to human.”

"How s07'
"Mmm. Language immersion isagood analogy. Areyou familiar with the concept?'

"Uh-huh. It'show | learned to speak Espariol. Total immersion in the language and culture. Six weeks of
that and | wasrattling it off like | was born in South America.”

"Right. That'show well do it with Gordon. I'll be with him practicdly dl the time and my assistant will
have to run the science section, not that there's much to do until we hit a planet. Too bad we won't have
the internet. Crispies don't deep and it would help for him to have accessto dl the good and bad both,
while I'm with him to help guide him and keep hislearning objective.”

"Wedo havetheinternet.” Gene grinned lazily and waited for my reply, certain it would be morethan a
mundane reaction.

"What? How? Are you kidding me, Gene Smith! ?"
"That's been my main job once | was able to turn the recruiting over to others."
"But ... but...” Damn the man! He had me sputtering like ababy blowing spit.

"Don't have afit right herein front of everyone, Cherry. It's bad for your image. And we don't exactly
have the net but it comes close. Once the ship was haf built it was|oaded with stacks of petabyte hard
drivesthat were stuffed to the gillswith billions of pages of the internet. It doesn't include everything by
any means but we've had a veritable legion of programmers and operators downloading as much of the
net as we could grab to the drives. We even collected agood random sampling of the porn sites and the
welrdoes and asswipes and every other website belonging to nut cases you can think of "

"Why so much usdless ... no, | take it back. Hardly anything istotally useless. | do hope you
concentrated on scientific datafirst, though.”

"Of course, but after that, what we were wanted was a good representative sample of human knowledge,
justin case”

"In case we get stranded somewhere?’
"Exactly. Want another drink?’
"You bet. After that revelation, | need another.”

Hetried diding his chair back, and | got to snicker at him thistime when it stayed immobile. He did out
Sdeways and went to fetch more whisky for us.

| had another question for him when he returned.

"Gene, I'd dways heard navy ships were alcohol-free. How come we aren't?'



"Wearen't navy."

"Weérenot?'

" Space Force, remember?”’

"Y eeh, but it's about the same. So how come, huh?'

"It was | eft up to Captain Becker. He came down on the side of sanity. It's going to be along voyage, six
months minimum but probably longer.” He sipped his drink appreciatively, then continued. “ That's not to
say hell dlow abunch of drunkenness. For instance, these portions are only two thirds of what's
normally a shot and you get cut off after no more than ahaf dozen. That'sdl inyour FAQ, by theway.”
Heraised a brow.

"Guess | better read the rest of it before | get thrown in the brig for breaking some reg or another,” |
responded while trying not to look like a schoolgirl who hadn't done her homework.

"Wouldn't hurt,” he said serioudy. “We do haveabrig, y' know."

We were chatting casualy over our third drink when | admitted to myself there was more to Gene than
just the able recruiter or the can-do fixer upper alot of people went to with problems. He was
knowledgeablein history and politics and sociology and psychology among other subjects. Hewas, in
fact, agenerdist, ashetold me.

"| found out soon enough in school | wasn't cut out for the subjects with decima points and squiggly
equations, so | mgjored in Generd Studies. There's too goddamn many specidigts asis. Take our young
friend Smackers. He's brilliant so long as you confine him to quantum mechanics and its gpplications, but
for most other things he can't pour piss out of aboot without getting it on hishead.”

A mentd image of the boy spilling urineal over himsdlf from aleaky boot make me guffaw just asa
group of officers entered the lounge. They were top heavy with gold and silver leaves on the lapdl s of
their cammy uniforms. | caught a couple of glancesthat held mild reproof from them and ducked my head
whilel gtifled the laughter that was il trying to bubble up from insde me.

"Seethelight colond, the brunette with her hair in abob?’ Gene motioned toward the group when |
findly got mysdlf under control.

"Uh-huh.” The woman he pointed out had the face and figure of amode, one of the type becoming
popular that weren't thin asarail and looked asiif they were mad at the world. She wore her dark hair
shoulder length and was very well built. | caught Gene admiring her from the corner of my eyeas| turned

avay.
"That's Mgor Loraine Wong. She has adoctorate in physics and another in engineering.”
"What's her duty?"

"Chief Engineer, what dse?'

Ask adumb question. However, she hadn't been there for Becker's introductions or the orientation so |
hadn't seen her before. It was afairly unusua combination for awoman, but certainly not unhesard of. |
was sure sheld manage. Our ship's captain hadn't struck me as one who would brook incompetencein
his personnd.

Major Wong emanated a confident bearing to go with the face and body of the model. She had dark



slky black hair to go with her other assets. | wondered how she felt with her doctorate in physicsas well
as engineering but now being described as a smple engineer. Sheld probably take it in stride was my
guess

"Who's the man gtting next to her? The one who looks like he wrestles grizzly bearsfor aliving?'

"That'sLt. Colonel James Jones. He'sthe CO of the security contingent on board as well as commander
of thelanding force."

Landing force? | guessed that had to do with when we touched down on aplanet. Lt. Col. Jones broad
shouldersfilled out hisuniform nicely. He was short but sturdy and well muscled. I'd bet his bronzed face
had seen more than alittle action. | hadn't met him yet, either, and found myself wondering if he were
married.

| finished the dregs of my whisky and wondered how long it would last. | was sure theréd dways be
acohol from the recycling system but | serioudy doubted the labe ed stuff would be around after the first
few weeks.

"Another?’ Gene asked.

"I've had enough for tonight, | think. | need to do alittle more review before starting with Gordon
tomorrow."

"Il walk you back."

We passed Juan on theway out. | nodded and smiled at him. Hereturned it, but didn't look dl that
happy seeing mewith Gene. Get a move on, | thought.

The central passageway was busy with crew going both ways. It was mostly officers, but therewerea
few enlisted sailors or petty officers, and the lot was spotted with civilians like me. My quarters were
down aset of stairs, ladder in navy speak, and on one of the narrow side passages.

At my hatchway | surprised mysdlf. | leaned into Gene and gave him anicelittle non-ssterly kissand
didnt redly give adamn who might be watching.

"G'night, Gene. It was nice talking to you.”
"WEell doit again,” he said confidently.

| suspected he might beright, especidly if Juan didn't make amove soon. | went to bed thinking | might
decideto do it mysalf. On the other hand, | had a crazy dream with Geneinit. The mind worksin funny
ways.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

| interrupted a seaman in the process of wiring adoorbell to Gordon's entrance. It ssems asif in the hurry
to get the ship commissioned the designers had forgotten all about how to let someoneinsdea
compartment know you'd like to comein. It took a hard knock to get the sound through, as1'd found
out. Thewhole ship waslike that. Bigger than the first one but thrown together even more rapidly.
Supplies, tools and materias were suffed to the gunwaeswith plansto sort it al out once in space.

"I'mjust finishing up, maam. Would you like to test it?"
"Thanks, uh, SM3 Chaglow?'

"Right. Seaman Ernest Chaglow, Engineering.” He had dark hair and athick mustache. “ Cdl me Chag if
you like. Mogt folks do."

"Will do, Chag. I'm Mai Trung, Science Officer."

"Um.” He glanced a hisclipboard. “Yup. Ms. Trung. Chief Science Officer. I'll be getting to your
hatchway sometimetoday. Say, isthisBEM really gonna change to a human?"

"Sureis, Chag, but you won't see much of him for awhile. It takestime."

"Yesm.” He finished the wiring and capped the device with amagnetic cover. “Therey’ go. All done.
Ready to test.”

"Thanks, Chag."

"No biggie.” Heflipped me a sdute of sorts and went on to the next stateroom on hislist, not waiting to
seeif it worked. | liked that kind of confidence. | hoped dl the crew sharediit.

| rang the bell. It worked.

* * % %

"Comeonin, Ma,” Gordon said as he opened the door. He dready had the coffee going for me, and the
odor of the brew made from freshly ground beans brought asmileto my face.

"Thanks. | sure hope we don't run out of coffee on thistrip.”
"The navy can't operate without coffee or so ameachinist's mate told me not long ago.”
"Good, because | can't either!”

He laughed with me as he poured then handed me the cup, knowing | take my coffee the right way,
without anything to dilute the fragrance and taste. Why ruin good coffee with cream or sugar?

"Ready to get started?’ | asked. | sat down in one of the chairs held dready pulled down fromitsnichein
thewdll.

"I've dready begun the first stages of the physica changes. They'redl interna so it's not obviousto you
ya"

"Just remember, Gordon—don't get inahurry.”

"l won't. Thisisjust an internal organization, so to spesk.”



"Good. Before we do anything else let's get our terminology straight. Okay?!
"Fine. It iseven necessary since so much of what we do in aconversonisvery nearly ingtinctive.”

"Even to adifferent species?” The Crispies changed sex as naturally asacat has kittens but it seemed to
me that changing to another species should be somewhat different.

"Yes. All of usassumethe form of some of our more intelligent animals at onetime or another. It letsus
percaive the world from adifferent viewpoint.”

"All right, but explain it to me as best you can.”
| Spped at my coffee and let him talk.

"Suppose | review what we learned from Kyle and Jeri's experience, since that's an outcome we'd like to
emulate?'

| nodded.

"Jeri firgt got agetalt of the human genome from Kyle then added to it by using her perceptive sense
while andyzing other humans, and human femdesin particular. Kyle was under somewhat of a
misapprehension when he spoke of Jeri being ablank date, with her genome not having been influenced
by environment. It's possibleto create an organism in that form but it wouldn't function well, if at al. She
used him as ageneral template and added and changed it after observing human femaes and other males.
In other words, the human genome she crested was one which functioned just asif it had been influenced
by the environment and dl that entails, with some genesturned on or off or functioning only in congruence
with others, and so on.

"Furthermore, once the human genome was functiona, but before letting it take over the body, she
modified it according to her own experiences over alifetime. And then over aperiod of weeks, she
modified the expression of her genes even more as she and Kyle lived and worked together, and she
learned more of theworld. | can't tell you in words exactly how al that works, but in essencethe first
part sets the gene changes in motion and then it cascades to envel op the whole body at a controlled rate.
Some of it ismoderated by MicroRNA where it's needed.

"Of coursethat doesn't tell you how any of it works at the molecular level, but just so we know we're
talking about the samething, let's start with the human gene. One definition of agene isa sequence of
base pairs, ATGC. Adenine, thymine, guanine, and cytosine, respectively, make up the nucleotide bases
of DNA. Each gene's code combines the four chemicalsin various waysto spell out three-letter words,
S0 to gpeak, that specify which amino acid is needed at every step in making a protein the gene codes
for. But asingle ATGC sequence can code for multiple proteins and some of these can be blocked or
speeded up by MicroRNA. Some sections of codes are switches that turn other sections on or off. Some
have to be activated by environmental factorsin order to work. Some are active only during periods of
development, and others are active and inactive throughout a person'slife. And interactions among and
between genes affect others, dong with environmenta influences and hormones. There are dso some
other factorsthat you haven't discovered yet and consequently we have no wordsfor. There aretrillions
upon trillions of permutations, and that's not even counting what you call the * nonsense’ portion of the
genome.” He made quotation marksin the air to emphasize the word “nonsense,” then continued. “I can
perceive how it functions but we don't have the terminology to describe most of theway | seeit. | cantell
you that the so-called nonsense portion of the genomeisn't redly nonsense, though. Parts of it code for
microproteinsthat have specific functions, athough most of them aren't germaneto thisdiscusson.”

"Whew!” | blew out abreath of air. “I'd love to have had you lecture in some of my postdoc classes.



Let'sleaveit for now though, and get to specific actions. Have you been accessing the internet volumes
from the main drives?'

"Only skimming so far. | waswaiting on you, but | did set up some categories and organi zation so that
the data | survey won't be quite as random asit wasfor Jeri."

"Good. Well pretty well follow the same process she and Kyle did. I'm going to be with you about 16
hours aday most days and available at night if you need me. If | understand it right, you won't need to
deep at dl for the first week or 0."

"Correct. When we're not talking I'll be reading. And may | remind you that | read very fag."

"Right.” Don't | wish | could do that! “I know you've talked to various people aready and gained a
pretty good understanding of what a contrary species we humans are?"

"Yes, Ma. You'revery strangeto a Crigpy but ... the human speciesis much more ... dynamic, shal we
say, than Cresperians.”

"If you say 0."
And 0 it began.

* k k %

The big difference between Gordon and me and Kyle and Jeri isthat | was forewarned and prepared,
while those two had been thrown together willy-nilly with no preparation at al. A second factor was that
they were amost congtantly in danger or the threat of danger and discovery the wholetime. It had pretty
obvioudy drawn them close together as the conversion proceeded, and culminated with them faling in
love once Jeri became fully human.

| certainly wasn't planning on that. Falling in love with him, I mean. Nor was | planning on introducing him
to sex persondly. | had nointentions at dl along thoselines. Not at firdt.

| suppose | could write aredlly long book about what took place over the next four weeks and maybe |
will someday, like Jeri had intended to do before being rushed into space. All she had time to do was
dictate alot of notesfor those who'd follow. I'll just hit the high spots. Besides, most of what | did was
talk with Gordon whenever he ran across subjects or things he didn't understand clearly or thought were
crazy. Some of them were. We certainly have enough crazinessin our own speciesto confuse us, much
lessandien.

Onething we discussed alot wasrdigionsand al their perturbations.

"We have mathematica proof that thereisno creator,” Gordon remarked during one trying day while he
was attempting to sort out how we could possibly believe and practice so much contradictory and
imposs ble nonsense as our religions encompass. | had no real answer for him other than the one Kyle
had used to good effect.

"Gordon, there seemsto be something inherent in our genome, our very nature, that impelsahigh
percentage of humansto believe in something greater than themsalves. And as sensdless asit sounds,
most reigions personify their godsin the form of humans. | persondly believe it began asasurvivd trait
while we were just becoming self-aware. We had to have some explanation for the world about us;
death, birth and aging, tornados and lightning and earthquakes, drought and abundance. Our caveman
ancestors would have gone mad or not been able to survive had they not invented gods to explain the
natural world. And you're well aware of how, a our level of understanding, we haven't yet been ableto



rid ourselves of the genes, or the genesthat code for proteinsthat contribute to the wiring in our brains,
that let us bdieve such stuff. It ill has surviva vaue, you see. Even today in many parts of theworld if
you don't follow the acceptable religious practices you won't live long, or if you do, you won't thrive
because you'll be discriminated againgt.”

"l see. And children will be tormented if their parents don't believe like the mgority. | can see that the
practices aren't universd, though. Y ou, for instance. Y ou don't believe in aGod, do you?"

| shrugged. “I neither believe nor disbelieve. There's no proof either way so far as| can see. | most
certainly don't think religions asthey're practiced have anything to do with the real world. They aredl
fabrications and perpetuated by human inertness and the power of the mgority. As has been said, the
magority isalways sane. | don't believeit, but there's some truth to the statement.”

"Uh ... that would indicate that you don't persondly become involved in trying to dissuade your
associates from their beliefs?!

"Correct. It'sdamn near impossible to win apalitica or areligious argument. It takesthe dow roiling of
history to diminate the truly contra-survival practices, but we're dowly getting there. | think. It'sdamn
frugtrating sometimes, though.”

"| can see how it would be for aperson of your or Kyle's nature. Y ou believe the scientific method
should guide mankind's actions.

"Y es, dthough not completely. But Gordon, don't expect humansto act that way. Don't even expect
scientiststo berationa. And to redly get persona don't expect me to berationd in dl things. If you begin
to believe | am, you'll be disgppointed. I'm as subject to rationdization asthe next person, even though |
try toavoidit.”

Therewas along silence while he integrated our conversation with his prior knowledge. Then he smiled
with his mouth that was not yet quite human. Had | not grown used to the gradua changestoward his
human form by then, it would have been nauseating. That was one big reason we kept the converson
confined to his stateroom.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

There came the day when | could look a Gordon and not see asign of the alien form held once worn.
Helooked just as human as the next person. No, let me rephrase that. Helooked like atal, well-built
and handsome human mae with dark wavy hair, and skin the color of amid-summer tan. Hewas aso
forming a persondity as pleasing as his body with the help of my gentle guidance. He was soft spoken
with a deep voice that resonated well and was as congenia as aboy scout on Sunday, but with abit of
occasiona mild stubbornnessthat differed enough from his other traitsto be sort of attractive. He had a
wry sense of humor and was fun to talk to. And of course he was more knowledgeabl e than just about
any other man in existence. In short, he turned into a dreamboat of aman. So why wasn't | attracted to
him sexudly?

Widll, | guess| was, inaway. It wasn't just a sense of duty that made me decide to introduce him to sex
mysdlf, rather than take a chance on him getting off on the wrong foot from being hurt by some woman
because of hisinexperience. After he became fully human we kidded around a bit and kissed some and
oneday | took him to bed, more in the sense of agraduation ceremony than anything else. Or possibly |
wasjust horny.

Hewastentative at first but proved to be a quick learner and eager to please. Thefirst time was pleasant
enough but failed to produce an orgasm on my part. It was over too soon. After held recovered a bit we
lay Sde by sdewhile he expounded enthusiagtically and at length over what awonderful thing sex was.
Findly I gently put my hand over his mouth.

"Gordon, dear, there's such athing as being too anadytical. Now let'stry it again, dower, and if you can,
use your perceptive sense or whatever eseit takesto makeit last awhile.”

"Of course. I'll try.” Hewas awarethat | hadn't climaxed but had mistakenly attributed it to the fact that
wewerent inloveor redly even very closein asexud way.

"Good. And Gordon ... try not to think of just yoursdlf."
Hewas slent for amoment, consdering that, then said, “I'm sorry,” very contritely.

"Y ou don't have to be sorry, but just remember it takes two to really makeit work right.” | moved into
hisarmsagain and heimmediatdly tried to enter me.

"Oops, not just yet!” | said and laughed. He was like a puppy, so eager to pleaseit was funny. “Don't
ever get in ahurry unless the woman encourages you. Y ou'll never go wrong by taking thetimefor abit
of foreplay even if you've aready made love once.”

| had dready discussed awoman's erogenous zones with him and now | showed him in person. Of
course held read more about the mechanics of sex than just about any man on Earth or off it, but it'slike
flying; you haveto do it alot to get redly good at it. However, he accepted advice willingly and adeptly. |
had no complaint the second time, once we got there. It went on and on, and | felt the sense of
impending release Singing in my body. Then it wasthere and | screamed loud enough to wake the
neighbors. It'sagood thing the rooms are built to be airtight and strong enough to handle vacuum or |
would probably have been too embarrassed to show my face the next day.

"Andthis” | told him later on as| did down the bed, “is something you don't generally ask awoman for
unlessyou're getting along really well. Of course, some may initiate it without asking, but asarule, you
don't ask.” | proceeded to show him what | meant.



He gasped, then managed to ask, “Why?'

But as my mouth was alittle busy, | couldn't answer him just then, athough | did later asbest as| was
able. | don't think either of us dept that whole night. It was quite an experience. | hadn't been with a
virgin snce my first boyfriend and | learned together.

Unfortunately, as enjoyable asthe teaching was, | still had Juan on my mind. Not that I'd tell him about
this night, though. If there was apark there with Gordon, it wasn't lighting anything yet. Or maybeit was,
but if s, | could seeit was going to be awhile beforeit burst into flame. In the meantime, | told him he
had graduated and could get out into the world, so to spesk.

After | was caught up at the office and had abit of timeto spare, | called Juan to see what he was up to.
There definitely was asexud overtoneto my wish for his company.

"Hi, Mai. Still tutoring our Crigpy?'
"A bit, but he's mostly on hisown now. Y ou'll see him out and about.”
"So you won't be working with him any more?*

"Oh, no. Well Hill be seeing each other alot but I've given him the god now of getting out on hisown
and mixing with other people and just reporting back to me. Y ou'll probably be working with him
yourself eventualy because right now he's on atour of the ship, spending afew daysin each section and
getting to know everyone. | want him to mix as much as possible with al types of humans because he's
going to be our chief liaison with the Crispiesif wefind them.”

"Oh. Okay with me. What ... | mean, would you like to, uh, maybe meet me in the lounge one evening for
adrink?'

Yes, I'dloveto, but | didn't say that. Instead | said, “How about this evening? Are you free then?” Well,
maybe it was the same, just in different words.

"Uh-huh. Seven okay?"
"Sure. Seeyou then.”

Sometimes | think women are crazy. Here | had this All-American male—from another planet,
granted—who | was sure would love nothing better than to take meto bed on aregular basis. But what
was | doing? | was panting like a hungry puppy after Juan, an army sergeant with probably alimited
education and not much life experience away from the military. Which shows how silly preconceptions
can be.

* * * %

| took a shower and changed from my working costume of jeans and a pullover to casud dacksand
blouse and dabbed on a bit of my limited supply of perfume before heading toward the lounge.

Juan was dready there but had waited on me before getting anything to drink. Courteous. Hisface
brightened when he saw me and | gave him abig smilethat | didn't haveto force. | wasredlly glad to see
him again, sexud fedings asde. We had connected on some leve right from thefirst and that was what
was dictating my fedlings. The psychologists say we like even festuresin the opposite sex and | suppose
there's sometruth to it, but there's more to attraction than that. With Juan it had been his no-nonsense
attitude and competency as much as hislooks that had first impressed me.

He stood up and held out hishand as | neared. | took it and could practically fed the electricity between



us

"Hi!” | said, and without even thinking about it, leaned forward and pecked him on the mouth.
Hegrinned. “Hi, Mai. Y ou look good.”

"Thanks, but cal me Cherry. What are we drinking?"

"Doyou likewhisky?'

A man after my own heart. “Uh-huh, but does the ship still have any?!

"A very limited amount so | heard, but | brought one bottle of Jack Daniels Black Label aong. | thought
this might be agood timeto crack it open. Mix or water?'

"Judt lotsof ice”
"Beright back."

Herose and fetched glasses and ice, then returned and poured whisky over our ice cubes and replaced
the bottle in alittle handbag he carried. When he saw my eyesfollowing the bottle he smiled.

"If | set it on the table we'd draw lots of curious looks once the crowd gets here. And sincel'ma
generous soul, 1'd probably giveit dl away once people saw it and started asking.”

| laughed and we talked afew moments, then | commented on his scar. He was wearing jeansand a
long-deeved shirt with the deevesrolled up dmost to his elbows. The scar began near hiswrist and
wrapped around hisarm and ran up beneath his shirt deeve. | reached over and ran my finger aong it.

He glanced down, then back up to meet my gaze.

"What happened there?’ | asked softly.

"Got too close to aknife once."

"Wherewasthat?"

"Uh, aplace. Sorry."

"Can't talk about it?” Me and my big mouth.

"No. Infact, | regret that there'salot of my lifel can't talk about. Pendlty for being in SOCOM."
"Specia Forces Command, | takeit?!

"Uh-huh."

"What led you there?'

"Hormones and stupidity, probably.” He shrugged negligently.

That got achuckle out of me. “Did you go in right after high school ?*

"No, | had adegreein physics but | decided to play soldier and save enough money to go on to graduate
schoal.”



Seewhat | meant about preconceptions?
"Have you got enough money to go back to school yet?"

"Oh sure. The army pays pretty well for enlistments and most places I've been there wasn't alot to spend
money on."

"Then you'l be getting out when we come back, huh?'
"No, I'm going to stay inthearmy. | found out | liked being asoldier.”
And seewhat | mean about silly assumptions?

| was curious. “It seemslike with adegree and your experience you could probably get acommission.
Any reason why not?'

"Umm. I've been thinking about it. In fact, I've been asked by higher ups. | was till thinking during that
break with the training command but hadn't made up my mind. | was dready on afast track for Warrant
Officer and wasn't redly sure | wanted acommission. It sort of limitsyou in someways. Can't go around
tearing up bars, and have to learn to dance, and what al. Can't be getting into fights."

"Doyoufight alot?'

"Nah, rarely if ever. But | couldn't if | wanted to, see?’

| got it. Hewas gently pulling my leg.

Wetalked abit more. He asked if I'd ever been married and | did the samefor him.

"| was engaged. She couldn't stand the constant deployments. No, that's not right. What bugged her was
that | wouldn't talk about them.”

"Women liketo beinvolved with aman'slifeif they're going to marry him."
"I suppose. Anyway, that's what happened. What's your story?'

We had another drink while | made dishonest excuses about till being single. Even if he was smarter and
more knowledgeable than | had assumed, | till wasn't going to give him any hints about my 1.Q. We
bantered back and forth like men and women will on first dates, then when he reached for the bottle
again | saw some eyesturned our way.

"People are watching the bottle. Why don't we take it back to my place and have another?’ | said
without stopping to think about it.

"Okay."

Aswe rounded the last corner | saw Gene just turning away from my door. He glanced at us and took
note of the way my hand was entwined with Juan's by that time. He merely smiled and nodded ashe
passed, but | could tell he was disappointed.

Bringing the bottle to the room was just an excuse, of course. It was more than another drink | wanted,
but we had one nevertheless. A littlelater | leaned my head on his shoulder momentarily while laughing at
something held said and that |ed to usturning and facing each other. His big brown eyes were enough to
getlostinbut | didn't look at them very long. He put hisarm around me and drew meto him. Our lips
met, softly at first then more eagerly.



Juan was nice. Hedidn't grab for my breast right off like alot of men do but took histime, stroking my
back and moving his hands over the curve of my hip and to my back again. We grew closer and
eventudly he did begin caressing my breasts but by then | was ready to move to the bedroom. | leaned
back and he saw the desirein my eyes. He stood up, bringing me with him by my grasp on hisarm. |
could fed the corded muscles beneath my fingers and it sent athrill through me.

There were no more wordsright then, or if there were, | don't remember them. We walked the few steps
to the bedroom, kissed one more time, then got undressed. | threw back the covers and practically
wrestled him onto the bed. Seconds later | wasin hisarms and his hands and lips were moving over my
body, caressng me with the kind of gentle firmness| loved. | embraced him tightly and urged him over
me then guided him insde. A little gasp escaped me as we connected and hisweight settled on me. |
locked my legs around him and gripped his back as he moved indgde me. It took very littletime until he
had me screaming with pleasure. God, it was so good to fed that release again. A little too good, maybe.
| heard him cry out and redlized I'd forgotten how strong | was.

Whilel ill had my arms and legs around him and after | had settled down enough to be able to talk
again, | moved my hands over hisback and buttocks. | could fed the little ridges where my fingers had
dug into his skin and where I'd grabbed him so hard.

"I'msorry,” | said. 1 forgot | was...” And then | stopped, having forgotten | hadn't intended to tell
anyone what Sirahad done for me.

"It'sdl right. | know."

| smoothed a path of circles on hisback and ran my bare foot up and down his calf. “What do you
know, Juan? | havent told anyone."

Helaughed and kissed me gently. His face was shadowed in the dimmed lights. “I'm not adummy.
Remember, | had you in the training course. | noticed how easily you accomplished tasks that should
have been much harder. Besidesthat, I'd heard rumors of how much stronger than normal one of our
Specid Forcesguyswas. | was dready primed to see the unusua.”

"Um. Did | hurt you?'
"'Sokay. It hurt so good. But don't you know it's the man who's supposed to ask that?
| bit him on the neck, but gently.

"Serioudy, Cherry, it'sdl right. I'd be interested to see just exactly how strong you are sometime but not
now. Am | getting heavy?'

"No, but let me up for aminute.”

| kissed him and went to the bathroom and tossed a hand towel out to him while | took care of myself
insde. | came back out and snuggled up to him. It was so good to bein bed withaman | really liked
again. It had been along time.

| guessit might have been awhile for Juan, too. He didn't leave until an hour or two beforefirst bells. We
made love three more timesthat night and | lost my last assumptions about rude crude soldiers during the
process. Casanova could take lessons from that boy!

[Back to Table of Contents]
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Shipboard life was a curious blend of military and civilian. We were dl under military discipline of course,
and that entailed dl thelittle courtesies and formality the captain enforced but he wasn't harsh about
ether. Aslong asthe civilian crew observed the necessary redtrictions of shipboard life they were pretty
well free to do asthey pleased. The military was much more structured, with specific times for duty and
non-duty, and regul ations governed dmost every aspect of their lives even though it wasn't usudly
gpparent. | understood it because | had been in the military, but others didn't and that occasiondly
caused somefriction, but not enough to matter.

| continued seeing Juan, much to Gene's aggravation. | suppose he might have thought those few kisses|
exchanged with him meant more than they did. One day hejoined mefor afew minutesin the dining
room at lunch after I'd already sat down.

"Hi Gene,” | greeted him. *Y ou've been kind of scarcelately.”
"Not redlly. | think it's you that's been tied up and not noticed | was around.”

"Maybe.” | felt my cheekstingle from ablush dthough | don't know why. I had nothing to be ashamed
of. “So how goesit with you? Still solving problems?”

"Uh-huh. In fact one of them has to do with our Crispy. Gordon."

"OH?'

"Uh-huh. Therésacertain young lady who's not pulling her weight in the ship right now because of him."
"What's her problem?” | could guess but | wanted him to tell me,

"She's heart-broken.”

"I can't help you there, Gene. She's gonna haveto ded with it."

"Okay, but when'sthe last time you talked to Gordon?"

| felt the tingling return and begin creeping down my neck. | tried to think ... “Uh, about four or five days,
| think."

"And before then?'
"What isthis, aninquisition?’ | was beginning to figure out his purpose and it aggravated me.

"No, Ma,” he said gently. “It'sjust that you're the person more than anyone else on the ship who's
respongble for Gordon. Shouldn't you be spending just alittle more time with him?"

My anger died as quickly asit had begun. Gene wasright. | had been so wrapped up with Juan | had
been neglecting my duty.

"Um, | suppose you'e right, Gene, damn you. I'll talk to Gordon.”

"Fine. Remember, while chances are we won't find the Cresperian planet, there's dways the possibility,
and it wouldn't hurt to have Gordon happy if we do.”

"Thanks"



He nodded and stood up, then walked off leaving me sitting at the table aone and wondering if Captain
Becker had sent Geneto chide mein hisworldly, inimitable manner. If so, held done agood job. | got
back to business.

That didn't mean | quit seeing Juan. If he hadn't had a platoon to take care of we would have moved in
together. Once we hooked up | hated to see him have to get up and leave my bed before the night was
done but there wasn't much to do about it.

| did talk to Gordon about hislove life, or rather brought it up in the course of another conversation so he
wouldnt think | wasintrusive.

He grinned like ateenager. “My fellow Crispies are missing out on the best part of life, Mai. | couldn't
judge before experiencing it, but sex is something that's completely outside the bounds of Cresperian
understanding. My fellows have no idea of what they've been deprived of .

"They aren't your fellows, Gordon. Y ou're human, now. By choice."

Hefrowned. “You'reright, of course. | am human, with al that entails, but along with it, I'm a Cresperian
by birth and | till retain my perceptive sense.” He stared into space for amoment asif musing. “1 wonder
what it would belike to have a Crispy who's converted to human to share this with, merging our
perceptive senses as our bodies merged. | believe it would be an even more intense experience.”

"Redly? And just how much moreintense could it get?'

"I'm sorry. Without the perceptive sense you can't understand. It would be...” He stopped, nonplussed.
“Hmm. Perhgpsyou'reright. | don't know how it could get much better.”

| nodded. “ Crispies can't understand our type of sexua experience unless they become human. Perhaps
it might be even more intense shared by two converts, but let'sleave that for now.” | paused, then let him
have it. “ Gordon, you need to be ... considerate of your partners.”

"Just 0. Mai, I'm sorry about Midge. | didn't intend for her to become so involved.”

"That'swhat | wanted to talk to you about, Gordon. If you're not looking for apermanent partner right
now, it would be best to let awoman know in advance.”

"Yes, | seethat now. Trust me, I'll be careful in the future"

And hewas. Hedidn't lack for sexud partnersif only for the novety, but nothing like that ever came up
again. Nothing | heard about, anyway, so | didn't ask.

There were other issues that did come to my attention, though. Fortunately, even if hedid look like avery
young man hedidn't think like one. He didn't see thingsin black and white like a human youth would
have. He had along lifetime of Crispy experienceto guide him and heretained al those memories. On
the other hand, he tended to be impatient and vexed when someone offered an opinion that was at odds
with what he believed. And since he had awealth of knowledge to draw on, and with his blinding reading
gpeed and eldetic memory, he was dmost alwaysright. | had to call him to my office one day to
remondtrate with him after an argument with one of the ship's officers.

"Gordon, you're going to have to redlize that you can't go around getting angry smply because you
disagree with someone, nor can you convert everyone to your way of thinking. It's neither possible nor
even desrable.”

"But Ma, astrology? How can any sensible person—"



He looked pained when | held up a hand to stop his outburst.

"Yes, | agree. Adrology isridiculous on the face of it but some peopleliketo believe it has merits,
regardiess. Y ou haveto dlow humanstherr foibles. It's not like shel's starving her children or abusing
animas or knocking down old ladies on the street. Astrology, as you should know, actudly contributed
to science way back inour history by indtilling an interest in astronomy. And it's harmless. Besides,
history will take care of it in thelong run. So leaveit be, okay?"

He thought for amoment, then gradually his expresson changed. Findly he laughed.
"All right, Mai. I'm sorry. Hormones."

And then | laughed. “Uh-huh. Y our body isthat of amale barely out of histeens. So go think about sex
and leave that poor woman to her charts and signs. And damn it, Gordon, you of al people should know
how to watch for the influence of genesthat code the proteins that coordinate brain wiring with hormonal
influences. So watch. Please?"

"l shall. Youreadoll, Mai. One day I'm going to have to figure out how to thank you properly for al
you've done.” Hewinked and | grinned a him. He really had turned into agood human. It made me
wonder if perhaps | should have participated physicaly in his sexua education more than that onetime
and see what happened. | thought | probably would have, had it not been for Juan getting in the way. |
hoped he would find someone permanent soon.

"No thanks are necessary, Gordon. Y ou're doing fine and I'm glad. But now that you're here, tell me
what elseyou're up to."

"Oh, thisand that.” He leaned back in his chair and crossed his hands over his stomach. “1 haven't
decided yet on aprofession, so mostly I've just been wandering through the ship and mesting people.”

"That's good, so long asthey're not real busy.”

"I'm being careful about that. Y’ know, Maddieis an interesting person. I've been talking to her alot.
Once we get back, | may go into astronomy.”

| started to say, “if we get back,” then decided not to. Why be apessmist? Instead | reminded him of
why hewas on the ship inthefirst place.

"Gordon, | don't want to discourage you, but if we find Cresperia, you're going to be awfully busy for a
longtime"

"Umm. Y ou're right about that. Maddie says she thinks there's a chance. We've got better datathan the
folks on thefirst ship, and she thinks eventually well find it. Maybe not on this trip but one day."

"That's great, Gordon. But how will you fed about it?"

He shrugged. “I'll stay human, Mai. Y ou should know that. But it would be nice to see the home planet
again. | haven't saild much about it before, snce chances seemed so dim of ever going home, but if we do
make it, you and everyone else may aswell preparefor trouble.”

"What!” | leaned forward, scrutinizing hisface, and saw that he was serious.

"Uh-huh. Jeri didn't say much about it, but if me or any other Crispy begins advocating converson to
human on alarge scale the older, more conservative Crispies may well begin discouraging it. Forcibly."



"You're serious, aren't you?”'

"Yes” hesad solemnly.

"Have you spoken to the captain about it?

"I haven't seen the point, not unlesswe find Cresperia”

"Gordon, | think we'd better let him know. It's never good to sail under wrong assumptions.”

[Back to Table of Contents]
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Asthe time wound down before our projected arrival at the Swavely system | noticed a change in Juan.
He seemed less talkative and kind of withdrawn. He'd never been big on casual conversation like alot of
men are, thinking they haveto talk or you'll believe they're missing one of their balls or something like
that. But now hewas really quiet. One night after we'd madelove and | was dl snuggled up next to him
with my head on hisshoulder, | finaly asked him about it.

"I'm not sure, sweetheart,” he finaly said after 1'd begun to decide he either hadn't heard me or wasn't
going to answer. “It's... | don't liketo talk about it, and it's probably nothing.”

"Y ou're worried about something.” | ran my fingers through the thatch of hair in the center of his chest
and over therise of his pectoral muscles. His heart was beating faster than normal, when it should have
had time to return to the resting state.

"I don't know why | should be, but ... I've got a strange fedling about our stop here.™
"Like what? Something bad?'

He sighed. “Y eah, Cherry, something bad. But hell, it's probably just a case of the heebie-jechieslike
you awaysfed right before combat.”

"Y ou think well get into afight there? That's foolish, Juan. We don't even know yet whether the planet's
inhabited or not.” We did know there was a planet of the right sze and distance from the primary to
support life, but that was about all.

"I know. Hey, I'm sorry. | shouldn't spoil our time together.”

He turned and kissed me and began caressing my breast. His hand was calloused but he had such a
gentle touch that they didn't fedl rough. Insteed, the way he smoothed his hand over and around and then
lowered hislipsto my nipple made me shiver. A wave of anticipatory pleasure coursed through my body
and made me forget al about anything elsefor awnhile.

It wasonly later that night, after | wasthere by mysdlf that | remembered how held said “our time
together” asif it wasalimited thing, not meant to last.

* * % %

Three dayslater we arrived in orbit around the planet Swvavely. There were only afew portholes on the
Galactic and by thetime | got aturn to look we'd been there for hours. The planet |looked much like
Earth did from space, adl green and blue and brown. | couldn't make out much detail about the continents
other than to see that they weren't the same shape as Earth's. Naturaly.

| knew Zeng WU was supposed to have left a satellite in orbit around each of the planetsthey orbited, so
it was no surprise when the captain reported that we'd made contact with it. | thought that meant their
ship had probably gone on from Swavely and was now searching for Cresperiain earnest. However, no
one heard athing from the captain for hours and hours after that.

| wasin my office having acup of coffee with Nancy Silveras, another civilian scientist, abiologist and
now arather limited xenobiologist, what with only Crispiesto study. That would change as soon aswe
st foot on the planet. Then she would become afull-fledged xenobiologist.

"l can hardly wait,” she enthused. “ A whole different biology and ecology from Earth! | could spend a
lifetime here and not even make astart on al the thingsther€ll beto discover.” She was bubbling over



about the prospective landing, making her look so young and happy you hardly noticed the gray in her
hair or crow'sfeet at the corner of her eyes.

"Samehere” | agreed. “| suspect the geneticswill be different, just asthe Crispies are. They weren't
much of a challenge, though, because Jeri explained it al before we had much of achance for research.”

"Thiswill be different, I'll bet. | wonder if theres any intdligent life here?"
"I sugpect the captain would make an announcement if Maddie noticed any.”

"Shewouldn't haveto notice,” Nancy told me. “Captain Becker is probably querying the satdllite for all
the datathe Zeng Wu left us™

It turned out that she was right. But the data from the satellite wasn't good news at al, because Zeng Wu
was il on the planet. It had landed and never taken off again.

* k k %

| learned what was going on when Captain Becker called a department head meeting. As Chief Science
Officer | wasthereand | suppose | may aswell mention now that a couple of other scientists on board
had their noses alittle out of joint because of me being named to the position at my young age. Looking
not much older than ateenager because of what Sirahad done for me didn't help matters.

Smackerswas the worst. That young jackass wasn't but two years older than me and he thought he
should have had the spot smply because he understood more of the theory of the ship's unredity drive
than anyone else on board. Hell, he probably thought he should be captain!

Captain Jules Becker dways looked asif it would cause him physical pain to smile, but now hewas
redly grim. He was sitting at the head of the conference table staring straight ahead, looking at no onein
particular, and appeared mad enough to be able to floss his teeth with barbed wire. Not good, | found
mysdlf thinking. Not good at all.

Once everyone was present, he led off and wasted very few words.

"Gentlemen, ladies, thank you for coming. | have some extremely bad news. Our sister ship, the USSS
Zeng WA, isdown on the planet. It has not been damaged too badly and is still quite capable of leaving.
However, the planet isinhabited by inimica diens.”

He paused and looked around the table to make sure we al understood, then continued.

"Hereisabrief rundown on the present situation. At first it gppeared asif Swavely wasinhabited by
inteligent beings with alow population and fairly advanced technology but as yet incapable of space
flight. The ship landed near one of the settlements and began contact procedures with the beings
according to our diplomatic protocol. I'll show some footage later, but for now, sufficeto say thet at first
they pretended to befriendly.

"Eventualy many of the crew disembarked and were away from the ship doing studies and learning the
language. Then the dienslet dip that they were merdly acolony of alarge interstellar empire. At that
point they turned on the crew of the Zeng Wu and attempted to capture the ship. There were heavy
casudties but they did not succeed. However, they did manage to take some captives. Thereisa
standoff at present.

"I'm sorry to report that Captain Bronson died during the hogtilities and Generd Haley has taken
command. Heisnot dlowing the ship to lift off while some of the crew is4till diveand intheir hands. The
diensthreatened to kill the captivesif he did not surrender but General Haley warned them that he would



destroy the planet if they hurt anyone. He can't, of course, but they don't know that. What heis afraid of
isthat one of their warshipswill arrive on avisit and hewill have to leave the captivesin order to prevent
the destruction of hisship.

"That's where the Stuation stands at present. | shall now open this meeting to discussion but before we
begin let me note that | agree completdy with Generd Haley. We will not leave while humansarein
custody of those creatures. Therefore the discussion should center on rescue operations.”

Colond Jones, the marine commander, spokefirgt. “Isthere any reason why the aiens haven't smply
bombed the ship?"

"Generd Haey believesthey do not want to harm the ship but do want very much to captureit. He thinks
they believe our technology might be ahead of them isthe reason. So far they haven't used any heavy
wegponry and again, hethinksit'sfor fear of harming the ship.”

Jones nodded. “ Good so far. Do we know where the hostages are being held?

"Y es. We know that much. Weve aso got satdllite images of the areathat Commander Graham has
mede."

He nodded to Mgjor Eleanora Wisteria, the communications officer and chief eectronicist. She brought
up theimages and waited to explain any pointsthat needed clarifying.

Commander Prescott, our X O, began pointing out various sites. “ Here's the city. Infrared imageslead us
to believe some of it is underground. Here you can see the ship and over hereiswhere Generd Haley
saysthe captives are being held. They have moved heavily armed aiensinto postions here, here and
here. That'sin addition to the fact that dmost al of them carry some type of hand weapon on their
persons.”

"What kind of wegpons?’ Jones asked without moving his gaze from the images. He was studying them
asintently as an undergraduate studied class notes the night before finds.

"Laser or possibly atype of energy weapon but better than anything we've got. | suspect their space
ships might also be armed with them, same as ours but as a corollary, they're probably aso more
powerful.”

"How many casudties?'
"Almogt haf of the crew. And haf of the remainder are prisoners,” Becker said stoically.

Joneswinced. So did [, for that matter. | couldn't help but wonder whether Kyle and Jeri had survived. |
just couldn't picture two such alive people asthem no longer existing. Which didn't mean athing. The
universe doesn't operate on wishes.

"| suppose we have no ideawhen the next alien ship isdue?’ Graham asked.

"Not aclue. I've put the computer to analyzing everything we know, but it's doubtful it will be much help.
What | want isfor each of you to take a copy of the recordings Bronson got before he died and go back
to your people and study the complete layout down there. Get them to thinking in terms of arescue
mission. Y ou may sharethis datawith anyone since I'll be making an announcement shortly. Well meet
againin three hours. If you come up with anything redlly important beforehand, passit on to Colonel
Jones. Hell be responsible for thefind plan.”

"Sir, do they know were up herein orbit?"



"We haven't spotted a satellite so | don't know, but it makes no difference. We're going to try for a
rescue.” He got up and left as abruptly as the president ducking awad of reporters.

| didn't say s0 but waswilling to bet one reason Generd Haley refused to |eave the captives was that he
expected our ship to be dong eventudly, and so long asit was a stalemate he could afford to wait. | was
aso willing to be they were getting awfully damned impatient by now.
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No onel talked to had alot of military background, which figured since | wasthe head of the civilian
science department. That made it afairly small group. | could have wished it was short one more person.
Smackers pretended he was Napoleon reincarnated but it quickly became apparent that he had no more
idea of tactics and strategy than a blind pregnant Mudim suicide bomber. Hisidea of arescue misson
wasto land beside the other ship and start shooting.

"John, the crew of Zeng Wu would aready have rescued everyone and leveled that aien community to
the ground if shooting off abunch of anmunition wasdl it took. | think the captainislooking for at least a
modicum of astrategy that doesn't put dl of usin the same position asthe captives.”

"Goddamn bug-eyed mongters. Why don't we start bombing their cities, then?”

"Firgt, because we don't have any bombs. And second, according to Captain Bronson's report, they
have threatened to kill al the captivesif helifts off. And last because they don't have but onelarge city.
Therest of the population is spread out. Anyone else?

Smackersgot up and left inahuff. | didn't try to call him back. Good riddance.

The one married couple in my science department was Eugene and Margie Preconder. Her doctorate
was in quantum physics and Eugene was the microbiochemist of the family. He and | worked together a
lot.

"| take it werelooking for adiversion of some sort?” he asked. He had short brown hair and wore
glasses. | had never asked why.

"That would be my thinking,” | said. “I wasin the military but not with the sharp end of the stick, so my
experiencein tacticsislimited. I'm open to any kind of ideaand so is Captain Becker. That'swhy we're
meeting here.” 1 might add right here that my respect for Colonel Jones went up by a magnitude when he
solicited opinions from everyone instead of Smply devising hisown plan and carrying it out.

"Where would be the best place to land the ship, | wonder?’ Eugene asked. “ Do we have some
elevation markers?'

"Let'ssee” | fiddled with the graphics, then had to go back to the first survey and findly got the numbers
from there. They werefairly rough. No one had been thinking about afight at the time. Despite that, it
was gpparent there was only one high spot that wasn't already encumbered with buildings of some sort. It
madeit look suspiciousto my mind and | said so.

"How about infrared?’ Margie asked.
| pulled up the survey and sure enough, there was a pretty good heat source buried under that little hill.

"I'll bet ashot of Mai'swhisky that there's something under there | wouldn't want usto get in front of,”
Eugenesad grimly.

"How'd you know | still have whisky? Never mind, no bet. Might be agood place to land the ship,
though. Or maybe not. I'd think if it was alaser cannon emplacement we might set right on top of it
where they could open the hatch and blow the ship to bits.”

"Maybe not. Blowback. That close, unlessthey could step down the power, it'd kill them aswell. And
besdes, seemslike they would have used it dready if they could.”



"Good point. I'll pass that one on. Now those...” | pointed to a close up of one of the BEMSs. It wasn't
really bug-eyed and neither wasit amongter. It resembled a duck-billed platypus with tentacles as much
asanything else. That'sif you turned itshill into a beak with teeth and gaveit adoubletall that provided
support when it stood upright and balance when it wasrunning. “...Thosethings are astdl or taler than a
man when standing upright, and notice how the tentacles dl end in little graspersfor finework. It's
actualy a pretty good design except for their meanness.”

"It might not be mean by itslights,” Margie said. Ordinarily she kept her short red hair in order but at the
moment it wasin disarray from her running her fingersthroughiit.

"Point. But it isby ours. Generd Haey saysthey ddiberatdly tricked them and did their damnedest to
capture the ship. When that failed they began threatening to kill the hostages. Fortunatdly thisisther
equivaent of afrontier world so they apparently don't have any redly heavy weapons on the planet.”

"Right,” Eugene said. “And | takeit our job isto figure out how to grab the hostages and get both ships
back into space before one of their interstellar shipsarrive.”

| nodded. “Right you are. Other groups are thinking about thisaswell, and the marinesin particular. The
captain just wants as much input as possible before he makes a decision. Any other observa-tions?
Anyone?'

"There doesn't seem to be that many of them in theimmediate area,” Margie said. “ Does that mean
anything?’ She brushed fingersthrough her hair again.

"Probably just means there's more somewheredse,” | said, chuckling. “1 can't imagine those few
defeating the marinesthat were there, athough | guess surprise helped. In fact, | suspect that's why the
Zeng WU hasn't been able to mount arescue. Not enough fighters left.”

"Would the Captain accept civilian help in the rescue operation? | can shoot,” Nancy Silveras asked. She
was another of my scientists. She had touches of gray in her dark hair but |ooked rather young. | guess
she hadn't brought hair coloring along but 1'd never asked.

"Weveal had thetraining, so | don't see why not. In fact, it may be necessary to use every person on
board. I'll passthat one on, too."

| made anote of it to go with the other factors and the discussion continued.

| wasn't under any illusionsthat the subjects my group discussed were going to lead to agrand battle
plan. Becker just wanted to make damn certain the professionas didn't miss anything, and hewas calling
on al the help he had—and there were lots of brilliant peoplein our crew. | let the discussion go on until
nothing new was being said, then stopped it and dismissed everyone. | can't see the point of talking when
you're no longer contributing anything useful.

| checked my watch. An hour until Captain Becker wanted to see us again. | went back to my stateroom
and rummaged around until | found my little automatic I'd never turned in. | tucked it into the sSide pocket
of awindbreaker whereit would be handy, made mysdf aquick snack and rested for afew minutes.

What Juan had said that one night about using our time together came back to mind, and | began thinking
about it. Had he intuited something daysin advance? It dmost seemed that way, now that we knew the
planet wasinhabited by warlike diens. | tried to make my mind quiet down and not get in apanic over
something that hadn't happened yet and probably never would. | had to think though, that this must be
something like what military spouses went through al the time when their other half was away at war or
on the way to awar and it made me appreciate how little ruckus most of them made.



* * % %

At the next meeting Captain Becker listened to everyone €l se, asked some astute questions, and then let
Colond Jones speak. He didn't look happy, and | knew why afew moments later. He must have aready
had aplan drawn up in hismind and smply incorporated afew other tidbits of information from usthat he
or hisgtaff hadn't thought of; but it still wasn't enough.

"Captain, | think it may be possible to rescue our comrades, but it's not going to be easy, and it'sgoing to
take just about everyone aboard ship who can handle aweapon.”

Uh-oh, | thought. Not good.
Captain Becker nodded to him. “Proceed.”

"All right, sir, hereswhat | and my staff have come up with. | know we can't use the ship directly but we
have the two exploration vehicles. | want to commit both of them from atmosphere.” He held up his hand
to stifle objections before they got started. “ And no one needsto tell me they weren't designed to be
launched that way, but | believe they must be for usto have a chance. | don't have that many troops, just
arump company of less than a hundred men divided into three short platoons and a headquarters staff.
The diensmust be observing their surroundings, so well deorbit on the other side of the planet and come
inat avery sharp angle. They may or may not have caught on to the satdllite in orbit but we have to
assumethey have. | doubt they will have broken our encryption yet, though.

"What | proposeisto launch both exploration tenders with afire team of marinesin each with haf our
heavy weapons. They'll comein low and set up here and here.” He used alaser pointer to touch the
screen at points beyond the edge of what he said were formations of enemy troops on three sides of the
ship. “ Captain Becker will set the ship down on this dope here after weve neutraized what we believe to
be alaser emplacement in thislittle hill.” He pointed both out and waited each time to be sure we had the
areasfixed in our memories. “From where the ship lands, one of our laser cannons can be pointed a a
low enough angle to engage reinforcements as well aswhatever eseis hidden ingdethat hill.

"Immediately upon landing, the captain will drop the loading ramps which will be concedled by the rest of
the ship from observation by the aliens. Half of the rest of my troopswill deploy at that time, swing
around to the left and right and engage the enemy in a crossfire while the other half makes a dash toward
the structure where the captives are being held. Now...” He paused to sweep the room with his gaze,
eyeing eech of usbriefly.

"...Now if you've been counting, you'l redlize I've run out of marines. That's where the rest of the crew
comesin. They're going to have to participate and help provide some cover while the rescue party makes
afighting withdrawal to the ship, but not to our ship. They'll head to the Zeng Wu, which will dropits
loading ramp at the appropriate time. We're hoping they won't be expecting them to head that way and
the captives will be able to get aboard before the aliens have time to react. In the meantime, our people
will belaying down acovering fire, as| said. They'recivilians, | know, but they won't have to expose
themselves for too long, | hope. Their purposeisto let the rescue party reach the Zeng Wu and then
they're to immediately withdraw back into the ship so it can get the hell out of there.”

He grinned mirthlesdy. “1 wish to hell there was some way to run through this exercise before committing
oursalves, but theres not. | will have very loud noise signas a the appropriate timesto tell everyone what
stage of the battle werein but | certainly don't expect that to solve everything. For you non-military
people here, theré's one primary rule of combat and | want you to keep it in mind. Passit on to your
people, too. ‘ No battle plan survives first contact with the enemy,” so be prepared to improvise if
necessary.” He stopped talking again and scanned the group. “ Questions?”



There were, of course, but Captain Becker was getting antsy. When Maddie called from her officeto tell
him she was observing some suspicious movement he cut the discussion short and set deployment for one
hour later.

| knew some big brains back on Earth were going to second-guess the captain over risking his ship, but
they weren't here. We were. Also | doubt he would have doneit if the odds hadn't been so good. Not
necessarily for freeing the hostages, but for keeping the ship from magor harm. It was armored well
enough that hand lasers couldn't hurt it much, and he didn't intend to land until the emplacement under
that hill had been taken out. | would have done the same thing myself.
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The one person Captain Becker refused to risk was Gordon. It didn't set well with him, not with him
being so young in body and with dl that testosterone running rampant through his system, but Becker was
adamant. We had to have a Crispy with usif we ever found the Cresperian planet, so he had to stay
ingde. Becker did ask himif he could get anything useful from the dienswith his perceptive sense. |
overheard that bit of conversation.

"No, Captain. It ismuch too far away. There's not even any entanglement since I've never had anything
to do with the ship or the crew.”

"Oh, well.” The colond shrugged. “1 was hoping for some help there but if you can't, you can't. Once
we're down, though, if you find out anything useful let me or one of the officers know right away. I'll tie
you in to the command circuit. Not having any idea of what the diensintend is gonnamake it abit harder
but it's still doable. | need to talk to the platoon leaders right quick and get the troops |oaded up now,
though. Thanks, Gordon."

| hoped that would at least make Gordon think he was hel ping.

With Genera Shelton not being in the line of command, he volunteered to lead asmdl group to help
suppress the concentration of dienswe'd spotted moving in. That meant drawing afew marinesfrom
each of the other groups and selecting ahdf dozen civilianswith prior military experiencetofill them out.
Hisface was grim as he left to get his people together, but his eyes were bright. It had probably been a
long time since held led a squad-sized group.

Weleft orbit immediately after that conversation. Even aswe were descending we al had to begin
moving toward where we'd be exiting, the Shelton group to the big loading ramp and the rest of usto the
smdl people ramp and the two airlocks. Only that part of the crew absolutely necessary to operate the
ship was going to be |eft aboard.

| felt the ship give aquick shudder twice in succession, indicating the explorers had been launched. No
way to tell if they were successful until we grounded, but the time passed so quickly for methat it ssemed
to hgppen dmost immediately.

Becker had thought the best way for the civiliansto fight was under the command of theindividua
department heads, which meant dl of my scientists were with me, including, unfortunately, Smackers,
whom I'd just as soon have left behind. He kept yammering about how we were going to ssomp hell out
of the BEMsuntil | findly told him to shut up or hed stay in the ship.

* k x %

| could hear theloud stutter of machine gun fire the minute the second airlock door opened, and | led my
people outside. We were second in line behind a contingent of yeomen and technicians from operations
and andysis. Some of them were already shooting at something.

"Take cover and hold your fire!” | yelled. We were supposed to be shooting toward each narrow flank
of the rescue team, but only after they had the captives and were on the way back; and at that, we had a
miscellany of wegpons that made us ook like the proverbid peoples militia.

Off inthe distance | could see marines and aliens mixing it up, way too far for accurate fire. Smackers
began shooting anyway, trying to pick off aienswith asporting rifle. | ducked low and ran over to him
and popped him on the top of his head. “Hold your fire, goddamn it, until we have sometargets! You're
going to kill some of our own people shooting likethat,” | shouted into hisface. “If | seeyou firethat rifle



onemoretimebeforel tell you to, I'm going to shoot you myself!"

Herose hdfway to hisfeet, face red as a beet, and attempted to dap me. | blocked the move, caught his
wrigt, and squeezed until he yelped with pain.

"Listen to me, you goddamn fool! Y ou'll hit one of our people from this distance. Now hold on!"

Sulking and seething, he lowered himsalf back to the ground. | got back into position and tried to see
what was going on.

The marines on the right flank seemed to be doing fine. They had machine guns hammering away, mixed
with smal armsfire, but none of it was panicky. It wastimed and professond, just asI'd seen on the
training course when | went through basic. But on the | eft, something was happening that hadn't been
planned for.

A big vehicle with corrugated tiresrolled into view spitting laser beams. In the distance, | saw marinesdie
while their bullets bounced off itsarmor. It swept a path through that squad and began moving up the
dreetstoward the right flank. The marines|eft behind flung bullets at it futilely. The vehicle drove behind
an intervening building; then, just asit cameinto Sght again, our laser cannon opened up. Itswhedls
caught on fire; then the thing began smoking. Abruptly it erupted in abal of thunderousflame,

Way back behind al this action the two explorer vehicles had landed and their crews were pouring dl the
firethey were capable of into what | figured must be reinforcements moving up. | couldn't see what was
happening for sure, though.

Commander Graham had gone as far as the people ramp but remained at the entrance, observing the
battle from ahigher vantage point than | had. | wished there was some way of communicating with her
and finding out about the captives but there wasn't. Only the marines and a couple of others had access
to the general net, afault that | was sure would be corrected later, but that did no good at the moment.
Instead, she left her post and ran at a crouch to the foot of the ramp where we were.

"Mai! Take Smackers, Henry and the other of your people who have rifles and go reinforce the | eft flank.
They've been mauled and need some help. If you go to them down that Side street—" ... she pointed to
the one she meant “—then you can add some firepower from adifferent direction. Maybeit'll throw the
bastards off long enough to get the captivesto their ship. They've been freed, but it'sdow going and
they're under alot of pressure.” She ducked as alaser beam scorched the air near her head.

"Gotit."

| yelled out the names of the people | wanted and began leading them off, but suddenly | had the fedling |
was missing someone. | turned around. Smackers was hanging back.

"Get your ass up here, Smackers! Those people need help!”

Reuctantly he joined our group but | wondered if I'd done the right thing. It might have been best to
leave him behind, the way he was acting. His gaze was dancing wildly back and forth asif looking for a
place to run to where he would be safe. | motioned for him to come on and turned away. If he followed,
fine. If nat, | didn't have time to worry about him.

Weran and dodged just asfast as | could chivy them aong. Remember, most of those people had never
been in the military. All of them had used guns before or they wouldn't have been out there, but none of
them had ever thought they'd beinvolved in abattle. Hell, | never thought I'd beinvolved in one. This
might not have been awar but it would do until areal one camedong.



| lost Henry adong theway. | don't know why he stood up like that, maybe hoping for a clear shot, but
whatever hisreason, he caught alaser beam to the face that didn't kill him immediately. Heran blindly
into the open, screaming about his eyes and died when another beam diced across his abdomen, spilling
his gutsinto the street. | heard someone vomit but there wasn't time to see who it was.

"Get somefiregoing, people! Now!” | yelled and set an example by raising up briefly and emptying haf a
clip from my riflein the direction of the nearest Snappers. Before | ducked back down | saw severd of
them fal, spurting orange blood. What was |eft of the marines and the rest of my people joined in and
gradually began suppressing the laser fire.

In the meantime, the captives had somehow been freed just as Maddie had told us, dthough | hadn't able
to seethat part of the action. What | did see was agang of men and women erupt from the center of the
battle area and begin running toward the ships. At the same time, the marines must have been ordered to
give as much covering fire asthey possibly could, because it picked up considerably, drowning out al
other noises. Explosions from grenades added to the din, aswell asthe roar of flames shooting from
some of the openings and roofs of the alien homes or offices or whatever the hell they were. We had
failed to take them into account. Severa of usbegan firing back at the snipers.

Eugene dropped his wegpon when alaser beam hit him in the upper arm. He fell to the ground screaming
and trying to beet out the flameswith his other hand. | couldn't do anything for him at the moment
because the former captives were coming closer and they needed dl the help they could get because they
were unarmed, completely helpless.

| caught a glimpse of one of our tenders asit rose from the planet. Why, | don't know. A heavy laser
beam sought it out and finaly caught it, burning directly into the canopy. It fel back to the ground in atrall
of smoke and crashed. It hadn't been too high so maybe some of them got out alive.

Asthe people from the Zeng Wu got closer we had to watch what we were doing to avoid hitting them. |
cautioned everyone and told Smackers twice. He seemed to be off in la-laland so | don't know if he
heard me or not. His face was white and he was moving his bowed head back and forth like aduck
looking for bread in the water. | saw that hisrifle had gected its clip and he was making no effort to
insert another. Shit. For al hisbraggadocio he was useless when it came to the crunch. | decided to let
him be for the momen.

The marines were running through their ammunition at afuriousrate, but that was just what was needed
right then. And our laser cannon findly found the big one that had gotten our exploration vehicle and afire
team of marineswith it. Its pulsing beam burned into the bunker for severa secondsthen it must have hit
something flammabl e because the bunker blew up in athunderous explosion that threw beams of wood
and metad and fragments of Snappersinto theair. Once it was disabled, the rest of the marines began
dowly closng in on the shipsand killing anything that got in their way.

One group of the captives got ahead of their guide marines and came our way instead of toward the
Zeng Wu. “ Careful!” | yelled. “Don't hit our own people!” Our fire dacked off and | thought they were
al going to makeit but just a the last moment alaser beam cut the legs from under two of them, both
women. They were naked from thewaist up. It didn't look asif their legs had been amputated, but both
fel and couldn't get up. Hamstrung, maybe.

It took only asecond to make the decision. Fortunately, Genera Shelton had seen what was happening
and committed the civilian reserve,

"Margie, Smackers, Brenner, and you, let'sgo!” | ydled. “We can drag them back!"

| got up and so did two of the others.



Smackers began crying and shaking his head worse than before. “No, no! They'll kill us.”
"Get your cowardly ass up and come help or I'll kill you mysdlf, you sorry son of abitch.”

"I'll go,” one of the technicians said, looking disgustedly at Smackers, who was beginning to curl up into a
fetd bal.

"Okay, but move! Leaveyour rifleshere. Therest of you, cover us."

In the meantime others were passing us and running on into the ship. They were panting and swest was
streaking their dirty faces and chests and arms asiit ran down their bodies. For some reason the aliens
had taken al of their upper garments, men and women dike.

My three other crewmembers and | ran out into the open and dropped beside the two wounded women.
We began dragging them back toward the ship. It was an effort, and they couldn't help much. Besides
being exhausted, they had thought they were being |eft behind and were on the verge of complete
hysteria. And just then the remnants of the marines from the left flank came running up.

Juan was among them. He grinned at me though aface so dirty and smeared with blood | hardly
recognized him. | breathed asigh of relief to see him adive—but it lasted only a second. Two laser beams
converged on him at the same time and cut him in two.
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We got the rest of the ones who had been held by the Snappers aboard not long afterwards. | moved
mechanicaly, trying to blot that last awful moment with Juan from my memory while we moved on back
into the ship, making room for the marines who were sill coming in. There weren't as many as had gone
out and some of the wounded were being helped by others, but the mission had been successful. As soon
asthe last marine was aboard, we took off.

Thirty-two captives had been freed for the loss of one of our exploratory vessals and 20 dead marines as
wel asanumber of civilians. Some might think it wasn't agood trade, but goddammit, those fucking
miserable Snappers needed to learn not to mess with humans. That was what we began caling them,
Snappers, after the partia resemblance of their heads to the duck-billed platypus but with the bill turned
into atoothed beak. That, and the sound the beak made when it clacked together. We didn't know if it
was alanguage or not.

| never saw Smackersagain. | don't know whether he was killed or smply lay where he had been curled
up and was taken captive. | couldn't make mysdlf care and | doubt if anyone else missed him either.

After everyone was aboard, the two ships|eft the planet and headed out of the system. Once we were
well away from the planet, they met so that we could compare notes in person and distribute the
remaining crews more equitably. And most of al, decide on what to do next.

* * * %

After wewerein space | stayed in my stateroom for the next 24 hours, refusing to spesk to anyone. It
was hard to make mysdf believe that Juan was gone. It happened so quickly, so nightmarishly, and right
when | thought he was safe, that it didn't seem quitereal. And of course there was no question of
recovering bodies, not with plenty of dienstill availableto fight. Also, both captains wanted to get out of
the system as soon as possible so as not to get caught by an aien ship arriving on what was clearly a
colony world of the Snapper empire.

At noon the second day after the battle on Swavely there came aknock on my door, sounding faintly
through thetight sedl. | guess| hadn't heard the bell. | was Sitting in my chair and Staring at aframed
picture of Juan he had given me a couple of weeks before the fight. He was smiling gently like | had seen
him do on all the occasions after weld made love. | had asked him about it once and he told me he was
smiling because he enjoyed making love to me more than any woman held ever been with. A teer |eft the
corner of my eye and trickled down my cheek. Shit! Why? Why him?

The knock came again, moreforcibly thistime. | sghed and got up and went to the door. | opened it and
there were Kyle and Jeri. | stepped back, more in surprise than invitation to enter, but they both camein.

"We heard,” Jeri said, her voice soft with compassion.

| stared a her for amoment then the next thing | knew she was hugging me and | was bawling my heart
out, wetting her shoulders with my tears.

Shelet me cry for afew minutes, then moved me over to the couch and made me sit down. Sheand
Kyle unfolded seatsfrom thewall and sat with me.

| rubbed my eyes and started to get up and fetch ahand towe but Kyle held out his handkerchief and |
took it instead.

"Thanks.” | sniffed again, wiped my eyesdry and blew my nose. “I don't know what came over me. |



don't usudly break down like that."

| didn't, redly. And | hadn't loved Juan, not with that deep abiding passion of someone who meansthe
universeto you, but I had been extremely fond of him and it was certainly moving toward that kind of
love before he died.

"Sometimes crying isgood for you,” Kyle said. He gazed off into what would have been afar distanceiif
we weren't in aconfined room. | thought he was probably remembering somelost comrade in arms from
one of the wars he'd been in. Somehow that made it easier for me to accept the fact that Juan was gone.

"l guess so. I'm glad to see you two made it out of the ruckus. | thought about you."

"That's niceto know,” Jeri said gratefully. “1'm just sorry | couldn't gauge the Snappers' intentions and
been able to prevent it, but their thought processes are too weird. Strange, because they have brainsand
metabolisms somewhat akin to ours.”

"That'sin the past, sweetheart,” Kylesaid. “Mai, if you think you're up to it, Gordon could probably use
alittle consoling. He's feding kind of down right now because he wasn't dlowed to participate in the
rescue.”

"He shouldn't fed that way,” | said. “He'stoo important to risk in agun battle. Laser battle, | should say.”

"Some of both,” Jeri said, “but he still thinks he should have done something more. Even after | told him |
had been in the same position ashim, it didn't help.”

"Where were you?'
She smiled wryly. “With Generd Haey. Hewas making damn certain | didn't go out on my own."
"Maybe you should get the generd to talk to him."

Sherubbed her chin. “Might help. | hadn't thought of that, but it's you Gordon respects more than anyone
elseinthe ship. Besides, General Haley'skind of busy right now. Listen, we didn't come here solely to
commiserate, dthough that was certainly one of the reasons. The other isto tell you that theré's agenerd
mesting of the officers from both shipsthisevening at seven herein the Galactic. We have to decide
whereto go from here."

"And I'minvited?’

"Y our presenceisrequested, dong with Gordon,” Kyle said. “Go see him and drag him to the meeting,
forcibly if you have to. We need him there. We need both of you there. I1t'sgoing to bein the big
conference room.”

| took adeep breath and let it out. “ All right, I'll talk to him. In the meantime I'll offer you some Jack
DanielsBlack Labd if you'l stay for awhile and tell me what you've been doing since leaving Earth.”

Kyle checked hiswatch. Jeri didn't need to. All the Crigpies have abuilt-in time sense and retain it even
after converting to human.

"Okay,” hesaid. “I can't resist ashot or two of Blackjack. We can stay for awhile.”

* * * %

The Zeng WU had had six definite and another dozen possible star systems on their itinerary while on the
way to Swavely, after which they were to begin searching for Cresperia. The Six definite sysemswere



those where new compound tel escopes on Earth had spotted what they believed to be Earth-like planets.
The others were possibilities. They hadn't discovered any other intelligent species, but had found two
planets whereit appeared that humans could survive and live, if not very comfortably. And one that was

pretty nice.

"Of course we can't be certain until humans have lived on them for awhile,” Kylesaid. “It might turn out
that there are long term consequences, like lack of vitd trace dementsin the soil or conversely, too much
of certain substances. However, we left asatellite at each one, claiming it for the United States and

England.”

| smiled for the firgt time since Juan died. “ The diplomats are going to say you've been naughty. Space
should be for everyone, not just some nations.”

"Too bad for the diplomats. We're the ones who took the chances; we get to claim the prizes. And one
of those planetsredlly appearsto be aprize. If Jeri and | decide to colonize one day we might go there."

"How about the others?'

"Hmm. Some danger. Jeri would say alot of danger.” Kylelooked at hiswife and winked. She smiled
back at him.

"Likewhat?"

"Thefaunaishbig, fast and smart. Welost severd marines by underestimating a couple of thethings. And
the climates aren't that great. But dl in al we thought we'd done agood job up until Swavely. Damnit, |
gtill fed rotten about letting those devils get the jump on us.”

"They seemed s friendly, though,” Jeri said.

"Y eah. Werre dill trying to decide whether it wasthat particular gang or if it'saspeciestrait. Jeri believes
it'sthe nature of their speciesto take every advantage they possibly can by any meansthey can.”

"Do you know that for sure, Jeri? No, that's not right. What | meant is why do you think that?"
Rubbing your chin looks stupid on some women but with Jeri it'san attractive trait. Shedid it again.

"Cherry, it'skind of hard to explain. Sometimes | get what the psychologists call hunches but it's more
than that. | think what I'm doing is assmilating awhole ream of dataand putting it together
subconscioudy. Eventudly | believel'll learn to usethis.... talent, if that'swhat it is, more productively but
for now, let'sjust say 1'd bet awhole bundle of whatever you'd like to name that I'm right. Which means
that one of our ships must return to Earth and give warning. Now that the Snappers know we're roaming
around in interstellar space, they're going to come looking for us. Especialy after mopping up one of their
outposts.”

"Captain Bronson didn't allow our astronomers out of the ship, other than right neer it, so that there was
never achancethey could be captured,” Kyle said. “Unfortunately, they dragged some information about
Earth'slocation out of one of our crew. Not the exact coordinates, mind you, but they got enough datato
enable them to find us eventudly if they look hard enough.”

Whilewetaked | had gotten out the liter of Jack Danielsthat was till haf full and made drinksfor al of
us. | needed it but had been wary of drinking alone, fearing I'd givein to salf-pity and over-indulge. Now
| sipped the hundred proof whisky gratefully. It was diluted only by someice cubesand | got on the
outsde of thefirst drink quickly enough to make my head buzz. It was soothing. | should have had one
the day before.



Jeri raised her brow as| nodded. She poured one more round and returned the bottle to the cupboard
whereit was stored.

| followed her motions. She winked at me. “It wouldn't do to show up at the meeting on wobbly legs,
would it?'

"Umm. Guess not. So what you dl are saying is, one ship hasto go back hometo warn Earth.”

"Yup. That'sadefinite,” Kyle said. “What we need to decide now iswho goes back and who goes
looking for the Crispies.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY

Kyle and Jeri stayed long enough to finish the second drink before leaving meto mysdlf. | think they
decided silently that | was back on track and I'm sure they had other callsto make. Jeri was helping to
heal some of the wounded with her perceptive sense.

"Thanksfor coming by,” | said when they got up to leave. “1 hope you come dong on the hunt.”
"Then you'rethinking of staying with the Galactic?'

| blinked. “ There's no question of going back until | have to, whether on the Galactic or the Zeng Wu.
The job's not done yet despite our losses. I'm ... not ashamed of grieving for Juan, but | shouldn't have let
it affect my duty.” Then | had athought. “Y ou're going to cometoo, aren't you?"

"Ohyes, if weredlowed to,” Kyle said. From the expression on hisface | wouldn't want to be the one
who told him he couldntt. It was set in stone.

"WEell go,” Jeri said, her countenance matching her husband's.

"Great!” | said, and meant it. | redlly did like them. If there was such athing asa* perfect couple,” those
two fit the description. One day | hoped to be part of amarriage like that.

They left afew minuteslater and | headed for the shower. | needed one. Mentaly, if nothing dse.

* * * %

Captain Becker and Generd Haey, or Captain Haey | should say now, were meeting together privately
while | wastaking with Kyle and Jeri; or maybe while | was showering and washing away some grief. |
put Juan into aspecid placein my mind wherel could go back and remember him later when it wasn't S0
painful, and got back to work.

The two captains made anumber of decisions before the genera meeting that weren't subject to
argument. Thefirst and most important was the resolution to send Zeng Wu back to Earth as soon asthe
crews were sorted out. The second pronouncement was to ask for volunteersto go back with the ship
and if therewere enough tofill dl the necessary positions, then al the rest who desired could go on with
Galactic in the search for the Cresperian planet.

One problem wasn't quite that smple. Which Crigpies should go and which stay? Or should they dl go?
That impacted me even before the meeting because after | had freshened up | went looking for Gordon.

| found him just where | thought he would be, in his stateroom.

"Hello, Cherry. Comeonin,” he said with anotable lack of enthusiasm.

"Hi, Gordon. Why the long face?'

"Y ou know why."

"Y ou forgot to pack spare underwear?'

Hetried to hold it back but finally he chuckled. Not loudly, but it was a sart.
"Y ou know why. | wasn't dlowed to fight. | fed likeafool."

| cocked my head and raised abrow. “Have you suddenly become invulnerable?!



"More so than those poor marineswho died. Damnit, | could have helped!”

"And you might have been killed, too. And suppose Kyle and Jeri hadn't made it? What would we have
donethen?'

He dghed. “Oh hell, Cherry. | know dl theintellectud arguments. Yes, | shouldn't have been risked, but
it fill doesn't make mefed any better. Sometimes the best solution isn't as good asit 1ooks on the face of
it. How can | face my brethren on Cresperiawhen they know 1—"

| held up my handsto stop him. “It's not your brethren you're worried about. It's the other men on the
ship, isn't it? You don't feel asmanly asthem, do you?"

He hdd it back for aminute while he thought. Finally he spoke. “Yes. If I'm being honest with mysdlf,
then that's what's bothering me. Damn it to hell Cherry, even the women—"

"Now hold it right there, buster. Don't et your hormones run away with you. That kind of attitude might
have been valid 50 years ago but dl it doesright now is make you look small.”

He got up and walked around the room, back and forth, back and forth, while | waited.
Findly | broke the slence. “Y ou do redlize Jeri wasn't dlowed to risk her life either, don't you?"

He stopped pacing and stood facing me. | felt sorry for him, especialy when | redized I'd probably have
felt something akin to shamein hisposition, too. | went to him and put my arms around him. “Hush. It's
okay. You're agood man, Gordon. Y our timewill come. Want meto tell you when?"

"l wish youwould.” He sighed.

"How many other Crispies are there back on Earth?"

Hethought. “ Severd "

"And where are they?'

"Onein America. Two in England.” He stopped talking and began thinking.

| finished it for him. “And at least onein the Idamic Confederation, and at least one eachin Indiaand
China. Perhaps a couple more in South America. What's the chances of smuggling them out of Iran or
Chinawithout some help from aCrispy?"

"Vay little”
| waited for it Snk in.
"I'll haveto help if | go back. Siracouldn't do it with the IC, not being awoman.”

"Correct. That isyour chancefor derring-do if you ingst on being ahero. Personally, | think you'd be
better off staying safe and trying to advance our technology, but some of the higher-ups on Earth are
going to want to grab your brethren, sure as shooting.”

"Youredly think so?

"l do, if for no other reason than we can't afford to have them in the hands of nations who are enemies of
America. Now let'stake another subject. Y ou think eventudly were going to find your home plangt,
don't you?'



"Y ou know metoo well. | haven't said so in so many words because | didn't want to disappoint if it turns
out I'mwrong, but yes, after putting al the datatogether that was milked out of me and Siraand the
others after the Zeng Wu |é€ft, | think it'sagood possibility. If not on thisvoyage, then the next.”

"And I'm sure you expect everything to go smoothly when we do contact them?”
A dow grin spread over hisface, then abruptly disappeared as he got the point. His hazel eyeswidened.

"No chance of that. We're aconservative society. It took roughly forever before we began exploring
gpace and it's only the young Crispies who are interested. The corollary isthat once they learn what it's
like to become human there's going to be agiant schismin our society.”

"That's not dl, Gordon."

He thought for amoment. “1t may even lead to war or something akin to it. Oh shit, Cherry. The diend
What if they find Cresperiabefore we do? They'd be helplessl We don't have any warshipsat dl!"

"None?'

"Not asingle one. Oh, the exploration ships, what few we have, are lightly armed, but they're designed
for defense while down on aplanet. Besides, it'slikely none would be there when the Snappers arrive.
They stay out along time and what worlds they find with life are thoroughly explored before moving on.”

| thought about that. It made sense for aspecieslike his. They are effectively immorta and their society
changes very dowly. Between us and the Zeng WA, | thought we'd probably already explored amost as
many worlds as they would have. And now if humans found them, they'd not only have to deal with us
but with the threst of aninimical speciesaswell.

"How do you think the Crispieswould take theideaof an interstellar war?"

"Badly. And with humanstrying to convert them ... oh shit, Cherry, it'sgoing to be bad news any way |
think of it."

"And that's not dl, Gordon. Suppose Indiaor Chinahas built a ship and getsto Cresperia before we do
and talks some of them into converting to human males? Without knowing the consequences of the Y
chromosome, most of the conversions would probably go bad. Just think of people like Ishmael loose on
your world."

"That would be bad, bad news."

"Right. Hell, Gordon, just ook at how upset you are at not getting in on the fighting, and then think of
Ishmadl inyour position. | don't think Jeri hasthought this out as much as | have, especidly if she haan't
read my notesyet. Shel's so enamored with Kyle and being human she thinks every one of you will fedl
the same way. It's not going to happen like that, though.”

"No. Even though you took your time and mentored me during my conversion, | see now how much
worse | could have come out. | have alot to thank you for."

"Y ou don't need to thank me so long as you see now why we couldn't risk you in afight. Situationslike
thisarejust part and parce of being human, Gordon. Honorable men and women are dways being
presented with dilemmas where they have to choose a course of action they may not like. The good ones
choose correctly. The othersindulgein actionsthey know in their heart are wrong because they're scared
other people will think badly of them. It'sa self-image sort of thing. Most truly great men never worry
about their images, they just do what they think isright.”



"Which doesn't mean they're dwaysright, though?"
"Correct. No oneisright 100% of thetime.”
"Crap. Y ou should have been apsychologist.”
"No. I'mjust your friend, Gordon."

It took some more talk and hand holding, but by the time of the Captain's meeting he was quite
reasonable. | kissed him before heleft, sort of amix between sisterly and girly. | certainly wasn't ready
for anything else just yet despite our one previous bedroom encounter.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Sam Haey agreed to take the Zeng Wu back to Earth while the Galactic began hunting for Cresperia.
Kyle and Jeri asked for permisson to go dong, which made me happy. | liked those two immensdly, and
hoped some day to find aman that | could lovein theway Jeri loved Kyle. So far it hadn't happened.
Juan had been extra, extranice but that find spark had never ignited a sense of true undying love. Maybe
there just hadn't been enough time. Or maybe it wasn't meant to be. | supposed I'd never know.

Before the ships parted company, they meshed the com units and a ceremony was held to honor the
dead. No bodies had been recovered, but two rescued marines and acivilian scientist had died afterward
from wounds. We were far enough out so that the bodies would never fal back to the planet. They might
orbit the sun, or perhaps not.

Since the other ship had lost the most people, General—Captain—Sam Haey conducted the ceremony.
His olive brown face was solemn benesth his curly black and gray hair, courtesy of his Afro-American
and Italian ancestry.

"...And let us never forget. These brave souls died o that the rest of us might live. May they rest in

And then he gravely read off the name of each of the fallen, astaps played softly in the background, over
and over. Tearswere running down my face well beforeit ended. | remembered Juan and al the others |
had known, some well and others hardly at dl and some I'd never met. In my soul | thanked them,
thanked them from the bottom of my heart. They died doing their duty. Even Smackers, as much asheld
been able.

* k x %

After the ceremony | returned to my office. It wasn't long before Jeri cameto visit. By thetime shewas
seated and Chief M eadows brought fresh coffee, she was practicaly in tears.

"What'swrong, Jeri?’ God, if she had something to cry about wewere dl in trouble.

"It'swhat | did. Or didn't do, | should say. | finished reading your notes just before the service. All the
tears| shed weren't just for those who died on Swavely. | was upset over the damage | caused.”

"You?What did you do?’ | had no ideawhat she was talking about.
"You know. TheY factor.”
"But Jeri, you aren't responsible for that."

"| should have deduced that a Crispy converting to amale would react differently than onetaking a
femaeform. Do you redize how many desths I've caused?’

| thought rapidly for amoment while trying to decide how to answer her. Findly | said, “Jeri, right now
Captain Becker and Generd—damn, I'll remember eventualy—Captain Haey are probably sittingin
their cabins agonizing over dl the men they lost. Going back over their decisions and thinking exactly the
samething you are. How they *should have’ anticipated this and that, and how many men and women
were killed because they didn't. Y ou acted in light of what you knew at the time, and that's dl anyone can
do."

Shelooked at me with tears glimmering in her lashes. “ Have you ever had anyone killed because of abad
decison?'



| nodded, remembering that poor fool Smackers. “1 led one young man into combat when | knew ahead
of time hewas ungtable. | should have had him pulled from the mission, but | didn't. And because | didn't,
helost hislife and probably one or two others were killed because he froze up at acritica time and
couldn't fire hiswegpon.”

"Oh. I'm sorry. | didn't know."

"Nether does anyonedse. It'smy mistake and I'll haveto live with it for the rest of my life. Y ou couldn't
have known what was going to happen with Ishmadl. | worked with him, too, and so did our
psychologists. None of us saw it coming.”

"But..."
"Oh, hush, Jeri. Y ou're probably the smartest woman on the ship, so sart acting likeit."

She gripped her coffee cup with both hands. | saw the skin tighten over her knuckles and turn white. It's
awonder she didn't crush the cup and spill hot coffee dl over her I1ap. Finaly she sighed and relaxed. The
frown lines on her face disappeared and she managed alittle laugh.

"Know what, Cherry?"
"Wha?'
"I think you're the smartest woman on the ship.”

Shewaswrong, but | didn't say anything. We sat for awhile in acompanionable silence until shed
finished her coffee, then she got up to go.

"Thanks, Cherry. Youreagood friend.”
"So areyou. How's Kyle managing?'

"He'sin our quarters by himsdf. That's how he grieves. | know he's seen alot of combat and thiswas
just another episode, but he's suffering from it. He knew alot of the marines. When we didn't have much
else to do he worked with them, teaching special ops techniques held learned from experience, rather
than the book.” She glanced at her watch. “I think he's been aone long enough by now, though. 1'd
better go check on him. If he hasafault, it'staking things he can't help too hard.”

"Dontweadl,” | ghed.

* k k %

Once we began the hunt for the Crispy home planet, consumables became the critica factor. The one
good thing about Swavely was that we were able to eat some of their food, and Captain Bronson had
stocked up on some before the shit hit the fan. Still, the Master Chief Petty Officer who ran the materids
section calculated we had no more than six weeks left before we had to start for home. We'd return with
cupboards bare or so he said, but if | knew anything about CPOs we probably had atwo-week margin
over the officid figure. None of thiswas announced, in order to prevent the crew from looking toward
home rather than ahead, but it was soon fairly common knowledge.

We entered three systemsin succession that were essentialy worthless to humans. All of them had
life-bearing planets, but one thing or another was wrong with them for our purposes, either an
atmosphere that was toxic over the long term, or floraand faunathat made nightmares|ook like
kindergarten stories. Then on the fourth one we hit the jackpot, atwin of Earth or closeto it, that wasn't
aready occupied. So close that Captain Becker decided we must take the time to land and find out if it



was as good asit looked. If so, we had another whole, pristine planet that could be opened to human
Settlement.

Of course thereld be the nut cases back home who'd argue that we ought to leave it asis and never so
much astread on ablade of grass, if it had grass, that is. Whatever, those Ludditeswould have us back
in cavesif they had their way. They'd much prefer usto be at the bottom of the food chain than the top,
and don't ask me why. | don't know and | doubt they do either.

At thevery leadt, the captain knew we all needed to get out and stretch our legs abit before resuming the
hunt for Cresperia, and that planet |looked like adamn good placeto doit.

The ship landed on arise that doped down to ariver below, with a series of low, brush-covered hills
rolling off into the distance above us. To the l€eft the river curved away and disappeared into aforest of
bright growth that looked somewhat like mesguite but was much taller and greener. There were more
hillsthe other way that eventualy rosein height until they turned into amountain range. It was a beautiful
viga

* * % %

| was one of the first ones off the ship after a squad of marines debarked in containment suits and formed
aperimeter. | redly should have let one of the othersdo it but | didn't. A department head has some
perksand | decided to use one of them.

On any planet where we landed there had to be aquick in vitro lab andysisto seeif theloca bugswere
atracted to our cdllular type. What that meant was getting asample of soil, floraand faunaand mixing it
with varioustypes of living human cells and observing them both macroscopicaly and microscopically.

| was able to declare the place safe three days | ater. The little microbes and microscopic life wanted
nothing to do with us, it appeared. That had been the case on every planet visited so far, even when the
amino acids and proteins were mostly the sametype asours.

Captain Becker alowed hdf the crew at atime to come out and the scientists were put to work in their
various speciaties, measuring and observing. | began hel ping Eugene with some specimens, not that he
redly needed much help but | wanted to stay outside for awhile and enjoy the fresh air and sunshine
while | had achance. When Gene debarked | spotted him and stood up and waved. He started toward
me and | |eft the outdoor lab to join him.

He was armed with an automatic pistol strapped to hiswaist and was wearing hisusua cheerful grin.
"Hello, Gene."

"Hi, Cherry. Nice day, huh?

"Yep. Want to take awak?'

"Sure. Where'sthe nearest lover'slane? Or isit too soon?'

"One day I'm going to see you when you're not so flippant. Or maybe just take you up on one of your
proposas.” | had to admit his attitude did alot to help ease the pain of Juan's death. He had been serious
and properly sympathetic as soon as he'd heard about it, but was soon back to hisold salf, perhaps
knowing that |, aswell as everyone else who had lost friends or lovers, needed to get back to normal as
soon aspossible.

"Good. Surpriseme.”



"Maybel will.” | couldn't help returning his grin. Hisinfectious persondity tended to rub off on everyone
he was around—except maybe General Shelton and Captain Becker. “There's no lovers lane here,
though. We're confined to the immediate area.”

"Then let'sjust walk.” He clasped my hand and we wandered around for awhile, watching others of the
crew out for the same reason as we were. It was very relaxing.

We stopped back by the lab after making a circuit of the camp. Eugene was absorbed with some
microscopic life and didn't have much to say. His arm had healed and he had full function.

| spotted Kyle and Jeri and pointed to them. We left the work to Eugene and went to join them. They
were armed, aswas just about everyone el se. The place was probably safe from disease but there were
gtill some pretty big, mean-looking critters wandering around. And the marines kept a perimeter manned
adltimes

"Nice place, huh?’ Kyle said. Hetook a deep breath of the fresh air and smiled like alittle boy just out of
school for the summer. He and Jeri appeared to be their old salves, happy and cheerful. They were
holding hands and smiling asif they hadn't acarein theworld.

"You bet,” | said, “but | keep expecting to see amonster coming over the hill. Thisplaceistoo niceto be
red.” | squeezed Gene's hand.

Helaughed. “No mongters. Just good-looking space girls."
| stuck out my tongue. He grinned a me.

"| talked with Gordon thismorning,” Jeri said. “We compared notes on my conversion and hisand
Ishmael's. | have to agree with you now. Theresno way | could have predicted what happened to
Ishmadl. | don't think you would have caught it either if you hadn't had Lau's exampleto go on.”

"| freely admit it. Theway he turned out made me curious and sent me searching for acause. Do you fedl
better now?"

"Y es, and I'm ashamed of theway | acted.”

"Don't be. Asfar as|'m concerned anyone who's willing to take responsihility for their actionsrates high
inmy book."

"I'll second that,” Kyle said. “Would that more people did.”

Thefour of us stood together and looked out over theralling hillsthat faded into aforest in the far
distance. The day wasilluminated by afull blue sky. It had rained the previous day and it al looked fresh
and clean. It was a peaceful moment, one | thought | would cal up at odd timeswhen | wanted
something nice to remember.

The only thing missing was another man the caliber of Kyle. | sarted to make some silly remark on the
subject but decided not to, not while | had my fingers entwined with Gene's. | was fegling good again,
and the others looked so satisfied with life right then, and the day was so perfect, that | didn't want to
take achance on spailingit.

| didn't haveto. The Snappersdidit for us.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

There was never aquestion in my mind. They were after the ship, and casualties be damned on either
gde. Two desk metdlic aircars came zooming toward us from over the hills, traveling so close to the
brush-covered terrain that we didn't see them until they were right on top of us. They cameto a stop only
about 50 yards from the ship. A ramp fell open on both sides of the vehicles and spilled dozens of
laser-armed Snappers onto the ground. They weren't the least bit interested in prisoners. Only the fact
that most of uswere armed gave us any kind of chance.

"Drop!” Kyle shouted, the first person to react.

| did, even before | saw the vehicles cometo ahdt. Asthe Snappers charged out of the vehicles on their
stubby legs, the four of uswere aready firing. The popping of our pistols sounded tame, however,
compared to the heavy rifles manned by the marines who came to bear on them afew seconds later,
mixed with laser beams from both sdes. The marines remembered the Snappers with extreme preudice.
The machine guns cut a swath through the first group of diens but the second wave quickly became
tangled up with those of us outside enjoying the air and they couldn't fire on us.

The damned little beasts knew what they were doing. Some of them went for the machine guns as soon
as the weapons dropped their troops. A heavy laser beam moved over one of them and burned the
marines and the gun to cinders and molten metal.

"Get that laser!” Kyleydled.

Easer said than done. At the moment we were up to our earsin dien dligators. It was total mayhem.
Frankly, if I'd had timeto think, to register the whole thing coherently, 1'd have probably emulated a
certain bastard of a quantum physicist no longer with us, and curled into afetal ball. The stench of burning
flesh and fresh blood and gushing entrails pilling their waste, the bright scarlet sprays of blood mingled
with the sounds of popping smal armsfire, the roar of the machine guns, loud hums coming from the
lasers, the shouting of orders and the screams of the wounded and dying. Added to it wasthe
cacophonous, loud clicking of the Snapper's beaks that was d most as deafening as the machine gun fire.
We gtill hadn't been able to decideif it was from anger or some sort of communication, but there was no
time to observe now. It was hell on ... well, not Earth. Hell wherever it wasthat we were.

About then some of the Snappers started disappearing, and holes started appearing in the ground where
they'd been standing. They screamed just before they died, horrible high-pitched sounds that cut of f
abruptly asthey vanished. Some part of my brain registered the fact that somebody, Jeri | assumed, had
begun using a Crispy disintegrator. She evidently widened the beam as she got closer to them because
entire packs of Snappers sarted obliterating, and the holesin the ground got bigger. Still, therewasa
googol of Snappers, I'd swear. They were like Hydra heads: for every one we killed, two more seemed

to spring up.

| shot one Snapper that had just burned one of Eugene'slower |egs off; the poor man smply had to learn
to get out of the way fagter, | thought inanely. The alien shrieked and dumped to the ground only to be
replaced by another. | shot it in the head, then saw an opening and began firing toward the aircar. My
bullets bounced off the canopy asif it were made of sted. It was no match for heavy .50 caliber machine
gun dugs, though. The remaining marine gunner punched holes through it and shattered the materia but
the laser continued tofire.

| saw Kyle running toward it while Gene stood and pumped bullets at it with hisrifle, not even bothering
to take cover. Kyle ducked and rolled as a Snapper tried to shoot him with ahand laser. He kicked it



hard in the head, apparently bresking whatever it had for aneck, and ran on. He jJumped up on the body
of the car but | had no time to see what else he did. A laser beam seared the air asit Szzled past my
head, almost hot enough to set my hair onfire. | killed the aien that missed me then got bumped by
another that was running toward the ship. It didn't make it there, though, because Gene gunned it down
while | was busy with two more.

Someone insde our ship saw what they were after and closed the airlock. The small people ramp that
had been dropped for easy access began rising with a Snapper hanging on the edge of it for amoment
before dropping to its death on the point of abiology tech's dissecting knife.

| was aready on my second magazine when | saw the deadly heavy laser from the second vehicle moving
my way. | was on my knees and rolled to my feet and out of theway just in time. It burned apath in the
ground right next to me and moved on, seeking someone el se or maybe the ship. | was too busy to look
that way. | knew someone had to do something about it, though. So far it had only been used on
personnd, but | knew it could burn through the ship's sde in secondsif it was turned that way. It made
me wonder why they hadn't used it to disable the ship to begin with.

Jeri had the same thought as | did. We both began running towards the laser's source while Kyle was
dedling with the other one. If you're wondering where the marines were, the Snappers knew about them
and had gonefor their emplacementsfirgt thing. Most of the ones outside the ship were dead. | jumped
over two of their burned bodies on my way to the alien vehicle.

Jeri madeit therefirst, but | was right behind her, getting close enough just in timeto dither in under the
beam at the point where it couldn't depress enough to hurt me. | needn't have bothered. The canopy
above me and part of the alien car just disappeared. Jeri had maneuvered herself into position to
effectively target her disintegrator on it. The bottom half of its occupants were ill in place, lesking athin
ruddy orange fluid through severed dien entrails. The stench was horrible.

| turned back around but by then it was amost over. The airlock opened again and another squad of
marines came charging out.

"Indde, everyoneinside!” one of the sergeants cried above the noise of hisrifle as hefired three shots
together, then three more.

| looked around and saw Kyle running back toward the ship, assisted by Gordon. | didn't know when
Gordon had come outside; held been under ordersto stay inside until Jeri camein. But he had hisown
arm around Kyleswaist and Kylesleft arm gingerly over his shoulder. Kyle was pae and missng part of
that left arm. Jeri grabbed hold of hisright one and hurried him into the ship over his protests; Kyle
wanted to help with the mopping up.

As soon as Jeri had Kyle, Gordon let go and rapidly began helping to hoist what wounded there were
inddethe airlock with that immense strength Crispies have.

| had no desireto do anything. | was nauseated and weak. All | wanted wasto get insde and away from
the sight of the charred bodies of friends and marines, men and women who had died so far from home.

* * % %

Again there was no question of recovering bodies. Captain Becker decided to get the hell away from
there before the spaceship that had obvioudy been home for the Snapper aircars arrived. We had no
idea of where it was or how it was armed, but almost certainly it would have lasers. That seemed to be

their primary wegponry.

Therewas no rea way of being sure but those dienswe met on Swavely's planet must have either had a



gtarship in the system and deliberately concedled it for fear of it being destroyed, or one had entered the
system right as we were leaving and somehow followed us. Or it might have remained hidden, intending
to follow usif their attack failed. Or hell, maybe our unredity drive was leaving atrail of somekind and
wedidn't redizeit. Thelast wasthetheory | liked best and | said so later when the Captain caled a
department heads mesting. He announced that both our satellite and the ship's systems had picked up
emissions of the same sort the Snappers used when communi cating between settlements on Swavely.
That meant a ship somewhere.

We were dready hightailing it out of the system asfast as we could go anyway, so there wasllittle else we
could do at that point. Jeri, Kyle, and Gordon headed straight for sickbay. | was headed for my quarters
until ageneral announcement summoned meto sickbay, too.

Shit, | thought. What do they want me there for? Then | redlized that they were probably inundated with
injured, and asageneticist | had enough background to at least make a decent orderly.

| went.

| wished | hadn't.

* * % %

It wasn't pretty at al. Doctor Honeywell and his chief surgeon, Dr. James Frederick Kingston, or “ JFK”
for short, aswell as one other physician | hadn't had occasion to encounter, were up to their elbowsin
blood and guts, literdly. As soon as he saw the mess, Kyleinssted that his arm be bandaged and Jeri
and Gordon concentrate on helping those who were in more dire straits.

| scrubbed up and donned a clean lab coat, then did what | wastold, as our three nursestriaged the
patients. Between carrying trays of surgical equipment and locating bandages, | heard one of the nurses
cdl, “Dr. Honeywel!” in atonethat ... well, that made al of us stop and look up.

Honeywell handed over to his assstant to close the patient being operated on, and headed for the triage
nurse. He looked down at the soldier on the stretcher and blanched. “ Jeri, Gordon, | need you,” he said
immediady.

| managed to pass close enough to see what was going on, and then struggled to keep from heaving up
my guts. One of the marineswas lying therewith haf of hisown guts missing, but he was il diveand
conscious. Oh, God, | thought, and it was, even for me, nearly a prayer.

Jeri and Gordon, followed by a newly-bandaged Kyle, moved to Honeywell's side, as did JFK as soon
as he could finish with his current patient, and they al looked a each other, trying to hide their horror.
Honeywell and JFK looked questioningly at Jeri and Gordon. Both Crispies shook their heads, and |
understood: they had to have time, aswell as something to work with, in order to perform hedings. This
soldier, Murphy by the name on his uniform, wasn't going to last long enough for tht.

Murphy saw their expressions and knew what it meant. He grabbed Honeywell's hand. “1t's okay, Doc,”
he managed to grate out. “1've seen you in the chapd, too. You and | know where I'm goin'. I'm not
afraid of death. It's... thedying ... it hurts, and I...” Fear filled hiseyes. “Don't let meloseit, not right at
the end. Help me cross over in peace.”

Honeywell and JFK exchanged looks. “ That, we can do, Murphy,” he said softly. “ That, we can do.”

JFK glanced up and saw me. He pointed at the nearest nurse. “ Give that Stuff to her,” he said urgently,
“and go get amorphine pack.”



| shoved my surgica kit into the arms of the indicated nurse and sprinted for the supply cabinets. In
seconds, and with the assistance of another nurse, | was back with the morphine. By then, Gordon and
Jeri were using their perceptive abilities to help anesthetize the dying soldier. | handed the drug kit to
JFK, who opened it and carefully injected a substantial dose into Murphy. Honeywell was bent over
Murphy, holding his hand and murmuring what was evidently aquick prayer with him. Then their eyes
met in understanding; doctor and patient squeezed hands lightly, and Honeywell was gone, off to work
on apatient he had a chance of saving.

| started to go, but JFK turned. “ Stay here, Doctor Trung, if you don't mind,” he murmured. “I'm going
to see this boy through, the nurses are needed elsawhere, and | may need someone to fetch something. |
hope you don't mind. It ... won't take long.”

| nodded mutely and stood behind him, out of the way. Once the morphine took effect and added to
what Gordon and Jeri were dready doing, Murphy seemed to relax, fear fading away. “ Thank God,” he
whispered softly, with adight amile. “I can handle this™

"Good,” Jeri murmured in reply. “Forgive usfor being unable to do more.”

"It'sokay,” Murphy told her acceptingly. “ Comes everybody's time, sooner or later. Some of usare
sooner,” he gestured weskly at his missing guts, “ and some come later.” He looked a Kyle and the
Crispies.

"True,” Kyle agreed quietly.

Wewere dl slent for amoment, contemplating that thought. No one knew | was like Kyle now except a
very few. | knew that, unless| got shot or otherwise hacked up, | was one of those “laters.” But Murphy
didn't have the luxury. Histime was now.

Suddenly hiseyeslit up. “It'sherel” he said, excitement and recognition showing through the desth glaze
that was starting to descend on his gaze.

It wasthe last thing he said. After amoment, JFK gently closed his eyes and pulled the sheet over his
face. He turned and looked for his next patient.

| would have done the same, except for the expressions on two of my favorite Crispies faces. Jeri and
Gordon were staring at each other in akind of shock.

"What'swrong?’ Kyle asked in concern, putting his good hand on hiswifésarm.

"Gordon ... did you fed it, too?’ Jeri asked in an awed whisper.

"Yes,” heresponded inasimilar tone. “At least ... | think | did..."

"Fed what?’ Kyle wondered.

Gordon shook his head. “Hislifeforce... it didn't fade, at least not like usud,” he explained, confused.

"It ... sort of ... l€ft,” Jeri finished, puzzled. “Into the quantum foam. At least that'swhat it seemed like.
That'sjust ... peculiar. Or isit? Can it be explained by quantum mechanics? Or unredlity physics? Caniit
.. canit beexplained a dl?'

Weadl stared at each other. Judging by their expressions, | had to wonder if our converted Crispies might
have discovered something humans had been agonizing over for ages.

* * * %



Oncethe rush was over, Jeri and Gordon worked on Kyle some, beginning to get the missing part of his
arm regenerating. Eugene'sleg was aready beginning to hed. Both men were certainly in stable
condition, thank God.

That'swhen the cal camein.
"All section chiefs to the control room. Repeat, al section chiefs report to the control room immediately.”
"Surprise,” Kyle muttered.

"No rest for theweary,” Honeywell said quietly. He checked to make sure he could be spared, captain's
orders or no, and then we al headed for Control.

* * * %

We met in the control room so that the captain would be right there in case of emergenciesor
unanticipated repercussions from the fight on the planet.

"Firg of dl,” Captain Becker began, “1 want to thank acertain Crispy for disobeying initid ordersand
making atactical decison in an emergency Stuation. Gordon, it ismy considered opinion that your
entrance into the fight kept it from being atotd debacle.”

"Thank you, Sr,” Gordon said quietly. “I sensed what was going on afew seconds before the call to
genera quarters sounded. Y ou might say | got a head sart.”

"You did excdlently, and I, for one, thank you,” Becker noted.
"It seemed ... right,” Gordon shrugged, evidently dightly embarrassed.

"Y ou've definitely proven yoursdf, I'd say, aswell as Dr. Trung's theories about mentoring the trangition
process. Speaking of the good doctor: | haveit to understand she believes were being traced. What
makes you think we've been leaving atrail, Ms. Trung?’ Captain Becker said, turning his atention to me.
He had his hands twined together on the conference table but they weren't making any nervous
movements. It'sjust the way he liked to St at meetings.

"Please, Captain Becker. | hate that term. Call me Mai or, if you insst on being formd, it'sMiss Trung.” |
adwayshad to remind him.

He nodded and | continued, till not knowing how he was going to address me next time. “ Sir, it'sjust
too much of a coincidence for another spaceship to show up in this system the sametime as us and to be
the same kind of diensasthelast contact and to attack us both timeswhile we were grounded. If itis
just chance, then this area of space ought to be swarming with their ships."

"Do you have anything € se to base your conjecture on?

"No, g, other than that | don't believe in coincidences, not of thiskind. And we saw no signs of
occupation before we landed.”

"I haveto agree,” Jeri said. Both the Crispies were present at the captain's request, just as| was. |
suppose he was looking for opinions from histop scientists.

Before she could say anything e se we were interrupted. While Captain Becker handled that, she closed
her eyes and went back to concentrating on growing anew arm for Kyle. Jeri had insisted on bringing



him along so she could be close to him and keep the healing process going.
"Go, Com."

"Sir, weve picked up atail."

"How clos=?'

"Just on the verge of our capahilities, Sir, but they're maintaining a bit more than our speed. At first they
wereflicking in and out of contact, but it's constant now. At the present rate, welll beinsde the diffusion
range of aheavy laser cannon in four to six hours."

"Mgor Wong?'

"That's an extrgpolation, Captain,” the chief engineer said, leaning forward in her seat to speak. “We
have no factua dataon how powerful their laser cannonswill beif that'swhat they usein space. Nor do
we have any idea of what other wegponry they might have. However, if the projections are correct, then
that'swhat we have. And it isal we have to work with at present.” She eased back upright and waited.

"Comments?’ No one had more to say on that subject. “ Then let's discuss intentions. Does anyone care
to venture an opinion?"

"Perhaps they believe they can chase us home. Back to our home system, | should say,” Commander
Prescott ventured. His voice was muted from having to talk around a bandage on hisface. “They may
think we're already headed there.”

"That may be, but they're crazy if they think that. Wait, | take that back,” Maddie said. “ Twice now
they've attempted to take our ship. Perhaps they were after astronomica data, and when that failed, they
decided to try apursuit.”

"Possible,” Prescott said.

"Recommendations?’ Becker scanned the circle of the control room.

"Try to outrun them,” Commander Prescott advised.

Therest of us agreed and Captain Becker nodded.

"XO, | want dl available speed, same bearing. Let's see what kind of legsthey have."
"Aye, aye, Sir."

"And let's drop atorp and see what happens.”

Aye, Sr.” He commed Captain Larry Morrison, the weapons officer. Hewas an MIT graduate with a
doctorate in physics and had worked for DARPA—Defense Advanced Research Projects
Agency—before being pulled for duty with The Group. His long brown hair and chubby face made him
look asif he should still bein college. Helooked up from his a cove across the way, nodded and began
preparations with CPO Perkinsto launch amissile at the dien ship.

Becker didn't ask any of uswho normally had no duty there to leave the control room, so | stayed.
Probably he wanted us around in case the Snappers did something the control room personnel couldn't
figure out that we might be able to help interpret.



After awhile | began to wish | had |eft. The tension began mounting as our speed increased, and | began
anticipating that horrible creepy-crawly sensation when the unredity drive kicksinto FTL speed.

But before that happened, | got to see our torpedo blossom into ared blotch on our screen and then
fade to nothingness before it was close enough to do any damage. It seemed they had very good
defenses.

| was sitting back in one corner out of the way with Kyle and Jeri beside me. Presently Jeri pointed to a
power gauge. It was blinking yellow. The captain ignored it so | tried to do the same. | watched the
monitor avidly. The Snapper ship had first been sighted when it was right at the edge of the screen.
During the conference it had crept away from the edge asit gained on us. Now, with the Galactic going
al out at its maximum speed of about 2 light years per hour—that's 12 trillion miles an hour for the
uninitiated—the Snapper ship began to lose ground. The foremost perimeter of the screen seemed to
creep up onit asit fell behind.

The power gauge began blinking from yellow to red. A few minutes|ater it settled into the red and stayed
there.

"Redline, Captain,” Prescott warned, as was his duty, even though the captain was staring directly at the
gauge.

"Maintain speed,” he said grimly. He intended to get away from the alien or blow the ship up inthe
process.

| found mysdlf hoping abig safety margin had been built into the unredity drive. Eventudly the gauge
blinked back to yellow asif the ship wasthinking for itself and decided it wasn't in danger. Then the ship
jerked asit left thereal universeand | becamevery ill.

Hours passed whilewe all sat there, relieved only by occasiond cups of coffee or quick runsto the
bathroom. Finally | had to take a break from the tension, and asif asking for permission to leave had
given asigna, the captain dismissed half the control room personnd with ordersto report back in four
hours.

* k x %

The next day the captain commed and asked me to report to his cabin. When | arrived | found Jeri there
aswell.

"Just s0 you both know, | will have your com screens modified to have adirect punch-up link to the
control room permanently so Prescott or Maddie or myself can consult you immediately. No sensein
your having to run hafway across the ship to come to the control room each time I'm there. Should've
been done from thefirgt, but we weren't fully thinking battle mode then.” He paused. “Y ou can probably
tel, were running fast."

"Yes, 5r,” Jeri noted, and | nodded. “Any signs?’
"Hard to tell,” Becker sighed. “Y ou know how it works."

"Yes, Sr,” Jeri nodded. | didn't, but | didn't plan to admit it to the captain. I'd ask Jeri as soon as we |eft
his cabin, though.

"That'sal | had,” Becker said. “I figured my two top scientists needed to have direct access to Control
without having to run over the entire damned ship isal. The orders are dready in the works. Expect itin
your cabins by later today. Offices, aday or two more.”



"Good,” | agreed. “ Anything elsewe can do, Sr?’

"Keep your eyes and ears open, and your brainin gear. Try to figure out if they redly aretrailing us, and
if 30, how. Dismissed.”

We nodded and |€ft.

* * * %

Once outside the closed door, | turned to Jeri. “Why can't wetell they're following?"

"Oh,” shesaid. “That's right; you wouldn't know. That's physics, not genetics. Well, we're not in normal
space, werein ... ‘unredity.” How much physics and mathematics did you have?”

"Enough to get by for the genetics™

"Okay, then you know about real numbers and imaginary numbers,” she said, and | nodded. “And you
know that imaginary numbers sometimes come into play in physics, for instance when solving for the
kinematics of aharmonic oscillator, like apendulum or aspring.” 1 nodded again, and she continued.
“But normaly, you discard the imaginary components. But we discovered that there's actual ly afacet of
physicsthat utilizesthose ‘imaginary’ solutions, and we used it to build the unredlity drive. So that'swhy
our sensorsdon't work like they do in normal space.”

"Areyou saying were running blind?'
"No,” Jeri grinned, “more like with Coke-bottle glasses.”
We both laughed.

* k k %

Jeri and | met up about once aday to discuss the possibility of our propulsion system leaving atrail, but
Jeri wasn't an expert on the prop, and | knew ahell of alot less, so we didn't get very far.

Within about two days, however, the captain’s promised com links to our office and cabin screens had all
been ingdled. | checked up on the externa schematic once and it looked pretty much the same asthe
last time I'd seen it in the control room. Neither the captain nor his XO contacted me for several days,
despite the new links. | guessthey figured if we had anything to tell, weld call, and vice versa.

About five days after thelink wasingtaled, | checked on the external schematic again. Thedieniconwas
missing, of course. Like Jeri said, our instruments didn't work while out of the universe aswe know it.
Captain Becker had kept the speed just asit was, though. If the Snapper ship was the same one that had
somehow followed us before, he wanted usto get as far ahead of it as possible before coming out of
unredlity and entering the norma universe again. On the tenth day after the fight, the power gauge went
back to red and stayed there, then began blinking rapidly, telling us the ship couldn't stand the strain much

longer.
| heard al that from one or another of the crew but | was present at the end. Becker had ordered Jeri
and meto the control room.

Captain Becker's face was streaked with the dried residue of old sweat and marks his hands had made
as hewiped hisface. He had hardly |eft the control room the whole long time of the chase, asif not
trusting his ship to hang together under the stressif he was not present.

Finaly, when the red light began blinking frantically and Prescott's hands were shaking where he was
clutching hisknees, the captain gave the order.



"Bring the drive down to norma.”
"Aye, dr. Normal itis,” Prescott said, relief evident in hisvoice.

Once we were back to a sensible speed, Captain Becker dropped the ship out of unredlity in order to
seeif the Snapper ship had followed us.

That cregpy-crawly sensation of entering or leaving unredlity was worse than ever when it came down
after that horrific red-line speed run. | felt my gorge rise. Maddie did vomit. Even Jeri looked sick, what |
could see of her through my blurred vison.

When coming out of superlumina unredlity aship will dwayswind up at the nearest gravity well, no
matter how far awvay. We entered a star system of awhite dwarf sun about 48 light years from the site of
the second clash with the Snappers.

When they didn't appear after we'd waited two days, we again entered unreality—thistime at our normal
cruising speed, just under alight year per hour—and went on with the search for Cresperia. It was even
more urgent that we find them now. We needed to warn them and we needed their technology to build
better weapons in case the Snappers found us.

And three weeks later and amost 360 light years away from our last stop, we came out of unreality near
aG type star. Again that creepy-crawly, nausea-inducing sensation envel oped everyone in the control
room except Jeri, including the captain. | was there by request in my capacity as chief science officer for
each new system we entered. Mg or James Henry, the operations officer, was present aswdll. It wasthe
first time | met him. We al watched the screen as Maddie searched the “life zone” where earthlike
planets might be found. We were lucky and came out near the ecliptic and near the orbit of a planet that
was on the same Side of the sun as us, offset by only about 30 degrees.

"It lookslike agood one from here,” Maddie said alittle later. She outlined it in the battle tank in relation
to another two planets she'd spotted.

"Captain. Go,” Becker said as he looked toward one of his screens.

"Sir, we have emissionsindicative of high technology,” Mgor EleanoraWisteria, the eectronics officer
said, so camly that her Swedish accent was barely detectable. | could see her in thelittle alcove she
worked from. She had abig grin on her plump, pretty face.

That was when | heard Jeri make anoise, saying something in the Crispy language. Her hyperacute
hearing must have tapped into one of the low level com bands Eleanorawas playing with.

"Captan!”
"What isit, Jeri?’ He caught the excited tone in her voice but you'd never know it from hisface.
"Sir ... 9r, we have arrived a Cresperia. Thisismy home system.”

[Back to Table of Contents]
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

What awild coincidence! Of course we were searching for the Cresperian planet, but the way we found
it dmogt at random while running from aship full of horrible aliens strained credibility. Neverthdess, that's
what happened.

What we were getting was leakage from norma communication to and from satdllites or some of the
moons of the Jovian planet in the system. Jeri had told usthat the Crispies had long ago moved most of
their industry into space, farther back in time than they had recordsfor. They don't dwell nearly as much
on history as humans do, we had been told.

Jeri stayed in the control room while we headed for the main planet. At the speed we were traveling
ing de the system we were about six hours away.

Four hours later we got the first bad news.
llcqnlll

"Captain. Go."

"Sir, | just picked up something from orbit that sounds more like an Earth language than what the Cripies
Lmll

"Jai?'

She listened for amoment, being the best linguist in the ship by far. “Sir, | believe what we're hearing is
the Hindi language. It appearsthat Indiabeat us here.”

Shit. What a stupid damn mess! Now what were we supposed to do?

"Continue present course,” Captain Becker decided. “Maddie, unlesstold otherwise, placetheshipina
stable orhit, say about 300 klicks. Eleanora, continue monitoring and record. Play any more Hindi for
Jevi toligento.”

"Aye, aye, Sr,” they both answered.

"And Jeri, you may begin trying for officia contact with the Cresperian government.”
"It'snot redly agovernment asyou know it on Earth, sir.”

"Whatever. Make contact with whoever can make decisons.”

Jeri looked troubled, but brought up the contact protocol prepared by the American diplomatic service.
She examined thefirst bit of text and videos the State Department had prepared for her and shook her
head.

"Sir, if | may, I'd liketo ... paraphrase the protocols. The ones who recorded this were under agood
many misconceptions. I'm sorry | wasn't consulted.”

Becker smiled wryly. “1 am, too. Go ahead, Jeri. | should have shown the protocolsto you before now
but ... things happened. Do it however you think best."

Good for him. He had enough sense not to stick to actions dictated from Earth by people who knew
nothing of Cresperians, whichisnot to say it might not work in other ingtances. | must say, however, it



had done no good with the Snappers, according to General Haley.

She began broadcasting but spoke for only afew minutes. “I'll reglly haveto do thisin person and merge
my perceptive sense with some of the eders before it will mean alot to them. That depends on how long
the Indian ship has been here, of course. They may have dready set up adiaog, but thiswill possbly get
us started.”

Becker nodded, obvioudy considering the implications of the Indian ship. | sure didn't have aclue what
wed do about it.

Before Jeri had an answer, the second piece of bad news reared its ugly head.
"Captain. Go. Never mind, | seeit. Damn them to hell and back!"

Startled, | glanced up from some notes | was perusing. The captain never used profanity in the control
room. At the edge of the battle tank the Snapper icon became visible again. They had followed us
despite al we could do. Now what?

| began running al the possible permutations of the Situation through my mind. We could wind up with
two factions of Crispies at odds with each other and one of them fedling the same way about us. The
Crispies might decide that converting to humanswasn't in their best interests and throw us and the Indians
both off the planet. The Indians may have bad-mouthed us al over the planet and we wouldn't even get
permission to land. The diens might invade and conquer Cresperiawhile their dow-motion society was
gtill debating whét to do. The diens might follow us home and invade Earth. They might invade both
systems at the same time. The Crigpies on Earth might try gaining enough power to tell uswhét to do.
Earth nations might start fighting each other over Crispiesingtead of cooperating in fighting aliens. And on
and on.

It wasn't just amess. It wasthe biggest FUBAR in history, maybe the biggest the human race had ever
faced and most of them didn't even know it yet. It made me glad | wasn't in Captain Becker's shoes.

* * * %

Just aswe were entering orbit, Jeri made contact with one of the faction of Crispieswho had initiated
space exploration. She talked for dmost an hour. She remained cam but | could see the strain on her
face from some sort of problem. So could everyone el se, including the captain. He kept one eye on her
and the other on the battle tank. So did the other officersand |. After emerging from unredity, the
Snapper ship had dowed, but was till gradually creeping nearer, toward the Cresperian home planet.

Commander Prescott arrived in the control room to stand his watch but the captain didn't depart, of
course. There was too much of importance going on to leaveit to his XO.

"Werein orbit, Captain,” Maddie announced.
"Thank you. Now go take abreak. I'll let you know if we need you. XO, take the hadm.” He did so.

Maddie sgned out and |eft. She needed to get away for awhile. She had been in the control room far
longer than | had.

Jeri was il talking, but apparently following other events at the sametime. She smiled a me, then
looked at the battle tank, over to the captain and back to the screen in front of her where a Crispy had
appeared. They had somehow altered their communications, probably when the Indian ship arrived, so
that we could receive voice and picture, not that any of us could follow their conversation. | had learned



alittleof it but it is complicated and many of their sounds can't be pronounced by ordinary humans.

"Thedien shipisdill dowing, Sr,” Eleanora announced even though the captain had to be aware of it
from the battle screen. “ They have not attempted any form of communication | can register. I've dso
picked up what | think isthe Indian ship. It'sjust now moving behind the planet.”

"Thank you,” he said, nodding to her.
"Captain, thereisagtuation with the Indians—" Jeri was cut off by Prescott.
"Separation! Sir, the Snapper ship has detached asmaler one. It is moving toward us now."

"Thank you. XO, cdl battle stations. Jeri, you were saying?’ He was as stolid asarock and hisvoice
never wavered while three different Stuations were demanding his attention and the call to armswas
cdanginginhisears

"| said thereésa situation that's not good with the Indians. According to the information I've recelved so
far, the Hindu religion has possibly undergone a huge reviva-like rgjuvenation on Earth. At any rate, the
crew of thisship believes utterly in it and claimsthey have an avatar of one of their gods with them.”

"Isthisimportant right now?"

"Yes, but it can wait until we see what the aliens are up to. The nasty diens, | should say. The Snappers.
I'm trying to make the old friends | contacted believe in the danger from them, but I'm having ahard time
of it. They have seen what happened to at |east one Crispy who is on the Indian ship and are being very
... hard to convince that there is another side to the conversion, apositive side.”

She went back to her conversation. | would have given alot to be ableto follow it in red time but the
most she could do was stop every now and then and interpret abit of it for us. In the meantime, other

things were happening.
"Two of the Crigpy ships are moving toward the main Snapper ship now,” Eleanora announced.

"Those are unmanned freighters,” Jeri said. “| asked my friendsto relay the information that only
unmanned ships should approach the Snapper &t first. They till don't believe mewhen | tell them the
Snappers are not to be trusted, but they are doing that much. If the Snappersfollow their usua pattern,
they will attack those ships."

The nagty little bastards were smarter than we took them for. They ignored the freighters asif they knew
they were harmless. They passed them and came on toward us, still not making any attempt at contact,
either with us or the Cresperians, a least so far aswe knew from our instruments, or Jeri knew from her
conversations with the surface.

"X O, weaponsfree. If the Snapper ship continues on this course, tekeit out.”

"Aye, aye, Sr.” Prescott hovered over the techs who were handling the missile launch console and the
laser cannon. Both of them were alert and ready to fire.

"That won't help you with the Crispies, ar,” Jeri said hurriedly. “We—they, | mean, their society doesn't
caremuchfor violence."

"l can't hep who it annoys, Jeri. If that Snapper ship continues on its present course, I'm going to fire on
itand I'll fire on thelittle one, too."



"The Indian ship iscoming back into view, Sr,” Eleanorasaid.
All kinds of good news. It had been on the other side of the planet for the last hour or so.
"Keep an eyeonit. Jeri, anything more from the surface?"

"Yes, ar. They ask that you not fire on the new visitors and that you either land the ship or send down a
tender with representatives. Personally, | wouldn't et those Snappers get much closer, Sir. Firing on them
won't hurt our chances with the Crispies much more than the Indians dready have. And | would also
keep an eye on the Indian ship, Sir. They are not our friends.”

He nodded to her and stared at the battle tank.

Maddie came back to the control room, responding to the call to generd quarters. Her hair wastoused
asif she had just jumped out of bed, which she probably had. Larry Morrison wasright behind her.

Becker glanced at them and moved aside. “Maddie, give us avector that will place us behind the Indians
relative to the Snapper mother ship. Larry, take over from the XO and reset the laser cannon for
anti-missilefire”

| couldn't figure out what he was doing at first. Then | got it and grinned. He was trying to maneuver so
that the Indians werein thefirg line of fire of the Snapper auxiliary ship, supposing that wasitsintentions.

"I've seen clusterfucks before but thisisridiculous,” | heard him mutter. | know he said it. | wasthe
closest person to him and the only onein the control room that didn't have an immediate duty to perform.

He saw by the expression on my face | must have overheard him. He let me seethetiniest of smiles cross
hisface and then hewas dl business again.

The Snapper auxiliary was now dmogt at rest relative to us, but going much faster in order to keegp usin
view aswe orbited. The Indian ship began to break orbit, seeing what Captain Becker had done. The
Snapper fired at it with alaser cannon, hitting it near the center, where the power coreresided if it was
anything like our little prototype ship had been. It had that same genera shape, rather than looking like
the Galactic or the Zeng Wu, asif they had taken—or stolen?—our origina design and multipliedit by a
factor of 20 or more. Chances were they didn't have access to ultra-miniaturization of eectronicslikewe
do, | decided. How in the world they'd managed to get thisfar without being arich superpower nation
ether didn't bear thinking about, or was some kind of red tribute to human ingenuity. Or maybe both.

A spot on the Indian icon flared and died. The laser gpparently did little damage, indicating the ship was
well armored. | wondered if that was deliberate, or merely the result of cruder, heavy-duty
manufacturing. The Indians poured on the power, then fired off amissle a the smdl auxiliary ship.

The same thing happened to their missile as the one we had shot at the big Snapper ship long ago. It
disappeared well short of itstarget. For some reason, | suddenly wondered if it wasthe same ship or a
different one. And that led me to wonder if the second time we'd been attacked was from thefirst ship as
well. Perhaps weld inadvertently stumbled onto the edge of the Snapper Empire. | put the ideaaway for
the moment.

"Damn, even those little buggers can do it,” Prescott muttered when the missile disappeared without a
trace, just as when wed fired on the Snapper mother ship.

Or a Snapper ship. | was still wondering.
But the Snapper auxiliary dowed after the missle shot. None of us had any ideawhy—it certainly hadn't



hurt it, at least that we could tell. The Indians took advantage of its downess and fired alaser cannon
next. It punched far enough into the little ship for atmosphere to begin streaming. That got its attention! It
turned tail and tried to run. Another beam from the Indian cannon hit it and it exploded in a cloud of
debris.

"That was aheavy one, Captain. | don't think our laser isthat powerful,” Larry said from the weapons
acove.

"Which says something about their intent, | suppose,” the captain decided grimly.

The main Snapper spaceship began retreating but the Indians didn't follow. | tensed, expecting them to
come after us, but they smply returned to orbit just asthey had been.

The Snapper ship retrested until it was barely within detection range. Thereit hung, just asif it knew what
our limitswere. When neither it nor the Indians had made an aggressive move after another 15 minutes, |
relaxed.

"It looksto me asif they were testing us and the Indian ship both,” Loraine said. She blew at atress of
hair that had gotten loose; then, when that didn't work, brushed it back.

"| agree,” Becker said, then turned his head. “ Jeri? Tl us about the Indians now that the action has
dowed abit."

[Back to Table of Contents)
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Jeri raised ahand to indicate she was till conversing with the surface. She continued talking for a
moment, then sighed.

"Iseverything okay?’ the captain asked.

"For thetime being it isaswell as can be, consdering. Now about the Indians.” She paused for a
moment asif gathering her thoughts. “How much do you know about the Hindu religion, Captain?”'

"Vey little, I'm afraid,” he said. “How about the rest of you?"

At the moment there were four other officers, Jeri, and mysdf in the control room. Those officerswere
Maddie, Larry, Eleanoraand Loraine. All of us shook our heads negatively. | knew otherswere
connected to Jeri's lecture and reve ations through their coms, and none of them spoke either.

"All right,” Jeri said. “I'll give you avery brief summary, then speculate abit.” No one questioned that she
should be the one to explain. She has an eldetic memory and an extremely fast reading speed. She hadn't
memorized everything on the internet but sometimesit seemed asif she had. And she knew a number of
languages, including Hindi. She began speaking, but | noticed that even while listening to her, Captain
Becker's eyes never strayed far from the battle tank.

"The Hindi believe in amultitude of gods but for our purposes here—and back on Earth, aswell, |
think—well just concentrate on one: Vishnu, the Preserver. However, thelr religion saysthat Vishnu has
ten incarnations, or ‘avatars,” the tenth of which has never gppeared. That one would be Kalki, the
mighty warrior, who will cometo rid the world of the oppression of its unrighteous rulers. With me so
fa?'

We all nodded and she continued.

"Well, heréswhat | gather has happened. One of our lifeboats landed in ardatively unpopul ated area of
India. It came down lightly and two Crispieswere ableto save dl their survival equipment. Y ou know
what thet entails, adisntegrator and invisibility mechanism among other effects. Eventudly, after learning
thelocal language and customs while till in hiding, they both decided to convert to human males.
Afterward, without mentoring and with avery fast conversion, the Y factor cameinto play. Y ou can
guess the conversion went wrong, I'm sure, after our experiences with Ishmael and Lau. Intheir casethey
decided to pass themsalves off as gods. To this end they made more changesin their bodies until they
were both eight feet tall but perfectly proportiona men. They then declared themsalvesto some gullible
rurd inhabitants, claiming to be Vishnu the preserver, and Vishnu'stenth avatar, Kalki thewarrior,
returned to Earth to set things right. They went further, picking two normal women and using their
perceptive senses and ability to manipul ate genomes to make them outsize aswell. They called both these
women Lakshmi, their goddess consorts, responsible for wealth and prosperity.

"They then began converting Indiansto the belief that they were indeed gods, and apparently found fertile
ground. With what they could do themselves, dong with their surviva gear, it gppeared that they could
perform miracles. Their great Size contributed to captivating—or cowing—their followers, and they
gained convertsrapidly.

"I suspect that back on Earth, the one who stayed behind as Vishnu has pretty well taken over India, but
that is only speculation on my part. The one calling himself Kalki and his consort camewith the shipin
order to find more Crigpiesto take back to Earth to help them rule India. | believe their ultimate objective
isto rulenot only Indiabut dl of Earth.”



"Surely the Crispies don't believe they arerea gods, do they?” Captain Becker questioned skepticaly.

"Of course not, Sir. However, it's possible the Indian Crispies might believe it of themselves by now.
Remember the Y factor and remember how mad Lau was at thelast.”

"Yes, I've heard. Go on, please.” His expression showed he was paying intense attention to what she
was saying. Sowas|.

"Kalki, his Lakshmi consort, and anumber of Indians have gone to the surface in one of their tenders. |
think they may have convinced afew Crispiesto convert to human. | don't know what gender, if thishas
indeed happened, nor whether they have accepted the religion aswell. Now bear in mind that all this
information is being filtered through my friends, and that we have no means from here to converseusing
our perceptive sensein tandem, so | could be missing many, and perhaps vitdly important, nuances.

Becker rubbed his chin when she paused. “What do your friends want us to do? And remember, were
representatives of our country. Y ou must emphasize that we are not responsgible for what the Indians
have done, nor for anything they might have said about us, nor for any other country on Earth, other than

perhaps England.”

"Captain Becker, Cresperiadoesn't have agovernment anything like the ones you're used to or that the
diplomats who framed the protocols know of. Y ou might say it isagovernment by consensus where
other Crispies necessarily follow that consensus, and in any case, it's not much of agovernment at all.
Oh, the elders are listened to more respectfully than younger ones but even they don't form policy as

"Sounds sort of like anarchy,” Loraine said. “1 mean, true palitical anarchy, not just chaos.”

She shrugged. “Yes, you could think of it that way, too. I've been speaking to severa old friendswho
were ingrumenta in getting interstellar exploration started, and through them, to some of the elders.”

"And what do the e dersthink?’ Becker asked.
"Of usor thelndians?'
"Either. Both."

"Fromwhat | can gather, they are not impressed. Again, bear in mind that the elders don't necessarily
agree among themsalves, ether. Adding to that, I've informed them through my friends of what happens
when Crigpies convert to human too quickly, especialy to human males, and that without mentors, neither
gender conversion works very well. I've asked them to watch for that with the Indians. I'm not sure how
well that messageis playing, Sncethe Indianswill of course deny it and probably have. But having
mathematical proof for the lack of adirecting intelligencein our universe, you can understand what they
think of religion and by extension, what they probably think of the Indians, snce the group on the surface
are apparently eaten up with their religion. | believe they redlly think some of their gods have cometo
Earth so | suppose we have to grant them their sincerity. However, another aspect of Crispiesis... oh,
cdl it passvism for lack of abetter word. They don't like taking hurried action, most especidly violent
action, so no consensus has been reached.” She sighed. “1'm sorry. I'm probably explaining thisbadly. |
could do better if | were on the surface and could interact with the other Crispies by using our perceptive
senses. As|'ve mentioned.”

I'm pretty sure that was a broad hint.

"So what are your recommendations?’ That tiny smile I'd observed once before flitted across hisface.



"I believe we should do asafew of the lders suggest. That is, land so they can observe usin person.”
"Will they protect our ship from both the Snappers and the Indiansif we land?"

"I doubt it, Sir, Since they don't know anything about the Snappers other than what 1've told them, and
after being exposed to the Indians, they have no redl reason to believe me. However, if | could speak to
some of them in person and with our perceptive senses, they might be more amenable. | must tdll you,
though, that a thetime | left Cresperiathere were no armed space ships anywhere in the system.”

Becker shook his head, obvioudy not quite able to comprehend awhole solar system operating on the
Crigpies principles.

"Very wel. Well remain in orbit and send our tender down. Jeri, you'll bein charge of themission. I'll let
you select your crew with the exception of the XO or astrogator.”

"Yes, dr. When shdl we depart?'

He shrugged. “Whenever you're ready. Consult with the pilot on your landing site.”

* * * %

Jeri picked me, Gene, her husband Kyle, Margie Preconder for aphysicist and Eleanorafor an
electronicist among other scientists. | could see she was taking people who could learn the most while on
the surface. If anyone learned anything, that is. Captain Becker told her to take asquad of marines. She
tried to veto the idea.

"It wouldn't be productive to send armed men, sir. Crispies are generaly non-violent.”

"| redize that, but the Indians aren't non-violent and they have people down there, including Kalki, their
‘warrior god,” if you heard right. If you're going anywhere near wherethey are, | ings.”

"Yes, gr. I'll take them since | was planning on going to the same area where they have adlowed the
Indians to set up housekeeping. However, armed men won't produce an encouraging picture to the

Cresperians.”
"Suppose | send them with sidearms only? Would that be acceptable?”

Jeri consdered for amoment, then shrugged. “1 suppose that would be dl right. They have aready
learned that were a violent species from the Indians, so marines can't do much more harm.”

"Having them with you would make mefed better.”

Hell, it would make me fed better having marines dong. I'd had two occasionsto see them fight. And |
intended to bring dong my little pistol, the one that had saved my life atime or two. The Crispieswould
spot it but perhaps the Indians wouldn't.

Gordon and Jeri had along conference before we left. | don't know what they talked about, but | don't
believe Gordon was dl that upset at not being alowed to go down thistrip, since Captain Becker
wouldn't risk both Crispy humans at once. Even when Gordon argued politely that he had been the only
one aboard before Jeri joined us wasn't enough to sway him. Gordon took it gracefully and told those of
us going to have asafe trip. He'd proven hisworth in acrunch during the second battle with the Snappers
and hismde ego problem had just about disappeared. | gave him adight smile, subtly displaying my
pridein his behavior. He met my eyes, the corner of his mouth quirked alittle, and he nodded just a bit.

We debarked in the tender only a couple of hours after the decision was made. | didn't know if the



othersredized it, but if it turned out that the Snapper ship which was il jinking around in the system
decided to go after the Galactic, we might be left behind. | had figured that out from the moment the
captain excluded the XO and especialy Maddie, our astrogator. Besidesthat, | believe he and Genera
Haley must have thoroughly discussed Jeri while the two ships were together, because he was giving her
broad power to make decisions. | thought he would do that only if he trusted her implicitly.

| don't know to this day why she included me in the crew, since the genetic problems had dready been
pretty well solved and Jeri could discuss the manifestations better than | could. | don't know why she
selected Gene, either, but he was grinning happily as he took his seat in the tender beside me.

* * * %

Jeri and the pilot conferred up front for afew minutes and then we were off, separating from the ship with
barely abump.

"Y ou've been making yoursdlf scarce again,” Gene offered once we began decd erating. With the
unreglity drive, there was no problem with bresking orbit aimost immediately. There was a vector toward
our destination, of course, but Jeri and the pilot had aready figured the shortest, most comfortable way
there.

"It's our good captain who's been keeping me busy, Gene. I'm glad you're coming along with us, if that
will help your dispostion.”

"Touché.” He grinned, licked hisfingertip, and made amark in theair. “Onefor you. D’ you know, no
one has even told me what our agendais down there. Hell, | don't even know why I'm here."

| tapped his knee playfully. “Would you believe | don't either?”
"Y ou don't?'

"No, but | trust Jeri. She must have some use for us other than to hold her hand, because Kyle hasthat
well in hand, no pun intended.”

"Doesn't he, though? | don't know what the man has, but | wish | had some of it."
"Y ou manage okay, Gene."
"And how should | take that?’ He wriggled his brows. The man wasirrepressble.

"However you like, but please keep whatever you think bottled up until we get back to the ship.” | said
that because | fdt alittle heart thump tugging insde me when I'd seen him enter the tender, the same kind
| dwayshavewhen | seeaman | redly like. However, | didn't want to think about thingslike that again
until we were on the way home. Time enough to sort out my fedlings then.

"Asyoulike"

"You did finein thelast battle, you know. Hell, you did better than fine. Y ou're on for this, whatever
happens.”

"Thanks. | wastrying to keep some specia people from biting it. Pretty planet, isn't it?"
"What we canseeof itis,” | agreed, trying hard to drive away that little tug.
But the fedling stayed with me dl the way down.

Cresperiahad smaller polar caps than Earth and more land area, or so | thought from seeing it in orbit.



Aswe came lower | began looking for citiesand didn't find them. We passed over amost half a continent
and dl | ever saw were smal townswith tal spiresin the center and afew two- or three-story buildings
surrounding them. Occasionaly we passed over what must be crop land or in some cases regularly
spaced large growth that had to be their equivalent of orchards of somekind. The land was beautiful and
looked asif it could support athousand times the popul ation we'd seen signs of. Occasionally we passed
over an aircar, but saw few roads. | suspected if they had them they would be underground, then
suddenly remembered Jeri telling me exactly that at sometimein the past.

The little spaceport looked new. | don't know how to explain but it had arawness not obviousin the
other places we passed over before landing. | thought they probably had built it just for the Indians and
now for us. Hell, maybe even for the Snappers! God, what arevolting thought!

We landed on the opposite side of the field from where the Indian shuttle was parked. It was bigger than
ours, just likethelr starship was bigger—and differently shaped.

"Keep your sests for amoment,” Jeri said, loud enough for usal to hear.

She walked down the aid e between the two rows of seats and to one of the side airlocks and waited
until the pressure equalized. It opened and she departed. A few minutes later she stuck her head back
indde.

"Y ou can dl come out now. Bring your gear. They have a place ready for usto stay."

Aswefiled out | wondered what the Crispies would think of us. There were the marines, al dressed
aikein their unpowered cammies. There were the two officers, Eleanoraand Mg or James Henry, our
semanticist, both dressed in navy uniforms, and General Shelton in army dress blueswho was both a
diplomat and ultimately responsible for any decisonsthat became amatter of fight/no fight. And me and
the other civiliansin amotley of civilian clothes or cammies, aswe chose. Gene and | were both being
sensible and wearing jeans and shirts and windbreakers. | had apair of dacks and blouse along that were
sort of dressy, and suspected Gene did also, but | was carrying a set of cammies, too. The other civilians
wore more dressy ouitfits that were aready becoming wrinkled and mussed. Then finally the crew of the
tender, wearing the enlisted version of navy work uniforms, other than the pilot, who wore aflight suit.
How'sthat for variety?
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

There weretwo Crispies outsde. Jeri was conversing fredy with them as they began waking, but of
course none of us understood more than aword here and there. They stayed beside Jeri whilewe
ambled aong behind. They led usto arow of three interconnected domed buildings and on inside one of
the end structures. The domes aso had anewly fabricated fed when | looked at them, but the interior of
ourswas ... homey? Y es, that's the word. It looked more like the lobby of afairly decent hotel than what
you'd expect on an alien planet. That areawasright past the entrance. All around the circumference of
the great room were half-open doorways leading to roomsthat | could see were furnished for humans.
About 30 degreesto our |eft was abig hallway that | presumed led to the center building. We didn't have
to check in. The lobby was smply a place we could gather if we liked. Jeri and her friends stopped in the
middleof it.

"Y ou can spread out here and find aroom,” Jeri said. “ Make yoursalves comfortable. Thereésfood and
drink in each room that's compatible for us. One of the crew will be along in aminute or two with the big
coffegpot. Sorry, but there are no acoholic beverages.”

Weadl trundled off to find aroom and then, like strangers anywhere, we sought our own kind. Gene and
| roomed next to each other without discussing it. Within ahaf hour everyone was back in the lobby,
elther seated or standing around talking. Jeri was gone, as were the Crispies.

Gene spotted me as | joined the throng and came over. He was grinning, naturally.
"Not quite what we were expecting, isit?’ he said.
"Not redlly.” | sat down and patted a place beside me on the couch. He took it.

"I wonder what happens next?’ he said as he crossed hislegs and leaned back comfortably, looking
around asif he expected a Crispy delegation to walk in a any moment.

"Jeri will let usknow, I'm sure. Hey, | wonder if any of the Crispies here know how to speak English?!

"Hmm. Good question. Well have ahard time getting much done if we al have to go through Jeri for
trandations. By theway, did you try the com in your room?"

"Com?'
He shook his head sadly. “ Com. Y ou know, something you communicate with?!
"l didn't know therewas one."

"I sugpect ther€lll be onein every room, dl tied in to the ship. | tried mine but it told me it wasn't ready
yet. | imagine they'refixing up some sort of relay system so we can talk even when the shipison the
other side of the planet.”

"That would benice,” | said, then noticed Gene was |ooking past me. | turned and saw Jeri returning
from the center dome where she'd gone with the Crispies. Now there were ahaf dozen with her. She
made severa stops and each time one of our scientists or officers or crew was paired with a Crispy.
Findly she got to us but by then al the Crispies had been taken except one. She introduced it.

"Mai, Gene, thisis Ferssddtst, but call him Fred. Heisamae Crispy. Heisinterested in talking to you
both about life on Earth and what he could expect if he decided to convert to human.”



Wow! “Tomaleor femae?’ | asked.

"He's not certain yet and he may very well decide againgt it in the end. I'll be talking to him as often as|
can but otherwise I'll leave him in your hands. And he does speak English, by theway."

Hedid, too, but in arather limited fashion. | invited him to come to my room while Gene and | had
coffee.

"Please fed freeto bring any food or drink you like with you, Fred,” 1 told our Crigpy while Geneand |
drew cups from the big coffeemaker the crew had set up.

"Thanks hyou,” he said. “ Please to corrects my proper English untils | learnsit al.” The Crispies Jeri
brought to us all had learned English from a couple of the Indian crew who spoke it and had provided
textsto read.

So we helped, and by the second day Fred was speaking very well indeed. They can make awider
variety of sounds and speak among themsalvesin both higher and lower frequencies than we can hear,
and have practicaly eidetic memories when they begtir themsdlves. | learned that later, though. For the
time being Fred wanted to talk, and by that | mean either Gene or | was speaking amost continualy,
answering hisquestions. | quickly figured out that they were amost dl designed to help him learn the
language. It was only severd dayslater | learned the texts had al been derogatory toward any country
other than Indiaand in particular toward the United States. But then, once he was well-versed in English,
he brought up other subjects of interest. You can't say | didn't inviteit.

"What else would you like to talk about?’ | asked on the morning of the second day. We were ill
meseting in my room and that morning | was still on my first cup of coffee.

"Sex and violence,” he said without missing a begt.

* * % %

| sputtered into my coffee. Gene thought it was hilarious, of course. But then, when hefinished laughing
and tried to explain to Fred why he had laughed, he became alittle more serious.

"Those are the two biggest forces driving human affairs, and you might say oneis derived from the other,”
hesad.

"Which one?’ Fred asked.
"Either. Our sex drives are what initiates violence, dthough it isn't dways apparent.”
"Doyou redly think so, Gene?’ | know | was frowning but | was aso thinking furioudly.

"No, Cherry. It'snot that cut and dried. However, thereisalot of truth in the statement. Our self-images
are derived in large part from our unconscious sexud sdf-image. And when our self-images, which are
tied into our history, upbringing, socia environment, and so on are threatened, violence is often the
answer. Not conscioudy, though. Y ou do know the old adage about rationalism, don't you?”

""Manisnot araiond animd; heisarationdizing anima.””

"True, but it goes even deeper. Our brain worksto pick out explanations and experiences that give usa
shot of dopamine, which makes us fed good, and these are words or actions which agree with our
previoudly formed concepts. It's salf-reinforcing, too. Perhaps even addictive. How often do you hear of
anyone who's changed their basic politica or religious philosophy from an argument? Or hell, for that
meatter, even afriendly debate?’



He had methere. | could tell him how many, right off. Exactly none.

Fred followed our conversation with gresat interest but eventually he wanted to talk more about sex.
Crigpies had sex, naturdly, but it wasn't anywhere close to the pleasure-inducing phenomenon that human
sex is. For them it ismuch moretied up with basic reproduction. Whether natural or genetically induced,
they don't know. They are very poor historians. Anyway, Fred was insatiably curious about sex, its
techniques, its hows and whys and whens and everything elseimaginable. He dso told usthat other
Crispieswere doing the same as he was, seeking information in order to decide whether or not to
convert. | saw thisin action by noticing other Crispies hanging out with our fellowslike Fred was with us.

Fortunately Jeri dropped by during one of the earliest discussions and contributed akey ingredient. Fred
was asking, or rather trying to find out how to compare the pleasures of sex with anything he was familiar
with. They did experience pleasure, he said, but apparently their emotions were not nearly asintense as
ours.

"l can giveyou one answer,” she said. “I converted to human and | would never go back. Sex is one of
the reasons. | don't want to ever giveit up, at least so long asit'swith Kyle” She said something elsein
Cregperian while getting the look on her face that told me she was also utilizing her perceptive sense. |
assumed she was repegting the English in amore emphatic way in their own language. “ And that goes for
other experiencesaswell,” she said in English. “Many of them are dso intensdy pleasure-producing
athough not necessarily donefor fun.”

"S0 human emotionsarethat ... srongly satisfying?"

"It isimpossible to explain how much, even in our own language, especidly for sex. It Smply hasto be
experienced to be believed. It would be good in and of itsdf, but when it iswith a person you love and
who lovesyou, thereis nothing elsein the world better.”

And that, naturally, brought the discussion around to love and what it was. All three of ustook turns
trying to explain, but I'm not certain we made much progress. Nevertheless, Fred the Crispy thought he
would like to become human, a least for awhile, in order to explore its nuances. We left it at that after
cautioning him on how it should be agpproached should he decidein favor.

| was certainly having an interesting time, eveniif | wasn't learning dl that much xenobiology. Like the
Crigpieswith sex, | couldn't understand their perceptive sense, but it was one of my favorite subjects of
conversation with Fred, trying to get ahandle oniit.

| guessdl the nicetalk was too good to last. The damned Indians spoiled it, but even before that, the
Snappers began causing trouble again.

* k x %

Each night before going to bed and periodically during the day we went back to our roomsto catch up
on the overdl stuation. Thethird night Gene and | were having adrink together in hisroom. It was
something alcoholic the Crispies concocted for us by copying from abit of contraband volunteered by
the boatswain chief. It didn't taste exactly like whisky but it wasn't bad and it was dcohalic. | felt mysdf
relaxing under itsinfluence while we caught the latest summarized download from the com.

"Why, those nasty little bastards!” Gene exclaimed when we heard that the Snapper ship, contrary to its
previous actions, had begun preying on the Crispy freightersthat plied theindustrid lanesfrom the
Jovian-type planet's moons and athick asteroid belt where most of the Crispy manufactured goods were
produced. “They're trying to create adamned blockade!™

"Maybeit will hdpus” | sid.



"How s0?"

"I hopeit will give the Crispiesanotion of how vile they are and impe them into producing some
wegpons we can use. Somehow | doubt the Snappersintend to let usleave this system peacefully,
athough I'd be willing to bet they let usgoin theend.”

Gene opened his mouth, then closed it. “Why do you say that?"

"Because | think they could have wiped our ship out had they wanted to. | believe they intend to scare
us, then when we skedaddle for home, follow us."

"How could they do that?'

"How should | know? There must be some method though, if the Snapper ship hereisthe sameone as
before. Twice."

"Y ou may have something there. | guess getting weapons from the Crispies would depend on how long it
takes them to get riled up about the Snappers attacking their freighters, huh?!

"If they do. From what | understand agood many of those freighters are not manned.”
"Sill..."

"And the Crispies aren't violent. Maybe they would rather surrender than fight.” | didn't believe that, but |
supposed it was possible.

Gene looked properly skeptical.

"Jugt thinking,” | said.

"Me, too, but I've been wondering what the Indians are up to rather than the Snappers.”
| pointed to the com. He shut up, listened, and watched.

The summary showed the Indian starship had left orbit and gone out to challenge the Snapper ship. It
wasted a couple of missiles with no result and no reprisal, then a second recording showed them trying to
get in closefor alaser shot. Instead they were on the receiving end of an energy beam. Curioudly, it
smply touched them for amoment and died but the Indian ship backed off in ahurry. The next recording
showed the Indians returning to orbit and the Snapper ship again moving around but no longer atacking
thefreighters.

"Looksto me like the Snappers pulled their shot,” Gene said. “ And the Indians knew it and got the hell
avay."

"Same here. | think they could have done more damage had they kept on.”

Ligento us, | thought. Analyzing tactics and strategy of one completely dien ship and another with
humans aboard whose world view was dmost asforeign.

He sipped at hisdrink and frowned. “Maybe they're scared. They haven't tried to butt heads with our
ship, ether.”

"Maybe, but | don't think so0.” | thought of the hand-to-hand fighting and how vicioudy the Snappers
pressed ground attacks or stood and fought in defense.



"No, | redly don't think they're scared, either,” Gene said, “but ... maybe wanting to be sure they get
back home with their information? Two different intelligent species discovered, with one of them
practicaly defensdess?’

"Could bethey think theresthree. The Indian ship doesn't redly look much like oursfor al thet it's
powered the same. | suspect it's because of the different national resourcesinvolved in the construction. |
gtill favor the Snapperstrailing us home, though. We have an interstellar ship here. The Crispiesdon't.
Jeri said their few others are on exploration trips.”

He nodded. “ Could be. Think we ought to pass our suspicions on to Jeri?"
"Couldn't hurt. I'll send our thoughts over to her. Anything else before | do?!

He rubbed his chin studioudy. “Maybe. The Indian big shot is supposed to be amighty warrior and a
god. Ishe onthe ship or down here? And if heishere, what's hisreaction?”’

"Maybe he's not quite so warrior-like as he thought he was after hearing what we told the Crispies about
the Snappers.”

Helaughed. “Could be."

| punched up the com, had a brief conversation with Jeri, then turned back to Genejust intimefor himto
hold up my empty glass.

"Another drink?"
| nodded. We werein the middie of it when Jeri came visiting after listening to our suppositions.
"Hi Jeri,” Gene sad. “ Carefor some of this ersatz whisky we're drinking?*

"I believe | will, thanks. And thanks to both of you for your speculations. | passed it al on up to Captain
Becker. He believes, and | concur, that the Snappersintend to try following us home, just asthey
followed us here. | redly, redly wish we knew how they did it."

And that made me remember an earlier thought, one I'd had briefly then lost in the press of our business
with the Crispies.

"Jeri, do we know for certain al three of our encounters with Snapper ships are from the same ship?
And for that matter, how can we be sure the Snapper ship hereisredly that? A Snapper ship, | mean.
Weve certainly not seen any of its crew thistime and we've never received any kind of communication
from them on any of the encounters. Maybe the one here is yet another species?’

She nodded asif she had been thinking the same thing. “For that matter, General Haley said he'd never
had any ship-to-ship commerce with them. However, 1'd say this ship here not being Snappers would be
pushing coincidence to the breaking point, especialy since it looks the same. On your other supposition
... well, wejust don't know."

"I've had another thought,” | said. | crossed my legs and drank more of my whisky. It wasn't redly that
bad, consdering. When they were both watching me | continued. “ Suppose the Snappers have alarge
empire. Could it be that the Crispies are just outside the edge of it and that we've ssumbled into its
boundariesin our previous encounters? We know both were apparently colony worlds.”

"Captain Becker has dready consdered that. | think you'reright. At the least we've encountered the
edge of their explorations. However, it doesn't solve the problem of whether they followed us or whether



thisisadifferent ship, doesit?'
"No,” | admitted. “ So what do we do?"

She smoothed her hand down the seam of her jeans from where she was sitting on the bed. “ That's going
to be up to Captain Becker and | don't think he can make a decision yet. Y ou see, tomorrow some of
the Crispy elderswho wereinvolved in setting up this little spaceport and these reception buildings want
us and the Indiansto seeif we can cometo somekind of agreement that we can both live with. Wereto
meet in the morning in the centra dome. | personally have my doubts about this but if we don't try, our
position will become rather shaky. Somehow, though, we have to try to make them believein the threat
of the Snappers and at the same time understand the dangers of converting to human form too fast like
the Indians have done. Thefaction interested in exploring will be observing, aswill many who think
Crispieswould do better sticking close to home and having nothing to do with any of us. Some friends of
the Crispy who became Kalki and some of my friends will also be there. Captain Becker hasinstructed
meto play it by ear and do the best | can for humanity and the United States.”

Uh-oh, | thought; I've got a baaaad feeling about this.

[Back to Table of Contents)
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CHAPTER THIRTY-S X
After Jari left, Gene and | decided to have another drink.

"l suppose Jeri hastold everyone else, or will be doing so,” Gene said as he mixed them.

"l should hope s0,” | responded absentmindedly. | was aready running various scenarios through my
mind, trying to think of someway to influence the impending event.

"Relax, Cherry. There's not much we can do until the wingding tomorrow happens. In the meantimelet's
try torelax."

| took a deep breath and then another and let them out dowly. Hewasright. | knew that, but till ... oh
the hell withit, | told mysdlf. Do like he says. Relax.

So | did. I leaned back on thelittle couch we were Sitting on and willed my musclesto loosen up. By the
time we had talked a bit more and had some more of that flavored ethanol, | began feding the tension

leaving my bodly.

"You're better now, | think,” Gene said.

"Uh-huh. When you can't do anything about a Situation, theré's no point in beating your brainsout. If
there's anything either of uscan do, it will betomorrow. | guessI've been trying to shoulder the world's
burdens. Stupid of me, huh?’

"No. It'sone of thethings| like about you."

"Redly?"

"Yup. Redly.” Hegrinned.

| caught thetwinklein hiseyesand sat my drink on the end table.

Geneis much smarter than most people give him credit for. He caught the sgnd immediately and did his
arm around my shoulder then gave avery gentlelittle tug.

| camewillingly and tilted my head back so he could kissme. Hewas very good at it. And | was as
ready as| had been for along while, what | had said earlier to him notwithstanding. | fumbled for thelittle
bulb on the side of the table and pressed it. The lights dimmed but didn't go ouit.

"That's as close to candlelight aswe're going to get,” he said.
"Umm. Shut up and kissme again.”

A few minutes later we were undressed and on the bed. | was S0 helplesdy aroused that | momentarily
forgot how strong | was. Maybe hiswell-built body caused me to think subconscioudy that he wasthe
same. Whatever. Helet out alittle yelp.

"Sorry,” | murmured and pulled him over me,
Hewas good at that, too.

Very good.

* * * %



Fortunately, some of the changes Sirahad made in my body tempered the effects of acohol. | woke up
at three o'clock and was momentarily disoriented. Then it al came back to me.

Mai, you areabad girl, | thought as| sat up, intending to tiptoe on out and get back to my own room.
"No need to rush. It'searly.” Gene's voice was husky with deep. Or perhaps desire.

A very bad girl, | thought as| lay back down. But hell, why not?1 liked Gene. | had no ideaif it would
go beyond that, but for the moment | didn't care. | was light years from home and his presence was
comforting. | was very relaxed and alittle while later even more so.

| madeit to my room in time for a quick shower before bregkfast.

* * * %

The centra dome was larger than the ones on each side of it. Had the Crispies planned it that way? No,
they hadn't even known we were coming. Or had they? Maybe one of the Indians|et dip that other
Crigpies had survived the breakup of their ship and might possibly be on the way. Whatever, there was
plenty of room and plenty of seating in the auditorium-style dome. Each row of seats was higher than the
oneinfront and the seats circled three-quarters of the perimeter against the wall. The centrd areatook
most of the space but it wasjust afloor, no stage or anything like that.

Gene had tapped on my door by prearrangement. | felt just awee bit awkward with him at first and
noticed he wasn't quite as sure of himself as he had been the night before. It passed as we wa ked
together to the dome. There were dready plenty of people there from both sides, dthough it looked asif
the Indians outhumbered us. Wedll, we knew that aready.

| spotted Jeri down in the center of the huge room where the floor was bare of seats. | nudged Gene.
"Uh-huh. That's Kylewith her, too. | wonder what his pogtionin thisaffar is?

"l sugpect Jeri just wants him close for whatever we're going to accomplish, if anything.” | broke off and
gared. “ Oh, shit! Would you look at that!"

A bizarre giant of aman entered from the Indian side passage and proceeded toward the center space
where Jeri and Kyle were waiting. He must have been nearly eight feet tall. He was dressed in white cloth
that covered hisgroin and thighs. I'd seen it worn somewhere before. It'scaled alungi, I think. | also
think he chose it so that it would show off his massive chest and superb musculature. He was barefooted.
His hair was shoulder length and black. Hisface resembled the classic Indian features but he had a strong
chin and glittering black eyesthat roamed congtantly as he strode confidently toward Jeri and Kyle. | felt
his gaze on me for amoment and felt asurge of adrendin. Fight or flight? Clearly that was what my body
was preparing for. | told it to be quiet and his gaze passed on to others. He stopped about 20 feet from
where Jeri and Kyle stood waiting.

"Impressive, huh?” Gene said.
"Physicdly, at least,” | agreed.

We found seats together asthe last few people from both sidestrickled in. Asthey did, | saw that Jeri
was whispering something to Kyle with her lipsvery closeto hisear. She plainly wanted no one other
than him to hear her. His head wastilted to the Sde and he was listening intently and nodding his
understanding of whatever she was saying. There were only afew Crispies present. | didn't know what
their presence meant. No one had said they would be there, but then no one had said they wouldn't,
ether. Observers? Referees? Elders? No way of knowing sincel till couldn't tell one Crispy from



another. They all looked dike to me, except for some differencesin fur color, athough Jeri had told me
there were as many distinguishing characterigtics among them as among humans.

Jeri looked like amidget beside the giant Indian. He stood with his mouth set in firm lines as he scanned
the room. He then crossed hisarms across his chest and spoke. Somehow the acoustics were fixed so
that everyone could hear what was said from that middle space.

"I am Kaki, Tenth Avatar of Vishnu the Preserver,” he announced in afirm, deep bass voice that
rumbled like agiant cat pleased with himsalf and purring to show it.

"You areafreak of ahuman who was once a Cresperian,” Jeri retorted just as strongly. “Your mind is
deranged from converting too fast and without a human mentor. Y ou should revert to your Cresperian
form and seek the edersfor mergent therapy.”

Kalki's black eyes glittered with scorn. “I was once Cresperian but no more. | am become asagod. And
you are no longer Cresperian, but it isyou who should seek therapy for associating with such mongrelsas
the English and Americans have become. Their day isdone. Ther sar isfaling. The power of Vishnu and
Kalki will cleanse the Earth of their taint with the assistance of our worshippers and such Cresperians as
recognizeredity,” he paused, and somehow | detected menace for those Cresperianswho didn't, “and
then our Lakshmiswill bring peace and prosperity.”

"You aremad.” Jeri shook her head in annoyance. “Y ou are mad and your arroganceis not going to be
dlowed to prevall.”

| heard her say the words, but | wondered what on earth she intended to back them up with. There were
more of them than us, the Crispieswere as near pacifists as mattered and that big hulk looked strong
enough to wipe up thefloor with usal by himsdf. At least he didn't have four armslike most of their
gods.

"Allowed. Allowed!” Kaki burst into laughter that roared and crashed around the room. “And who isto
stop me, little lover of stupid Americans? Yes, | have learned of your alliance with the one beside you.
What is he compared to Vishnu or to me, Kaki The Warrior? Best for you to come to our side and take
your place on Earth as one of the dite. Y ou could become Lakshmi, a state others of our followers have
attained.” He nodded his massive head toward the group of Indians.

While | had been following his and Jeri's debate, the person he referred to had comein and dl the
Indians had risen to their feet. She was standing with their followers. Worshippers. It was very easy to
spot her. She was seven feet tall, at least, but was proportioned as normally as he was. One of her
breasts was covered by the white toga-like garment she wore, the other bare. | thought her boobs were
too big and hipstoo wide but | suppose that could be the woman part of me assessing another. Had it
not been for those little flaws she would have been beautiful despite her size.

"| agree with my wife. Y ou aremad, Kalki,” Kyle said with acalm forcefulness | could only admire,
congdering how close he was standing to that giant.

| recognized his voice and turned my gaze from Lakshmi back to the center of the room as he continued.

"Y ou are mad and must be suppressed. Neither the Cresperians nor the people of Earth deserve such as
you, nor do they want to follow your deranged philosophy.”

Kaki sared at Kyle with those unnerving, glittering obsidian eyes. Jeri made amotion toward Kyle asif
holding him back. Well, that'swhat it looked like. But surely he's not thinking of fighting thet
man-mountain, | told myself. | could only imagine the results, because Kylewasn't al thet big. The



disparity in szemadeit look asif Kaki could wad him up in his hands and toss him into atrash basket.

"Ah, you think you are awarrior, do you, little man? Do you redly bdievethe likes of you could defeat
me, Kaki TheWarrior? It islaughable. Y ou are the one who isinsane.”

"Not at dl,” Kyle said pleasantly as he removed hisjacket and began unbuttoning his shirt. “I seethat the
only way to convince you and your followersthat you are unfit to show Cresperians the human way isto
beat you to apulp. If that doesn't doiit, I'll haveto kill you.” He tossed the garmentsto Jeri. “Are you

reedy?'

"You?Kill me?’ Kalki roared with laughter. “ Come, then, little man! Cometo your death!” Hethrew his
head back and laughed again. No, he roared and ranted and bleated with mirth at the very thought that
Kyle might defeat him. Or maybe he waslaughing a the thought of killing Kyle and then turning hiswrath
onto Jeri and therest of us.

"Ah, shit,” Gene muttered. “I like him, but what can he possibly do againgt that giant?'

"Especidly without adingshot,” | said inandly.

"Try not to kill him, sweetheart,” Jeri said, loudly enough for everyoneto hear.

Theingtant that Kalki bowed his body forward, still laughing and holding his ssomach, Kyle charged.

| didn't believe it was happening. | was horrified. What was worse, Jeri quickly moved out of range, all
the way back to the front seats with Gene and me, giving them room.

The sound of thefirst blow Kyle struck waslike amaul hitting aside of beef or the bursting of amelon
dropped from aheight. It would have felled an ordinary man and knocked him unconscious. Kaki barely
moved. His laughter stopped abruptly, though, and he straightened up. He reached out asif to grab Kyle
and crush him but his hands met empty air and another loud wet smack of ahard, calloused hand meeting
unprotected flesh reverberated around the room.

Kaki grunted and sivung afist. It hit nothing. By then Kyle's body was a blur of motion, and the sound of
hands and feet, knees and elbows striking tissue so swift and hard it sounded like loud drums playing, a
tune of violence so fast and furious | couldn't follow it. Kalki staggered and moved thisway and that but
Kylewasdl over him, behind him, in front and to the Side, bent low one moment and feet |ashing out the
next. He was congtantly moving, whirling, striking and moving again, giving Kaki no chanceto set himsdlf
or even think. It was awvesome, like aman armed with only arevolver going up againgt amachine
gunner—and winning.

Blood spattered and flowed, and it al belonged to the giant Indian. Hisface was ared pulp, the black
eyes swelling closed, and even his chest and back were split in placesfrom therain of blows Kyle had
poured on him. And while he pummeled Kalki's head and chest, he struck what was the beginning of the
end: ahed kick to the sde of Kaki's knee. The sound was gridy. Even that giant couldn't stand with
every tendon in his knee snapped. One leg folded the wrong way and the purported god staggered. Y et
he was so solidly built that he till remained upright somehow. He spit blood from broken teeth and
mangled lips and went into adefensive position, arms covering his head and upper body. It made no
difference. Kyle kept moving, kept striking from different angles. Every blow drew agrunt of pain from
Kaki. | could tell the giant was about done by the duggishness of his moves, by the way he seemed to no
longer know where he was or what was happening.

| was so intent on the battle that | didn't know when Jeri grabbed my arm. She moved against meand |
suddenly redlized she was clutching me above the elbow and leaning heavily on my shoulder in order to



keep herself upright. Her eyes were closed and she had alook of awful concentration on her face, asif
some force was begating againgt her mind. While | was staring at her and wondering what on earth had
happened to her, | saw Kyle ddiver the coup de grace from the corner of my eye: a powerful hed kick
to the sde of the giant's remaining knee.

Kaki smply toppled. Hefell on hisside and tried to prop himsdlf up, but Kyle was having no part of it.
Hisfoot struck Kaki's chin. His massive head snapped back. Kyle whirled and his other foot lashed out,
hitting him squarely on his neck; just to the side of his Adam's apple. It must have shattered histrachea. It
would have killed an ordinary man and | had no doubt that was what Kyle intended. Somehow Kalki
kept breathing, but not for long. His massive body was now undefended, in perfect postion for atruly
killing blow. | think Kyle might have delivered it; but before he could, Jeri shouted a him.

"Kyle, watch out!"

Her voice stopped him. He looked back just intime. He must have fdlt like a cowboy who had falen off
his horse in the middle of a stampede, for aLakshmi was running toward him, and that had precipitated
the other Indiansto follow. She stopped suddenly asif she had momentarily forgotten what she was
doing, but the other Indians came on. She recovered and followed. Kylefelled the first two or three, then
went down under the swarm.

Our marines were aready moving to counteract the Indians, and Jeri, Gene and | followed in their wake,
along with the rest of our group. Soon the center of the domed room became amob scene with men and
women griking blows, faling, getting up, shooting and being shot.

Jeri was shouting, “Try not to kill them!” to the marines and then abruptly countermanded her own order.
"Mal! Themanintheblue shirt! Kill him!"

My gun was dready in my hand. I'd drawn it the moment | saw the mass exodus of the Indians from one
side of the room toward where Kyle and Kaki had been fighting. Or rather where Kaki had been getting
his ass pounded into the floor; the giant hadn't gotten in asingle blow.

| didn't question Jeri's order. The only reason | hesitated was so | could sort him out from the others and
not kill someone e se, because our people were intermingled with theirs and for amoment | couldn't see
who she meant. Then his head raised up from where Kyle was lying on the floor and he was separated
from the othersfor a second.

| took my shot and fired. Something had aready told me he was a Crispy who'd converted to human.
His stance, or theinflection in Jeri's voice, and the fact that he was pointed out to me as obvioudy more
dangerous than the others, al went into it. That waswhy | didn't aim for the body. A Crispy human could
have kept going with achest wound. His head was amuch smdler target, but | didn't hesitate. Hisright
eye blinked out and the back of his head exploded in aspray of blood and tissue, bone and brains.

Killing that convert didn't change much. The fight went on in atangle of intermingled bodies.

"Don't kill them!” Jeri shouted as she saw an opening and ran toward Kyl€'s prosirate form. Amazingly,
her voice rose over the mélée, clearly understandable, but shots kept ringing out and screams and shouts
mingled with the gunfire. Some of the Indians were armed, too. | ran after Jeri, and Gene was right
beside me carrying alittle automeatic pistol. We threaded our way through the throng toward where Kyle
and Kaki werelying.

The opening where I'd seen Jeri kneeling beside Kyle closed and they disappeared from sight. The whole
great roomwasin an uproar. | doubt that very many people understood what was going on. The impetus



was to protect and succor our own people and if any Indians got in the way, too bad. I'm sure the
Indians must have felt the same way, or perhaps worse. After dl, their god had been defeated. Perhaps
he was dead. He was as unmoving as Kyle. Maybe that hampered the Indians. | tried to smply fight my
way toward Jeri and Kyle and |et the marines take care of everything else, but | kept my pistol ready.

Unfortunately, there were too few marines for themto do it al, especialy with Jeri's admonition not to kill
hampering them. It left room for one more converted Crispy to get close to Jeri. He came wading
through the mass of bodieslike aboat moving through rough water. People stopped whatever mayhem
they were committing as he neared, just asthey had for the Lakshmi earlier. | had lost Sight of her after
shooting the converted Crispy threatening Kyle and Jeri and then lost her again as| tried to keep my
mind unhampered, knowing the new one was up to no good, and knowing what he was doing from past
experience, but it didn't work. He was befuddling whoever got in hisway by messing with their
short-term memory, including mine.

Thenext thing | knew Jeri wasfaling and Gene was shouting.

"No!” he screamed and a shot rang out amost in my ear. It stunned me and took away my hearing,
making me even more befuddled than | was from theloss of atiny dice of my life, afew moments worth
of memory.

A huge body fdll againgt me, taking us both to the floor with me on the bottom lying in a puddie of warm
liquid that | dimly realized must be blood. When a seven-foot-tal woman lands on you thereisn't much
room for doubt about gravity being aforce of nature. | was stunned into immobility while the fighting
swirled around me. Amazingly, | fill had my gunin my hand but even had | had the senseto useit right
then, | didn't have atarget. The Lakshmi was s0 large she was practically smothering me and her body
mass prevented me from seeing what was going on around me. | struggled to get out from under her,
using my enhanced musclesto shove her awvay.

When | could see again | was on the floor beside Gene and Jeri, both lying very ill. Kylewasjugt sitting
up and crawling over to Jeri. We were surrounded by what was |eft of the squad of marines. Beyond
them bodieslay helter skelter, most of them Indians. Crispies were streaming into the dome.

Jeri blinked her eyes. Kyle gave asigh of relief and knelt beside her. Her arms rose up and pulled his
face down for akiss. Afterward, she struggled to her feet with Kyl€e's support. | had thought they were
both dead but they seemed to be rlatively unharmed. Gene wasn't. He had been practically decapitated
by along, sharp curvy-bladed knife that was till impaed in hisneck and if that hadn't been enough, he
had aso been shot in the head. Even Crispies couldn't help him. | looked blegkly at Jeri.

"I'm sorry, Cherry. Hetook that knife in order to keep it from you. She came at uswidlding it and agun,
too. Yoursian't the only life Gene saved, but it was you he was thinking about.”

| stared down at his body and let the tears flow unchecked. My God, he must have loved me. |
shuddered &t the thought of that knife blade entering his neck and practically dicing his head off. | found
mysdf thinking through the tearsthat | was glad 1'd given him that one night together. | would have felt
worse than awful if | hadn't. Not after he died for me.

[Back to Table of Contents]
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

For awhile we didn't know what was going to happen. There had been more violence done in that dome
in 15 minutes than the whole of Cresperiahad seenin centuries. | knew it wasn't our fault but that didn't
necessarily mean anything. It was dmost certainly not what we, or the Crispies of any faction, had
expected. It certainly wasn't what our group had wanted. | doubted the Indians thought it would get to
the stage of fighting. They had probably thought Kaki would just awe us dl into submission.

The Crispies quickly began clearing the bodies out of the centra dome with manipulator carts. Jeri told us
not to worry, that they were being preserved until the various factions decided our fate.

"Our fate?” Kyle questioned. He finished buttoning his shirt back up and dipped into hisjacket.

"Bad choice of words,” Jeri reassured him. “No oneis going to hurt us, but there are a number of
different factions discussing the Situation with some e ders of various persuasons. We need to wait here.”

We retreated from the bloody areato the seats. | made no suggestions at al but smply followed aong.
My mind was gill numb over Genesdegth. | just couldn't picture that energetic, congenid grin being
goneforever.

Someone brought coffee. | accepted a cup and sipped at it. The aromatold me before | tasted. It was
heavily laced with something akin to brandy. | drank more of it and felt some of the numbnessleaving my
body. I blessed whoever thought of it. It gave me the energy to recuperate somewhat and take part in the
discussion that followed.

While we were waiting for the Crispies to decide what they were going to do, Jeri and Kylerelated their
part in the fracas. Mostly it squared with what | remembered, but there were lots of questions. | asked a
lot of them, smply to keep my mind off Gene.

"What were you whispering to Kyle so urgently about right before he chalenged Kaki?’ | asked Jexi.

"Oh, that. Kalki apparently never saw the need to enhance his musculature since he was so large. |
noticed it right away and told Kyle | thought he could take him if it cameto afight, and that | could keep
Kaki from using his perceptive senseif hetried. | redly wasn't expecting it to come down to abrawl,

though.”

"I was,” Kylesaid. “I've met hiskind before. He cameinto the dome prepared to dominate us and
nothing would have prevented it except our complete surrender. | just decided to get it over with, sinceit
was going to happen whether we liked it or not.” He shrugged like alittle boy caught stealing cookies that
would have been given to him anyway. “ Jeri had already told me he was only proportionately strong for
hissze, and | was pretty sure he wasn't the type to have practiced any of the martid arts, like | have
since way back when. And Jeri was going to keep his perceptive sensereined in.”

"Y ou were that certain he would want to fight rather than compromise?”
"Absolutdly, athough it wasn't much of afight."

"l agree now,” Jeri said. “1 should have trusted Kyle when he whispered to me that Kaki wanted to
demondtrate his superiority.” Sheleaned into him and he put an arm around her.

"| guessthat'swhy Jeri grabbed my arm, then. She must've been blocking Kaki. But what happened
when you got buried under dl the Indians?’ | asked Kyle. “| thought for sure they had killed you."



He chuckled but there waslittle mirth to it. “Once upon atime | saved my own life by playing dead. It
was along time ago, but | remembered how well it worked. All | had to do was lie there with my mouth
gaping open and my tongue hanging out. They pummeled me abit but didn't hurt me much—until
someone conked me with a piece of firewood. That was about the same time Kalki recovered enough to
know hewaslying next to me."

"Hrewood?'

" think it was someone's skull meeting yours, dear,” Jeri said. “Or ... maybe it was ersatz firewood, torn
from some furniture. Anyway, it put you out for aminute while | was beating my way to you. Then |
suddenly knew you were fighting for your lifeagain.”

"Yeah,” hesaid. “Jeri was till tying up Kalki's perceptive sense but | was groggy. He tried to choke me
to death and damn near succeeded. That'swhen | had to kill him."

"How? It sounds like he had the advantage.”

"It'sstrange. Despite the beating | gave him, he il didn't realize how much Jeri had enhanced my body.
He couldn't crush my trachea as he intended to, but it was avery near thing. | couldn't get my bregth.
That'swhen | used the last of my strength to poke my finger into one of his eyes and then the other.”

"Y ou killed him by poking him in the eye? Come on, Kyle.” He had to be kidding me.

"Well, | sort of kept poking. Y’ know?’ He extended hisfinger straight out to demondtrate. “ Right
through the eye socket and into hisbrain.”

| tried to visudizeit. “And that killed him?'

"l wiggled it. Back and forth and up and down. | scrambled hisbrainsuntil helet loose of my throat then
| finished thejob by crushing his trachea.”

| shuddered. “God, Kyle, that's ... gory!"

"Yup, surewas. He deserved it, though. Even then, | might have stopped, but Jeri wasred close and she
suddenly fell. I couldn't waste any more time on him. So | gooshed him, but good."

"So then what happened to you?’ | said to Jeri. “I saw you fdl but didn't know what did it."

"Oh, I was so mad at mysdlf. | migudged Kalki, or the Crispy who became Kaki, and how thoroughly
he had convinced some of the Crispies of the benefits of converting to human. | dso never thought any of
his convertswould try to kill me while the elders were observing. Even after the fighting Started, the
eldersknew | didn't want any killing, because they heard me say so. And findly, since he and his partner
aready had more than enough Lakshmi to satisfy their sexua desires, | was sure they would discourage
any Crispy from converting to femae. | waswrong and | dmost died because of it. One Crispy had
converted to human femae and had subsequently had sex with one of Kaki'sfollowers. That convinced
her Kalki wasright. Then when she thought her lover was dying, she went alittle berserk. Uh,
berserk-ER. Shetried to kill me with a powerful surge of letha perception. There were two things that
saved me: one, that | dready had my own perceptive sense at such ahigh level from fending Kalki off of
Kyle, and two, | wasfurioudy angry that Gene was dying and | couldn't help. Crispies, even Crispiesin
their new human form, aren't used to anger. She wasn't expecting it and it delayed her a second or two.
Nevertheless, | was knocked cold.”

Christ! And | thought I had been in on most of the action, but it turned out 1'd missed some of the most
important byplay.



"So what kept the Crispy from killing you once you were unconscious?’
"Why, you did, Cherry!"
"l did? How?'

She sared at me asif | was crazy, and | was beginning to think | might be. | sure didn't remember any
femae Crigpy. Oh! Memory lossfrom a Crigpy. That had to beit. But...

Jeri smiled and shook her head. *Y ou were stunned when Gene killed the only other mae Crispy and
then waskilled himsdf by the Lakshmi widlding that knife. Y ou shot the Lakshmi first and then the femae
Crigpy, both in the head. At the last moment the Crispy tried to prevent it by taking your short-term
memory. She succeeded, obvioudly, but not soon enough. Y our finger was dready pulling thetrigger.”

"But ... how did | know shewasa Crigpy?| know | don't go around killing women just for fun!”

"Of course not, Cherry. But give that fine mind of yours some credit. She obvioudy wasn't from our ship,
and shewas near mewhen | fell. She dso hadn't been human long and you subconscioudly noticed the
difference. Y ou put two and two together and did exactly what you should have. Gene saved your life...
but you saved mine."

| had to St down. Everything that had happened surged into my mind at once. | didn't say another word
until | had finished the “brandy” and coffee. It helped me sort out al the pieces and put them together in
proper order. While | was doing that, Jeri had gone to report the events to Captain Becker.

Kyle sat down beside me. | looked at him dmost asif he were astranger. He smiled gently at me.
"What'sfunny?’ | asked belligerently. No one should be smiling. Not now. Not after that massacre.
"Nothing at dl, Mai. | wasjust paying tributeto awarrior.”

"Y ou were? Who?'

"Why, you, of course. You've proven it over and over on thistrip. If you weren't such agreat geneticist
I'd say you missed your cdling.”

"| think | need another drink,” | said weekly.

* * * %

A little later we were told we could go back to our own dome. | went straight to my room and sprawled
out face down on the bed. | cried for what seemed like an endlesstime, but finally the tears stopped. |
got up and took a shower and changed clothes. It made me feel much better in an odd sort of way. |
toweled my hair asdry as | could, then went back out into the lobby. From the looks of them, everyone
else had damp hair, too. | couldn't blame them for wanting to wash off after the blood bath we'd been

through.

There was fresh coffee. | drew acup but didn't add anything to it. Just coffee. | sat with some of the
young marinesfor awhile. | told them how much we al appreciated the way they had protected the
cdvilians

"From what | saw and heard, | think you did abit yourself, malam,” a corpora told me respectfully.
Others of them nodded.

"Thirdtime” | said. The remark came out of the blue.



"Third timewhat?’ the corpora asked, confused. | looked at his nametag. It read Miller.

"That thislittle Smith and Wesson has saved my life,” | said, patting the side pocket of my windbreaker.
"May | see?"

| gjected the cartridge, removed the clip and handed it over.

He examined it with aprofessond interest. “Nice."

"Ma?'

| looked around. It was Jeri.

"Come on. The tender isgoing back up and Captain Becker wants to see some of usin person.”

| retrieved my wegpon and stood. “Nice talking to you, fellows,” | said and waved goodbye.

* k% k %

An hour later we were on the way to the Galactic. It made meredize | had forgotten al about what our
friends the Snappers might have been up to, but | didn't ask about them. | didn't want to know. What |
wanted to know was what the Crispies had decided. Since | was sitting with Kyle and Jeri, it was easy to
find out.

"Some factions of the Crispies aren't very happy with us, but the mgority are prepared to work with us,”
Jeri told me.

"Inwhat way?'

She sighed. “It's not easy to explain. Whenever I've had time I've talked to friends | had here before | 1eft
on our spaceship. They areintrigued at the change in my ... not attitudes but..."

"Point of view?’ Kyle offered.

"Something like thet, but more.” She looked pensive for amoment, dmost guilty. | wasjust getting ready
to ask her what was bothering her when shelet it out.

"I can tell you something now that | couldn't earlier. Do you remember those three Crispieswho were
present for the, uh, meeting?"

"Some mesting!” Kyleinterjected.

"Y es, dear. Anyway, those three were not only elders, but three of the most powerfully perceptive
Crigpies on the planet. They had learned both Indian and enough English to get dong in it beforehand.

Y ou know how quickly we pick up languages. Anyway, they were observersbut were also ... merged ...
with many more Crispieswho were, in turn, following the proceedings through them. Our audience was
much bigger than you knew. The only other person | told was Kyle."

| stared a him. “ And you attacked Kaki when you knew those supermen were observing every little
emotion and intention™?”"

"It didn't go that deep, Cherry. We can't read minds any more than you can. Even when removing
short-term memory we don't know what the person was truly thinking. It'sjust aprocess. No ... oh,
never mind that. Kyle knew he was being watched but he aso knew they were waiching Kalki even
more. Kaki didn't redizeit, but he hadn't made a very good impression on most Crispies, or hewould



have had more than just those three converts. Anyway, Kyle wasn't taking orders, even from me. He just
did what hefdt wasthe right thing—and they could sense that. On the other hand, they could sense that
al Kaki wanted was power.

"Whilethey can't fed degp emotion, they can sense how it works for me, like how much | love Kyle, for
example, or how deeply troubled | was at what the Indians were doing here. They've aso been speaking
with Gordon through one of the gizmos they put together and wired into our com. Between him and me,
welve about convinced them that being human is something very good indeed, if gone about in theright
way. And Cherry, | told them how you figured that out. Y ou've got afan club here.”

"Whet!?'

Shelaughed merrily. “Uh-huh. Not redlly, of course but there are quite a number of Crispieswho would
readily convert to human so long as you were in charge of the proceedings.”

"Hmm. | don't know how to takethat.” | redly didn't. And I didn't know how it was going to affect me
yet, elther.

"Just take it as it comes. Captain Becker will have moreto say after we arrive.”
"Il bet!"

| spent the rest of the trip to orbit wondering exactly what the outcome of al the happenings on the planet
was going to be. | aso tried to imagine what kind of impression we'd made on those three old Crispies
with the super perceptive sense. God, what they must have been thinking! And how on earth did they
stand to perceive dl that violence when they weren't used to such? | was ready to barf, and I'd aready
experienced two battles with the Snappers.

And cometo think of it, Jeri till hadn't said what they wanted from us, if anything. Or whether they
would cooperate in some things we wanted, like preparing a defense against the Snappers or giving us
the meansto either outrun them or destroy them so we could warn Earth.

Shucks, | till didn't know what they intended to do with the Indians, either. Or the Chinesg, if they
showed up. | didn't give the Idamic Confederation much chance of building an interstellar ship even if
they did still have one Crispy.

[Back to Table of Contents)
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CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
Dianne found me dmost as soon as | cleared the tender bay.

"Miss Trung, the captain wantsto see you in his cabin in one hour. | have some coffee waiting on you in
your stateroom and made sure you had clean clothes ready.”

"Dianne, you are awonder. That's not even in your job description, but thanks. Thanksalot, and | mean
it"

She amiled prettily. “Y our image reflectson me.”
"Sureit does. I'll tell you about our trip when | get achance.”
"Pleasdl”

| laughed ruefully and hurried off. Now what? Becker surely must aready know everything important that
had happened, so what could he want me for? Were the Snappers acting up again? No, or | would have
seen sgnsof genera quarters. | shrugged and went on about my business.

Dianne had laid out atrim pair of red dacks and awhite blouse. They werefine. What redlly needed
attention was my hair! Evidently one of the Indian Amazons must've gotten a handful of it a some point,
and it was awreck, broken and torn. My scalp felt bruised, too. | spent most of my hour trying to get my
locks back into some semblance of repair.

When | reported to the captain's cabin there were others present, but not many. XO Edward Prescott
was one. Jeri was there, but not Kyle. Gordon was Sitting in arelaxed attitude and |ooked happy for
some reason. A couple of others.

Becker stood when | entered the room. He reached across the conference table to shake my hand.

"Thanks for coming, Mai. WEll get to businessin amoment. For now, would you like adrink? Coffee?’
Herased hisbrowsinvitingly.

"Both, sir. About onethird brandy if you have it and two thirds coffee."

In aminute there was abig mug in front of me, steaming faintly. It was topped by whipped cream. The
aromawas magical. Jamesons, maybe? The captain had good tagte. | wasted no time sampling it and it
tasted asgood asit smelled. | made a note to mysdlf not to drink too much of it because therewasa
miasmaintheair, asif | was being offered alast indulgence before being made to walk the plank. The
café royale was so good that it might have been worth it, though.

"Now then.” Becker crossed hislegs and leaned back comfortably in his chair. “The Snapper ship has
retreated to the edge of our ability to monitor it. We don't know what that means other than they aren't a
concern to usright now. That gives ustimeto relax and enjoy acongenia drink while we discuss other
subjects of importance.

"I've been told that some Cresperians are interested in converting to human and going back to Earth with
us. That donewould condtitute a successful mission for the Galactic. However, our timeislimited. Our
primary mission wasto find Cresperia. Weve done that, but now weve unintentionally been given
another mission, that of warning Earth of inhospitable diens™

He stopped to make surewe were dl following him. | was, so far, but still didn't know what he was



leading up to. Seeing that no one intended to comment, he went on.

"I'm hoping the Cresperians will agree to retrofit our ship with better weapons before we leave if they
can. I'm not counting on it, though. They didn't seem too interested when Jeri approached them.”

"They ill might, Captain. | think it depends on what else the Snapper ship does.” Jeri tried to look
hopeful.

Henodded. “Yes. Wedll, well see. | said that some Crispies wanted to convert to human and go home
with us. Alternatively, I'm told one faction of them would like some humansto stay here and help others
in converting to human. They would provide very reasonable living conditions for what would certainly be

along say."

He paused to sip at his drink, which gave me amoment to consider what hed said. | began to get the
idea about the time he resumed spesking.

"They inssted that one of our human Crispies stay aswell, so that they can be certain the conversons go
smoothly. Gordon Stuart has very kindly volunteered to fill that position. However, | dso want someone
down therewho isfamiliar with the intricacies of Crispies converting to humans, particularly to human
males”

Hewas looking directly at me. Curioudly, so was Gordon, who was sitting next to him. | met Gordon's
gazefirst. He was relaxed and his smile was clearly meant for me. All a once | knew what he wanted,
not only now but in the future. Had he been pining away for meal thistime?1 didn't think so—hadn't
thought so, anyway—but | could see the desire in his damnably gorgeous bedroom eyes now. They
seemed to see right through me. While no one else was looking a him, he winked at me. | dmost burst
out laughing, and might have, had the Situation not been so serious. Instead | turned to Captain Becker.

"| assumethat's me you're talking about, Sir.”

"Yes. Itisyou. | don't want to order you to stay here, but it would certainly be for agood cause. Y ou
could repair some of the damage the Indians did, and at the same time, begin forming Crispy humans
who would share our world view."

| could understand that. It wasimportant. But ... “How long are you thinking of, Captain?”

He shrugged. “ At least until General Haley gets his ship back to Earth and another ship comesthisway. |
passed on to him the direction we intended to go and we didn't deviate too much from it even whiletrying
to outrun the Snappers. I'm sure the government will send more heavily-armed shipsin view of what he
raninto. I'll betaking the Galactic directly home, of course. That way, another mission can get back
here sooner."

There was onelittle factor he wasn't saying anything about. Sure, General Haley probably got the Zeng
Wu back safely, but there was no guarantee. Another Snapper ship could have followed him, for al we
knew. It was a sure bet so far as| was concerned that they wanted to find our home world. | was pretty
sure they could have wiped out either ship if they'd wanted to, but they choseto let them go. Also, there
was no guarantee he would get the Galactic home safely, either, better weapons or not. So what it came
down to wasthat if | stayed | might be marooned for along, long time. | glanced at Gordon again. He
seemed to be musing now and wasn't aware of my look unless he was using his perceptive sense. Maybe
marooned, | told mysalf. No, be honest. Not maybe. If | stayed, probably marooned. At the very least |
would belooking at along stay on Cresperia.

"What about the Indians, Sr?’ | said. It was a sudden thought.



"They're gone. Hometo Earth, presumably, with the remainder of their crew. And much humbled, |
bdieve"

"Tall between their legs, you mean,” Prescott muttered under his breath with no little satisfaction. The
corners of Becker's mouth quirked briefly.

"I need to think abouit this, captain. How long before | must make adecison?’ | asked, thoughtswhirling
amogt asbadly as my emotions.

"Theres4till lotsto tak to the Cresperians about,” Jeri said. “There's dso going to be a couple of more
shuttle tripsto get everything down that needsto stay with the colony here.”

"Who e se besdes me and Gordon?'

"Eugene and Margie Preconder have volunteered. Some of the few marines we have left will be Staying; a
couple of officers. A physician.”

| figured he ddliberately didn't tell me who each person was so that it would seem more casud; there
was, | decided, some probability that afew had been ordered, rather than volunteered. | hoped not, and
knowing the captain, he wouldn't have done it unless he'd had to, to ensure an appropriate number of
defenders.

| nodded slently, then added, “1 ... give me abit of timeto think."

" She's been through alot, Captain,” Jeri said quietly. “1'd hate to think how I'd fedl if I'd lost Kyle, and
she'slost two men she cared about lately.”

"I know,” Becker said softly. “I hate to be asking. And that's one reason for her drink. | thought she
could useit about now."

"Thank you, Sr,” | said gratefully. “ So how long do | have to decide?’

"Take acoupleof days. It'll bethat long, at least, before we have everything set up. Longer, if the
Crigpies outfit uswith abit of offensve and defensive gear. Isthat enough?”’

"Yes, gr, | think s0."
"Good. Dismissed.”

* * % %

As| headed back to my quarters, Gordon fell into step beside me. “ Areyou okay?’ he asked gently.
"To be honest, | dunno, Gordon,” | answered heavily. “I will be, though."

"I know. You dwaysare."

That got awan smile out of me. “You're biased.”

"Mmm ... yesand no."

| snorted.

When we arrived at my quarters, hefollowed mein. “Gordon,” | began, turning toward him, “I'm reglly
not inthe mood..."



"l know,” hereplied, “but I'm here on orders.”
"Orders?'

"Jeri'sand Dr. Honeywel's. They know—we know—how upset you are. I'm hereto just be with you.”
Heled meto the armchair and sat me down in it, then knelt before me. “Mai, we do need to talk,

though.”
| nodded, suspecting some of what was coming. He still managed to surprise me, though.

"The reason they asked meto stay with you for now is because they know how | fed ... or at least, Jeri
does,” Gordon corrected himsdlf. “1 love you, Mai. Asmuch as Jeri lovesKyle. | didn't redly know it
until I'd been human for awhile, but the night you ... showed me what lovemaking could be, | ... | was
certain.” He paused and swallowed. “It's been hard. | knew you weren't interested, and | tried to move
on, like you wanted. But no one else waslike you. No one ese touched me ... here,” he put hisfingertip
on his breastbone, “like you do.

"I'm not trying to pressure you into anything, Cherry,” he continued, an earnest expression on his
handsome face. “1 just want you to know that I'm staying on Cresperia. If you chooseto stay, I'll be
overjoyed, and | swear | will try to court you as properly as possible, given Cresperiaisn't Earth. But if
you chooseto go, | won't chase you, or try to convince you differently. I'll stay here; but more than likely,
| won't form a permanent attachment with awoman, or at least not for avery long time, even by Crispy
terms™

Coming from a Crispy human, that said volumes. | didn't know what to think, and | certainly didn't know
how to fed. Tearswelled in my eyes.

"Hush, hush,” he murmured soothingly, risng and pulling me to my feet. “I wanted you to know that, so
you'd understand that there's someone here who loves you, looking after you.”

And with that, he turned and sat in the armchair, then pulled me down into hislap and wrapped hisarms
around me. | went willingly.

"Now,” he said softly, “have you cried for Juan and Gene yet?'
"Some” | admitted, sniffling.

"Not enough,” he declared, putting his hand on my head and easing it to hischest. “Let it out, Cherry. Let
it out, love."

How he had turned the tables and gotten to be the counsdlor, I'll never redly understand. But in that
moment al | knew wasthat | was safe in the strong, gentle arms of someone who loved me. | turned my
faceinto hischest and cried my eyesout, for along, long time.

* k x %

Gordon stayed the rest of the evening, seeing to it that we both ate properly without having to go to the
ship's mess, and that | had aquiet, early evening. He was agood companion, thoughtful and considerate
and understanding. | didn't protest when he put me to bed, but | was surprised when he didn't leave. He
rummaged in a storage closet and extracted a pare pillow and a blanket, then moved nearby. | sat upin
bed.

"Gordon, what are you doing?"'

"Following orders™



"What do you mean?"

"I'm supposed to watch you overnight. Jeri didn't want you having nightmares and waking up alone. And
neither do1.” He plopped the pillow into the armchair and sat.

"You ... youregoing to deepinthechar?"

"Yes"

"That's going to be damned uncomfortable.”

"| told you, Cherry. I'm not going to pressure you.”

And with that, he settled down to deep.

* k k %

The next morning after breakfast, Gordon led meto Jeri and Kyl€'s quarters and left me therewith a
gentle hug.

"Hi,” Kyle greeted me cheerfully. “Y ou're off duty, pending your decision, so don't even think about
going to your office today."

"S0 ... what am | doing here?’ | wondered.

"Spending time with grateful friends,” Jeri smiled. “Friendsthat have been there and lisgen well if you need
to talk. Or can talk about other thingsif you'd rather. Or just be silent, or play card games, or whatever
you need right now."

| nodded, not quite trusting myself to speak yet. After afew moments of swalowing avery large knot
that had formed in my throat, | finally managed, “I don't think I'm ready to ... to talk, yet."

"Then we do something else,” Kyle decreed. “Movie, cards, generd scientific shop talk, old Playboys,
charades?’

"Hell, Kyle,” Jeri muttered, “what alist.” Kyle's eyestwinkled mischievoudy.

That managed to get asnicker out of me. “It'stoo early for amovie,” | decided. “How about a game of
cards?'

"Name your poison,” Kyle declared, going to the wall and opening one of the hidden cabinets. “ Poker,
bridge, spades, rook, hell, Jeri even brought dong Old Mad."

That got more than asnicker, which was, judging by his smirk, exactly what he'd intended. “ Poker and
some whisky—no, it'stoo early for that, too. Just poker.”

We played poker, mostly TexasHold * Em, until lunchtime, but we didn't play for anything except fun. At
lunchtime, Gordon stopped by, and Jeri invited him to join usfor the meal. He shot aquick, querying
glance a me, then relaxed, and | redlized his perceptive sense had told him he was welcome.

We headed for ship's mess together, a companionable foursome. No, acompanionable double date, |
suppose | should say. Because that's how it felt.

We got atablefor four and sat down to eat. By and large, everyone el se left us done, dthough afew of
the soldier types came by and patted each of us on the shoulder, asilent, comrades-in-arms
acknowledgement. Of ability, and of grief shared. | accepted it asit was offered, and handled it okay, |



SUppOSE.

After lunch the four of uswent back to Jeri's and Kyl€e's quarters. By that time it was tacitly accepted that
Gordon would stay; even though | hadn't made up my mind, it was good knowing he was there and that
he cared. We made some smdl talk initidly, then Jeri turned to Gordon.

"I'm glad you're here, Gordon,” she said. “I've been wanting to talk to you ... about..."
"Yes,” Gordon agreed. “Me, too. The sickbay experience, with the dying marine.”

"Exactly. | wanted to ... | dunno, compare notes, try to understand. Kyle and | have done alot of
discussion, but since he didn't fed it, | wanted to talk to you, too."

"I think that isan excellent plan, Jeri,” Gordon agreed immediately. “But ... whereto start?”

"How about by explaining what you ... sensed ... to Kyleand me?” | suggested. “1've always found that
teaching isthe best way to understanding. If you grasp a concept well enough to explain it to someone
else, you have to understand it pretty well."

Jeri and Gordon nodded thoughtfully. “Very well,” Gordon said. “It seemsreasonable. First of dl, you
know that our mathematicians have constructed a proof that thereis no Supreme Being. And likely no
dterlife”

Kyleand | both nodded.

"Yet,” Jeri pointed out, “as amathematician mysdf, | have begun to redlize there may be more than the
oneway to interpret that proof."

More nods.

"So imagine my agitation,” Jeri continued, “when, instead of the smple diffusion of ... of, essence, into the
quantum foam that | expected, that 1'd ways encountered before, that young marinejust...”

"Left,” Gordon said blankly, finishing for her. “Not adisspation, not adispersd, not even an abrupt
vanishing into nothingness.”

Jeri nodded. “Heleft,” she elaborated, “just ... left. Without fear.”
"Maybehewilledit,” | suggested. “ Even the human mind is powerful enough for some amazing things"

"Maybe,” Jeri agreed. “I know that afew Crigpies believe that, when we die, we go into another
exigence in the quantum foam, but I've never experienced it. The only other time I've ever experienced
anything remotely like it was when Swavely died. He didn't exactly dissipate, either, but it wasn't ... he
didnt ... hedidn't leave,” shefindly finished, somewhat lamdly. “Hewent, more or lessdl at once, sort
of likewhat were talking about now. Not as, as*‘firmly,” though. Swavely and Murphy both went into
the quantum foam, but...” She hesitated.

"Go on, Jeri,” Gordon urged.

"No, you explain, Gordon,” Jeri said, obvioudy uncomfortable. “I want to seeif you and | perceived it
the same way. | didn't notice anything after Swavely died, but, but | might have been too upset to ‘ se€’ it.
Or maybeit just didn't happen. | don't know. I'm totally confused.”

Gordon nodded. “It's like Murphy's soul went through it, or beyond it, or, or something,” he ended, a a
lossfor words. “Like there's something past the foam, or the foam isn't All, like wed thought.”



Kyle considered that for abit. “Maybeit's not. After all, theré's dways anew discovery just over the
metaphorica horizon. Newtonian physics was fine until Eingtein came dong, and then there was rdldivity,
which explained everything until quantum mechanics came aong. Now therés unredlity physics. Standsto
reason there's something more to discover. | wouldn't go so far ascaling it asoul in the classica sense
just yet, though.”

"Areyou saying...?" Jeri queried.

"I'm saying that we only know what we know,” Kyle pointed out reasonably. “1 never said that there
wasn't Something, or Someone, Else out there. | just said | hadn't seen any proof of it, personally. If |
dart seeing proof, well ... that's different.”

"Therésmore,” Gordon stated hesitantly. “When Murphy's essence ... left,” he stated, “it ... | don't know
what it was. The quantum foam ... it ... reacted.”

"What?” Kyleand | both exclaimed in unison.

Gordon nodded. “I'm not sureif Jeri noticed this. And I'm not certain, myself, but ... it waslikeit, | don't
know quite how to describeit,” he said unhappily, obvioudy confused and conflicted. “Churned? Boiled?
Swirled? Not violently, but...” He shrugged. “If | wereto personify it in order to classify thereaction, I'd
say it welcomed him. But personifying thefoamiis... well, it makes about as much sense as saying
interstellar space thinks."

Jeri stared at him. “1t reacted? Like aresponse? Gordon, are you sure?’

Gordon shook hishead. “No, like | said, I'm not sure,” he murmured. “I'm not sure of anything, at this
point.”

We dl pondered that for amoment. Suddenly amemory popped out of my mouth. “Hislast words were,
‘It'shere!l” And thelook on hisface ... waslike he saw, and recognized, whatever ‘it" was."

"Yes,” Gordon nodded. “And hisemotiona response, and that statement, coincided within nanoseconds
of the ... event ... in the quantum foam."

Kyle shrugged. “Maybe you were right, baby, when you postulated that we al go into thefoam,” hetold
Jeri. “It might explain certain Stuations where probabilities are skewed from the theoretical. Or certain
paranormal eventsfor that matter. I've had a couple of weird things happen that can't be put down to
coincidence."

"Or maybe there's more to it than the foam,” Jeri pondered. “Oh, | don't know,” she said then, throwing
up her handsin aggravation. “ Thereisn't enough datafor meto interpret. Gordon?"

Gordon shook hisheed. “I agree; insufficient data. Vastly insufficient. | do know | should liketo look into
it abit further, now. Especidly after thisincident. Perhgps humans and Cresperians together can discover
something that either done could not.”

"I'mup for that, | think,” | decided. “If | stay on Cresperia, maybe we can do some research on the
subject, and even come up with some viable experiments.”

Gordon'seyeslit up. “An excdlent plan, Cherry. | would like that."

"And it would give you something to do in addition to mentoring Crispy conversonsto human,” Jeri
offered.



"True,” | agreed. “Assuming,” | added with awry, one-sided smile, “we can do it without killing anybody
de"

"Then may | suggest we adjourn the discussion for now, before we start having to shovel horse manure
out of here and into the head, and go for some lighter entertainment?’ Kyle said, cutting hiseyes
meaningfully & me. | pretended not to notice.

Jeri and Gordon tried to hide their guilty starts. “Works for me, sweetheart,” Jeri said in asmooth segue.

"I was watching an old sciencefiction movie the other night,” Gordon offered up, “and found it incredibly
funny, especidly in our current historical context. It had aperson in afurry bipedd animd suit, saving that
the head had been replaced with a crude space hdmet. | couldn't help but wonder what the filmmakers
would have made of us, Jeri, inour origina Crispy form."

Theroom burgt into laughter. “1 know that one,” | snickered. “A baddie, but goodie.
"Shal | fetch it to watch?” Gordon grinned.
"Oh, please do,” Kyle guffawed.

Gordon was out the door and back with the movie in short order, while Jeri made popcorn. Laughing
uproarioudy, we al watched the movie, then asecond, beforeit wastimefor dinner. We headed for the
mess again, with resultsidentical to lunch, then broke up for the evening. Kyle and Jeri headed back to
their quarters, and Gordon turned away toward his. | grabbed his hand before he could leave.

"Gordon, would you come with me? Just for alittlewhile?1, | need to know something."

He turned toward me, an eyebrow cocked. | had noillusonsthat | was hiding much from his perceptive
sense, but that was okay. | smply didn't want to discuss the matter in public.

He walked beside meto my quarters, and | let usin. Once the door was closed, | turned to him. “I need
to know something before | decide anything,” | explained. “It's not exactly about you. It's about myself.
But | need your help.”

Gordon nodded. “It's your move, Cherry."

He stood very 4ill as| did my hand up his chest, around his neck, and into his soft, wavy hair. | tilted his
head down as | leaned up. Our lips met, and he let his part. | kissed him deeply, and after only afew
moments he began responding in kind. My other arm did around his neck, and his arms gently enveloped
me, holding me close while il dlowing me room—to escape, | suppose.

But | didn't want to escape. I'd learned what | wanted to know: the spark was there, and as we kissed, it
ignited into flame. | pressed close, wanting more, and his armstightened in response. After awhile he
picked me up and carried meto the armchair, sitting down with mein hislap. There, we continued to kiss
and caress and cuddle for over an hour.

Findly | got up and caught his hand, tugging him into my bedroom. | reached for his shirt and unfastened
it, throwing it to one Side, then began caressing his chest. He had aready been breathing heavily, and
now a pant escaped him.

"Cherry, are you sure about this?” he asked softly.
"Yeah, 'msure”



Our undressing was hdf utilitarian and haf driptease. By the time we both got in bed, he was obvioudy
more than ready, and | redized he'd done alittle tinkering in the regions below the waist: he'd enhanced
his assets. Not unreasonably so, but wow, did he look good.

But ingtead of pulling meto him, or rolling on top of me, he bent over me. Delicate yet hungry kisses
contacted my bare skin and trailed across my body. Flame became bonfire as| caressed himin return.

Findly | playfully pushed him on his back and crawled onto him. He grinned up a me, those beadtiful
hazel bedroom eyes coming into play again. It suddenly dawned on methat with Gordon, | didn't haveto
worry about my increased strength. | could turn loose and let go. And | did.

But to my surprise, he was the one who held out. And held out. And held out. The hormonally-teenage
Crispy human had matured into aman, regardless of what his chronologica age may have been. By my
fourth climax, he had me groaning. On my fifth, | was screaming. And he was il going strong. The hell
with bonfire; thiswaswildfire, and | wasrevdinginit. By number six, | screamed out inginctively.
“Gordon! | loveyou!” | heard his gasp, redized what my subconscious had said, and knew | meant
every word. So did he. And dammit, it was histurn!

Somewherein the course of things, he'd gotten back on top. So | flipped us over and went at him. In
seconds he was panting, then gasping, moving with me as desire built between usto the flashpoint.

He arched and fairly roared my name, and even without a perceptive sense, | felt him finally lose contral.
| let go at the same time, and baritone and ato voicesjoined in aharmony as perfect astheir owners
bodies.

* * * %

There was no question of him staying the night. We cuddled after that, content in each other'sarms. “This
is... adream, Cherry,” he whispered, dmost disbelieving. “I wanted ... but | never redly thought..."

| shrugged, then grinned. “One more thing you gottalearn about us humans, Gordon. Sometimeswe miss
what's right under our noses.”

"You Hill need to grieve and recover,” he pointed out.

"Yeah,” | said, sobering immediatdly as Juan's and Gene's faces flashed into my mind. “But just like you
converted to human better with someone beside you to help, I'll heal emotiondly alot better if you're
besdeme”

"Then that'swhere I'll stay,” he declared. “1 assume you've made up your mind?'
"Yep. I'm staying. I'll tell the cgptain ... in the morning.”

"Good,” he said with adevilish grin, rolling back on top of me.

[Back to Table of Contents]
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CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

The next morning there was agenerd cal of officersand crew chiefs. At the meeting, | announced my
decision to stay on Cresperiato Captain Becker and his officers, Gordon beside me. Jeri and Kyle were
there, too. They all nodded, pleased, then JFK stepped forward from his place beside Doc Honeywell.

"I'll be staying, too,” he noted. “We figured you might need some medica support, and frankly, | find it
aninteresting chdlenge.”

"One of the nurses has volunteered, aswell,” Honeywell added. “ Y ou'll have asmadll, but effective,
sickbay dthough | doubt it will be used much with Crispies around.”

"Sounds good, anyway,” | decided. “Whao'sin charge of the place?'

"Before we discuss that, we should probably fill the two of you in on what happened during your deep
shift,” Becker noted with agrim face, and my heart sank.

"That doesn't sound good,” Gordon said with some trepidation.

"It'snot,” Jeri said, and the anger in her voice was evident. “The Snappers got impatient. They attacked
oneof our cities"

Gordon and | both gasped. “Which one?’ he asked anxioudly.
"Xxtrflm,” Jeri responded. “Evidently they have sensorsthat can detect underground population centers.”
"How bad?’ Gordon groaned, and | remembered something he'd said about friends there.

"Not bad,” Kyle grinned wolfishly. “ Jeri's friends listened to her and convinced the eders it was better to
be safe than sorry. So they constructed some force screens, smilar to what your starships use, around
the main cities. And it wasn't the big ship that attacked, it was another of the smaller scouts.™

"So Xxtrflm wasn't harmed?” Gordon asked, face lightening.
"Not abit,” Jeri smiled. “The Snappers, on the other hand..."

"Let'sjust say that aforce screen wasn't the only thing they adapted,” Prescott said in satisfaction.
“Those disntegrator beams of yours scae up redly nicely even if they don't have much range.”

| decoroudly refrained from punching afist into the air.

"Gordon, our friends have agreed that the Galactic needs force shielding and at |east one disintegrator
cannon, too,” Jeri noted. “ They're congtructing them right now."

"S0, in answer to your question, Mai,” Becker resumed, “there will be three colony leaders. A
triumvirate, of sorts. Mgor Bennett, the ranking marine who's volunteered, will head up the military.
Gordon will lead the Crispies, human or indigenous. And you will heed up the civilian Earth humans.”

"Shit,” popped out of my mouth before | thought. | hadn't expected that. “Er, sorry, Sir."

Thistime agrin did appear on Becker's face, and damn but it looked good. Hisface didn't show any
sgnsof bresking, after dl. In fact, he was downright handsome with that smile. *Y ou've performed inan
exemplary fashion. Both asa scientist and awarrior. | think youre up to it, and so is Gordon.”



"Thank you, Sr,” Gordon said, and I'll be damned if he didn't execute a perfect sdute.

Grin broadening, Becker returned it with respect.

* k k %

It took two more weeksto properly ouitfit the Galactic and get al the necessary suppliesfor the colony
offloaded to planet. During that time, the Snapper ship faded from our scanners completely, and we had
hopes the Crispies had driven them off. Certainly the unmanned freighters now plied their lanes
unmolested.

And Gordon and | only grew closer. It wasn't long before | realized that Gordon and | were developing
what Jeri and Kyle had, and we were both happy and content in that. | didn't know if Crispies had
anything like amarriage ceremony, and strongly suspected they didn't, but that was okay. We knew who
and what we were to each other. After the first week, we moved planetside to the colony, only needing
one housing unit.

"Everything'sadmost ready, Cherry,” Gordon told me enthusiastically asthe date for the Galactic's
departure drew near. “We have enough prepackaged food to last until we can ... gene-gineer ... enough
food that Crispies and humans can both eat, and we've got defensive and offensive weapons ready. And
S0 does the Galactic.”

"I know,” | agreed. “But | fill have afeding ... it may be along time before we see our friends from the
Galactic, Gordon."

"Yes,” he said, sobering. “But well manage, Cherry. We have each other.”
"Wedo, Gordon,” | said, kissing his cheek. “We do."

* * * %

We had a ceremony the evening before they |eft orbit. The big amphitheater where Kyle had beaten the
Indian “god” had been totdly gutted and refitted to diminate dl reminders of the fight, and now the
auditorium on board ship was visible on abig viewscreen there. Captain Becker declared the Cresperian
faction that favored interstellar exploration to be alies of Greeat Britain and the United States of America
of Earth, Sol system. The Crispy eders, while declining to become involved in anything except minima
defense, at least agreed to stay neutral. Gordon thinks they will come around eventudly. It just takesa
long timefor the older onesto do things. They did thank usfor the enlightenment of intelligent interspecies
contact and cooperation, and acknowledged gain on both sides. That was more than he and Jeri
expected so | have great hopes.

Then it wastime for the goodbyes. That was hard. None of us knew when, or even if, we'd be seeing
each other again. There were afew tears shed, and I'm not ashamed to admit | was one of ‘em doing the
shedding.

But not because | wanted to go back to Earth, only because I'd missmy friends. | had what | truly
needed. And al of that wasin one package standing right beside me. And his name—the one | could
readily pronounce, anyway—was Gordon Stuart.

When the com link finaly ended, we al went outside and looked up, watching asthe bright star in the
night sky began to move. Gradually it shrank and dimmed. We knew as soon asthe Galactic had gone
into unredlity drive, because the star just disgppeared. A collective sigh went through the colonists, and
our facesturned back to Cresperia

Gordon caught my arm in agentle grasp, and drew me aong as he moved through the crowd. “ Cherry,



come here. There's someone important | want you to meet.”

| followed him through the crowd until we reached a group of three indigenous Cresperians, bright green
fur and dl. | wondered if these were Crispiesinterested in becoming human.

"Cherry,” Gordon announced proudly, “these are my parents. Y ou can cdl them George, Emily, and
Casgy. Mmrd, Ddrd, and lird, thisismy Earth mate, Mai Li Trung."

Three sets of bifurcated eyeslit up, and three dits of mouths formed into something that I'd cometo
recognize as Crispy gpprova. | smiled back, warmth filling me as| met my husband's parentsfor thefirst
time. “Hi,” | said happily. “1'm pleased to meet you. Y ou have awonderful son..."

"Please excuses the Englishes, weislearning,” the Crispy called George said. “But weispleased is
meeting you, too. Is.... brave...?” He glanced a Gordon, who nodded affirmation of the word choice. “Is
brave hyuman, isyou. Iswe proud havink you in famiry."

| couldn't help mysdlf. | opened my armsand did my best to envelop them in agroup hug. Having more
armsthan | did, they were alot better at it, of course. “1'm proud to be in the family, too,” | told them.

It wasn't like having Earth in-laws, of course. | learned that many Crispies together form perceptive
groupsto nurture their young since they have so few of them. But what the hell. Maybe his parentswould
eventualy convert to human. Then wereally would be afamily.

End
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