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BOOK ONE
INFECTION

CHAPTER ONE

It could have happened to anyone. I just happened to be on duty in the lab
that night when the accident victim came in.

“Laboratory. Mister Brandon speaking,” I said, very correctly, when the
phone rang; I already guessed what it would be. Most calls to the lab at that time
of night were from either the emergency room or the intensive care unit and I
had been to intensive care already, just a few minutes ago. The blood from that
patient was already in the chemistry unit, being analyzed.

It was the Emergency Room. I picked up the tray containing all the
phlebotomy supplies by its handle, automatically checking to be sure I had
enough of everything; needles, vacutainers, syringes for hard to get veins, special
needles for the syringes, alcohol sponges, cotton balls, band-aids and so forth.
Everything was there, as I knew it would be. Checking the phlebotomy tray was
always the first thing I did when coming on duty; that and getting a fresh pot of

coffee going. I'm a caffeine addict.
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Most small hospitals try to have the lab and X-Ray departments close to
the emergency room but with Lamont Memorial in Lufkin, that wasn’t the case.
The building had grown in fits and starts as medical care changed and
technology advanced. The lab was up on the second floor and down a long hall
from the elevators. Most of the time I didn’t wait on the elevators; I was getting
old and needed to exercise. Taking the stairs when I got called was one way of
getting it.

“Hi Mike,” Sandy Jervis, the charge nurse said. “Room one.”

“Thanks,” I told her, not bothering to ask what the problem was. It really
didn’t matter to me. As long as I had been in the game, I had seen it all. Or
thought I had.

The patient was lightly strapped to the gurney, with the ER doc and
another nurse busy working on him. Carla, one of the nursing students, handed
me the lab request forms. I glanced at them, then at the patient, and wondered
what they wanted me for. The man on the gurney looked as if he were already
dead. His face had that whitish gray pallor of death and I couldn’t see his chest
moving. His clothes had been cut away and a bloody sheet was pulled back up
onto his chest, showing a massive trauma to both of his legs, as if he had been
run over by a vehicle. The doc and nurse both had blood on them, a no-good
way to be working in this day of AIDS, hepatitis, avian pneumonitis and God
knows what else the terrorists might be cooking up. The wounds had stopped

bleeding and simply gaped open. I could see both the tibia and fibula, the lower
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leg bones of one of his legs. Both were shattered like someone had gone in with a
big nutcracker and purposely crushed them.

“Is he still with us?” I asked.

“Barely,” the doc said, then looked puzzled. “It’s not typical shock
trauma, but damned if I can find anything else wrong besides his legs. Witnesses
said it was a high speed vehicle accident.” I didn’t know the doctor’s name. The
hospital used contract docs for the ER and they came and went oftener than new
Medicare regulations.

Looking at the patient, I doubted there was much blood pressure and
figured his veins would be hard to get into. I decided to go with a 20 cc syringe
and 21 gauge needle rather than vacutainers or a butterfly. Hardly any of the
younger techs even know how to use a syringe, but I think I mentioned earlier
that I wasn’t a youngster, not by a good many years.

The patient’s vein popped up when I put the tourniquet around his arm,
much more visible than I had expected. I had just gotten all the blood I needed
and withdrawn the needle when the patient gave a sudden spasm. Both of his
arms jerked upward at the same time as his feet began thrashing, as if he wanted
to run somewhere. It’s a good thing that the leg with the broken bones had the
air cast to keep it stable or the sharp ends of the shattered bones might have
slashed an artery —but I wasn’t noticing that. His forearm hit my hand where I

was still holding a piece of gauze on the puncture site and knocked it up into my
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other hand, the one holding the syringe of blood. I felt the prick of the needle
entering my wrist.

“Oh Goddamn!” I cursed loudly, jerking my hand away. The needle
pulled out of my wrist but it was already too late, of course. If the patient had an
infectious disease that could be transferred by blood, I probably had it now, too. I
had been holding the damn syringe at just the right angle for the force of the
patient’s arm to make me press on the syringe plunger, injecting a bit of his
blood into my system.

The doc and the nurse were busy trying to keep the patient from falling
off the gurney and at the same time were tightening the air cast on the broken
leg. They couldn’t spare me a glance and I knew they were assuming my curse
was simply a reaction to the sudden movement of the patient.

It had been a long night. I was tired and my feet were hurting and I didn’t
feel like filling out an incident report with all the time and paperwork it would
entail. Besides, paperwork wouldn’t do me a damn bit of good if I had caught
something. I quickly transferred aliquots of blood to three different vacutainers,
then removed the needle from the syringe, all the while concealing the dot of red
on my wrist where the needle had hit me. I dropped the used needle into the
disposal box, stripped off the disposable gloves and got out of there, still cursing,
but silently. It had been a long while since I had gotten stuck by a contaminated
needle, but it certainly wasn’t the first time. That sort of thing is an occupational

hazard for a lab tech, and a very dangerous one in this day and age when all
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kinds of deadly diseases keep popping up. But I'm a fatalist; I figured if I had
caught anything, filling out an incident form wasn’t going to make it go away.
Later on I could run some tests on myself and see whether I had lucked out
again— or hit the bad end of the jackpot.

Back in the lab, I set up the runs for a blood count and a chemistry panel
on the patient with two of the tubes of blood, dropped one in a rack to begin
cross-matching some blood for him and set the last one, the spare, in a rack in the
back of the big refrigerator. The panel would take a while, but the blood count
was finished in only a minute or two, a far cry from the old days when I was a
youngster. Back then, while labs already had instruments that did the numerical
count of red and white blood cells, the techs had to stain a slide and examine it
under a high power microscope to differentiate the white blood cells into
separate categories that told the doctor whether and what type of disease might
be present. That was hardly ever done these days except when the instrument
gave odd results. Like right then.

The blood analyzer dinged and flashed a light at me while it printed out
the results. Not to get technical, but the counts were all screwed up, red and
white blood cells alike. None of it made sense to the electronic sensors. They
didn’t make sense to me, either.

Either a cold agglutinin or advanced leukemia of some sort was my first

thought. I glanced at my watch. It was almost time for the morning shift to begin
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showing up, but I still had time to make a slide and take a gander at what the
blood looked like to the human eye. I began the preparations and that’s when all
the weirdness started.

I heard the entrance door swing open and almost immediately there was a
shout. “Stand where you are! Don’t move!”

I moved, of course. When I turned around there was the ER doc, being
shepherded by two grim looking men in suits. One of them wore a thin little
mustache that didn’t match the shade of his blond hair. The other was dark
colored and had black, swept back hair. Both were wearing suits but what they
also had in common was a scared but determined look on their faces.

“Where’s the blood? We want it, right now!”

I had no idea what in hell was going on, but the muzzle of the gun one of
the men was pointing at me got my attention quicker than seeing one of the
nurses walk in naked would have.

“What blood?” I asked, rather inanely, then said a little more forcefully.
“Who the hell are you, anyway?”

“Are you Michael Brandon? The lab tech?” The guy with the gun asked.

“That’s him,” the other one said after glancing at the name tag on my
jacket. He was gripping the upper arm of the doc with a pressure so tight I could
almost feel the pressure. The doc grimaced but made no attempt to get loose; his
eyes were wide and scared looking and he was trembling like a whipped dog.

For all my bravado, I probably didn’t look much better.
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“The blood, mister. We want that blood you just drew in the Emergency
room.”

“Give it to them!” The doc said. “They’re from the government.” His voice
trembled, matching the quiver of his body.

I didn’t see what that had to do with it, not then, but I wasn’t going to
argue with a gun. “It’s in the rack there,” I told them, pointing to the rack by the
blood counting instrument.

Still keeping me covered with his weapon, the putative government agent
strode over and plucked the tube of blood from the rack. He checked the name
on it and dropped it into his pocket. “Is that all?”

I walked over to the chemistry analyzer and gave him that tube of blood,
too. “What’s wrong? Does that patient have some bad disease?” I was
remembering the needle sticking me in the wrist and felt my heart skip a beat.

“None of your business,” the one holding the doc said. He turned to his
companion. “We’ll have to have these machines sequestered as a precaution. Get
the results, too.”

I didn’t wait. I picked up the card with the weird results from the counter
where I had dropped it and handed it to the armed man. Just then, the chemistry
run printed out and I gave him that report, too. I also asked again, “What's
wrong with that patient?”

“He’s a terrorist,” said other agent or whatever he was, the one holding

the doc. “That’s all you need to know.”
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That was enough. If the injured man was a terrorist, and given those badly
abnormal results, along with the totally paranoid actions of the government men,
it followed that he must be infected with some communicable disease and
intended to spread it as far and wide as possible. I felt my heart jump again
when I reached that conclusion, knowing that whatever he had, it was almost
certainly a very bad bug—and now I probably had it, too.

I think that the government men were planning on taking me into custody
or question me some more. As vulnerable as I was feeling at the moment, I
probably would have gone along with them, but just then, one of their phones
rang. The one with the gun pulled out his phone, thumbed it, listened for a
minute, then cursed heatedly. “Come on!” He yelled to his companion. “That
fucker got loose again!”

They shoved the doc out of the way so rudely that he fell to his hands and
knees. Both men rushed out of the lab, leaving me staring down at the doc and
wondering whether I was having some kind of bad dream. Right then I wanted it
to be a dream, believe me.

I reached down and helped the doc to his feet and asked him “What in
hell was that all about? Was that patient really infected with something?”

He shook his head. “Damned if I know. Three of them burst into the ER
and said that patient we were working on was an escaped terrorist and that they
were taking him into custody. When I told them he was too hurt to move and

that we were doing some blood tests on him, they grabbed me and manhandled
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me down here.” He shook his head. “They’re lying. You don’t take a man hurt
that bad into custody; the most they would do is make us isolate him until he
was stable, no matter what he had. I think he was zonked on something, too, and
that’s what caused him to crash his car.” Then he got a puzzled expression on his
face. “But they just said he got loose. I would have given odds that he couldn’t
have walked, much less gone anywhere.”

I remembered how he had spasmed when he knocked that blasted needle
into my wrist. And I guess the doc either wasn’t very analytical or maybe he was
just tired from the tag end of his twenty four hour shift. What they had said was
that he had gotten loose again. That told me he had already been in their custody.
But what the doc said gave me a bit of hope. If he was all doped up, maybe that
was why his blood count was so badly skewed from normal —though I didn’t
know of any drug right off hand that would cause the type of abnormalities I had
seen.

“So what happens now?”

“I've got to go report this to administration if the nurses haven’t already.
Can you believe it? Pulling a goddamned gun on us?” He left, building up a
good mad to berate someone with.

I could believe it about the gun. In these times, and with all the anti-
terrorist legislation on the books, the government had gotten arrogant, believing
it could do almost anything it wanted to. That has its ups and downs. If those

guys had acted a little less imperious, I might have volunteered to give them that
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other tube of blood I had stuck in the back of the cooler once I remembered it.
Ordinarily I discarded them within a day or so, usually sooner. Once a patient is
admitted and on the wards or in a unit, there’s not much call to save extra blood
unless it has been drawn for a transfusion, which is a different matter and wasn’t
applicable in this case; I already had other blood set aside for the cross match.

I guess I don’t have to mention that I was very late getting away. Some
more government men arrived, purportedly from the office of Homeland
Security. They questioned me but there wasn’t much I could tell them, and by
then I had almost forgotten about being pricked by that needle. I did mention
that I had gotten some strange results on the blood count but none of them
seemed to care about it. One of the Homeland Security guys tried to fob it off as a
reaction to the disease they claimed our patient had been trying to spread around
but I didn’t believe that for a minute once I had time to really think about it. You
don’t get results like I had seen from any contagious disease I had ever heard of.

I never mentioned that spare tube of blood to anyone during the
questioning. Having a gun pointed at me had gotten my dander up and I was
sleepy and hungry and just wanted to leave. Besides, I intended to do some tests
on it myself as soon as I got a chance. But first I needed to go home and eat and
rest.

Home at that time consisted of an apartment out on the south loop that
led back to Highway 59 and the route on down to Houston, a hundred miles or

so further south. It was a two bedroom unit; I used the spare room for my books
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and computer desk and to store things in boxes that I had never unpacked after
my last divorce. The little kitchen was separated from the den by a bar in the
standard pattern of most apartments built for people who never intended to stay
there permanently. The first thing I did was take a bottle of vodka from the
cupboard and mix two good shots with orange juice, my standard come-down
drink when I got off in the morning —except that my watch was telling me it was
already afternoon. My stomach was telling me the same thing, only it was
practically yelling. I scanned the fridge after downing about half my drink,
looking for something quick and easy to do me until I could cook a full meal, or
more likely, get some takeout and bring it back to eat while reading. An exciting
life it wasn’t. I didn’t have a current girl friend, and truth to tell, sex had begun
to drop way down on my priority list, such list as I had.

Just about the time I decided to just scarf down a bowl of cereal and was
reaching for the milk carton, I began feeling woozy. I stood there for a moment,
but the sensation didn’t pass; it got worse. I barely made it to the bed in time to
kick off my boots and collapse on top of the bedspread while the room began

spinning in dizzy circles around me.
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CHAPTER TWO

I don’t remember much about the next couple of days. The dizziness
passed but I was only half-conscious, if that much. I saw the bedroom as if
through a heavy film of gauze. I could feel my heart beating. It sounded as if my
pulse was very slow but I couldn’t rouse myself enough to check it. I could
barely feel my chest move when I breathed, and I thought the intervals between
breaths of air were far too long. Several times I heard the phone ring, then my
recording would go into its spiel because I didn’t feel like answering it, and
probably couldn’t have managed even if I did. I was neither hungry nor thirsty
and even though I was aware of time passing, I don’t think I ever went fully to
sleep —nor ever came fully awake. And not once during that time did I feel the
need to get up for a trip to the bathroom. That was strange enough in itself,
because like many older persons, I usually had to get up and out of the bed two
or three times during any given night.

I think it was sometime during the second day that I began to think I was
dying. I knew my bodily demands should have been urgent by that time and I
knew that I had lain there going on a day and a half, barely moving other than to
languidly shift positions slightly every hour or two. With that realization, I tried
to make myself get up, or at least reach for the phone to call for help. It was no

use. I simply didn’t have either the strength or the ambition. By morning, the
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thought of dying passed, mainly because I didn’t feel all that bad, other than
being almost paralyzed and unable to comprehend anything other than the most
basic sensations.

I thought for a while that maybe some of whatever drug the doc suspected
that patient had been zonked with had gotten into my bloodstream from the
needle prick. With my mind unable to reason except very slowly, it took hours
before I reached the conclusion that I could not possibly have gotten enough of a
drug from that little bit of blood to affect me, assuming he had been drugged at
all, by no means a certain assumption.

By that night the slow turning of my mind led me to think that I had
almost certainly caught a disease from that injured patient through the bit of
blood I had inadvertently injected into myself. It wasn’t a happy thought because
I again began to believe I must be dying. I still felt no urge to relieve myself and
that couldn’t be good. And I still couldn’t move much other than to blink my
eyes and twitch my body enough to relieve pressure on one part or another.
Curiously, the thought of dying didn’t upset me; it was simply a fact that the
molasses-like processes of thought brought to my attention from time to time.
There was none of the panic that I assumed a dying man ought to feel. I thought I
would simply drift into a deep sleep and not wake up. Eventually someone
would find my body, probably when I didn’t return to work after my normal
week off, which had fortuitously started the morning after the emergency room

fiasco. I was working a seven-on, seven-off night shift, which suited my reclusive
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nature. I wondered idly who would find my body, without really caring. I felt
very sleepy. And then I did go to sleep.

k&%

The phone woke me. I came awake instantly and reached for it.

“Hello.”

“Mike? This is Gloria. Hey, look, I have to go out of town overnight again.
Would you feed Bomber for me?”

“Sure,” I said, momentarily forgetting about how sick I had been. Gloria
lived upstairs and a few units over. Bomber was her fat neutered tomcat. Gloria
and I had dated once or twice but nothing ever came of it and we were just
friends now.

“Thanks. You're a doll.” She hung up abruptly, like always.

And suddenly I realized I was sitting up in bed, awake and fully alert. Not
only alert, but I felt good, as if laying there in bed for two days had allowed me
to save up all the energy I would normally have expended during that time
period. In fact, I felt better than I had in years. I swung my feet over the edge of
the bed, ready to fight wildcats or anything else that got in the way of a good
steak.

Or had the whole thing been a dream? No, my bedside clock told me that
it hadn’t been. Besides, I was still fully dressed except for my shoes. Three
different urges were suddenly vying for my attention. All at once I felt the need

to relieve myself; I was as hungry as a starving mountain lion; and I wanted to
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change clothes and take a shower. Competing with those urges was a roaring
curiosity about what kind of disease had made me lay in bed like a corpse for
forty eight hours then wake up feeling great.

The bathroom won. I expected to have to piss for ten minutes after all that
time but it was just a normal stream. The hunger was something else.  nuked a
full size pizza and ate it with more than a quart of milk, all that was left in the
jug. While I was eating, I was thinking about my illness, or whatever the hell it
had been, and the contrast with how good I felt now that it was apparently over.
It was like those two days had shaved five years off my life. It made me want to
get out and do something for a change instead of staying home and reading or
spending countless hours on the computer, corresponding with people I'd never
met, surfing for the odd pieces of information in the science and technology
fields I liked to read about, or just wandering randomly around the web.

I showered and dressed as if I were going out for a drink but first I
decided to see what had been happening in the world while I was in bed. No;
first I needed to check my voice mail. There was nothing important there. An old
girlfriend had called asking about a mutual acquaintance. Marsha Pells, a
busybody from the lab, was wanting the full story about what I had fallen into
and there was one call from a local television station asking for an interview. I
didn’t return any of them.

The sense of well-being continued. At first I was constantly aware of it,

like the feeling I used to get back in the days when I had occasionally sampled
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speed, before figuring out that it is an insidious killer. After a while it retreated
into the background and was absorbed into all my other sensations and
ruminations. Yet it persisted in the sense that I knew I had more energy than
normal and felt more alive than I usually did. It is really hard to describe to
someone twenty or thirty years younger than myself —I can plainly remember
always feeling like I did now back when I was that age, barring a hangover or
illness. But in those days, it was such a normal part of the self that I never
noticed. It's only when the aches and pains of advancing age start creeping into
the crevices of your body that you begin to remember what you had —and will
never have again.

The local news station didn’t mention a thing about the contretemps in the
Emergency room, much less the lab. I wondered why, then remembered that it
had occurred almost three days ago. Damn! I needed to get caught up in the
world. I switched over to national news on one of the cable networks. Nothing
there either. Last resort. I turned my desktop computer on and began searching.
Finally, I found it, or what I thought was it, just a simple few lines about an
escaped terrorist who had been captured at “a local hospital” and then had
escaped again. It didn’t even give a description, which I thought was awfully
funny. On the other hand, I was already beginning to suspect a cover up of some
kind, and that would fit in with the lack of details in the story. I didn’t worry
about what the government might be trying to conceal. Ever since 9/11, what

little honesty was left in government had mostly disappeared, in my opinion.
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And nothing I could do was about to change anything. Frankly, I just didn’t
want to get involved. If I harbored a disease that was going to kill me there was
little I could do about it. At my age I was looking forward to retirement and had
already given notice at the hospital that I would be leaving on my sixty third
birthday. After that, I didn’t know what I would do. Maybe try one more time to
write a novel, an on-again, off-again prospect I had harbored most of my life.
After a while I got restless and put the computer to bed and went out for the
afternoon, not sure what I wanted to do but knowing I needed to stretch my legs
a bit and get out of my apartment.
ok

A quiet bar is always a good place to sit and think. I went to my usual
watering hole, a place that played old time rock and western songs, but not
loudly. I took a table in a corner and tipped the bartender to bring my drinks
when I signaled and otherwise leave me alone. For an hour or two I had a serious
debate with myself. Should I turn myself in and find out if I was contagious? I
didn’t want to spread a disease around if I had one, and the reaction of the
government agents certainly indicated something of the sort. On the other hand,
no one had specifically told me or anyone else that what he had was contagious;
rather, they had acted more as if the blood from that patient was something to
fear, and if that were the case, I couldn’t hurt anyone but myself. The liquor
seemed to go down better and rest easier once inside me than usual, which made

me drink more than I normally would have. After a certain point, it affected me
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hardly at all and after finishing my third strong rum and coke I began to wonder.
Ordinarily, I would have had a buzz on; possibly enough of one to boost my
courage enough to approach one of the two likely looking middle aged women
sitting on bar stools. Sex might not be my top priority any more, but that day I
caught myself taking an interest.

I ordered one more drink, hoping it would lower my inhibitions a bit
more. It didn't. I still felt the same. Diluted liquor? It happens some times. A
bartender will grab a shot from a bottle while the boss isn’t looking and replace it
with an equal measure of water. As long as you don’t trade more than two or
three shots per bottle, it's usually not noticeable. I should have felt something
more than I did, though, even if I was drinking from a diluted supply. I gave up
and started to leave.

What occurred next was my first inkling that whatever had happened to
me had produced a changg, a striking one that I wouldn’t have believed had
someone told me in advance.

As I passed the blond sitting at the bar and nursing a mixed drink, I got a
sudden impression of disappointment, like the realization that an item on a
shopping list had somehow been overlooked. It was vague but definite enough
to make me hesitate, wondering whether it was something that had popped into
my mind or had come from an outside source.

“Leaving so early?” The blond asked, somewhat wistfully. Her voice was

husky but pleasant. She was a little overweight but not bad looking other than a
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tiredness in her face, maybe from playing the dating game too many times and
suffering too many disappointments. She wasn’t even much beyond normal in
the weight department considering her age, somewhere in the forties, I thought.
She was wearing green slacks and a lime colored blouse one size too small. Her
breasts pushed at it, probably the effect she intended.

“I was thinking about it,” I said in response to her question about leaving.

“Sit down and have one more with me.” It was as overt a provisional
sexual invitation as you can get without coming outright and asking directly.

I could sense her interest in me. It was like a very fuzzy picture in my
mind, but definite for all that. Was it coming from her? No, I didn’t think so. I was
imagining it. Or maybe those four drinks were having an effect on me, after all. I
decided that staying for one more wouldn’t hurt. It wasn’t as though I was over
the hill or that bad looking myself, for my age, anyway. I still had most of my
hair even if it was gray. Most of my teeth had grown there naturally and the lines
in my face weren't too bad yet.

Her name was MargieSue or something like that, one of those female
double names that are typically southern. I don’t even remember now. I sat and
talked with her for an hour. She made it pretty obvious that she was interested in
more than conversation and my body was certainly urging me to do something
other than talk, but in the end I couldn’t make myself do it, not after
remembering the way those government guys had gone crazy over the blood,

and after thinking about how ill I had been. There was just too much of a chance
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I might be passing on something I would be sorry about later. In the end I paid
for our drinks and left without even asking for her phone number. Even if
whatever I had gotten could be passed only through blood transfer, I still
couldn’t be that blasé about the possibility of giving someone else a diseasel!if I
had one, that is. Right then I felt fine, but HIV patients felt fine too, until they
began having symptoms, sometimes years later. Well, if I had something, it was
too late to worry about it now. I turned to another concern.

I thought I could sense changes taking place inside my body and mind,
changes that upset me and roiled my imagination like an overload of good pot,
not that I had smoked any for more years than I cared to admit. And I began
connecting the dots, too. The sick man in the ER, the accidental stabbing of my
wrist with the syringe filled with his blood, highly abnormal results from the
blood cell counter and last —and most bizarre — the remembrance of those
Homeland Security Agents bursting into the lab with drawn weapons. Now that
I looked back on it, I knew what had been bothering me about them. They had
been in a goddamned all-out panic! I had no doubt now that they would have
shot me down in cold blood if that was what it took to get that blood back. I
drove back home and said a bad word because someone had my parking spot
and I had to drive back to the visitor’s area to find a space for my car.

The next morning I got up, still feeling great. I showered and dressed

while drinking my first cup of coffee. I decided to go out to eat somewhere rather
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than bother cooking just for myself. I carried my jean jacket with me and put it
on while walking toward my car, hoping I could remember where I had parked.
No problem. It was just where I thought it was, another unusual
occurrence. I am notorious about parking somewhere then being unable to find
my car again. | have no sense of direction, or to put it in the new parlance, I'm
“directionally challenged.” I got into my car, took my little Glock forty caliber
automatic out of the glove compartment and shoved it into the side pocket of my
jean jacket. I had gotten a license to carry ten years ago and picked the cut down
version of the Glock .45 chambered for .40 because it fit so conveniently in the
side pocket of a jean jacket, my normal attire, worn over a western shirt and jeans
and low heeled boots. I pulled out of the parking lot and headed for the nearest
McDonald’s. I was as hungry as a Kodiak bear at the start of the salmon runs.

McDonald’s may not be the best, but they’re fast and that was what I was after.
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CHAPTER THREE

The new sense of well being not only didn’t wear off, it grew more
intense, slowly but surely. A youngster probably wouldn’t even have noticed
because they feel like that all the time, as I well remembered, but it was new all
over again for me. It got me to thinking of my retirement. Maybe I would do
some more traveling while I still could. That was odd in itself because I had lost
interest in seeing new places years ago, unlike my younger self.

Back then I always had itchy feet, perhaps inherited from some pioneer
ancestors who kept moving ever farther toward the west back when the
continent was still largely unexplored. That probably contributed to my two
divorces. I was always wanting to move on to another job or to a different part of
the country and neither of my ex-wives liked to travel. There was no issue from
either marriage and I had reached early retirement age this year so there wasn’t
any reason I couldn’t quit work if I wanted to. My social security check,
supplemented by the retirement check from spending twenty years in the army,
would support me without a lot of difficulty. I had some savings, though nothing
to brag about. I even kept some cash and gold hidden in my apartment, probably
a bad idea, but I did it anyway. The terrorist war wasn’t getting any better and
nothing much was being done about some of the Muslim countries that were

developing or already had nuclear weapons. I had read that the terrorists even
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had cyberweapons, an even scarier thought in a way. It was enough to impel me
to keep some of my savings at home rather than in a bank. If a cyberweapon ever
took down our financial house of cards, I wanted to be able to lay my hands on
some money right then because I would head north immediately, into the
mountains of Arkansas where my folks originated from. My brother and I still
had a little land up there, inherited from Mom and Dad.

The way my body seemed to have more energy and fewer aches and pains
made me briefly consider postponing my retirement, but it was only a thought.
By the time I finished the other few days of my week off and got ready to start
the week on, I had made up my mind. One more week and I was gone. I might
not have gone back at all except that I wanted to have a look at that blood I had
tucked away in a rack in the back of the cooler. It should still be there. It took an
act of congress to get that damned fridge cleaned and certainly no one on the
opposite shift ever did it. And in the back of my mind was the thought that I
should do nothing unusual, nothing that would draw the attention of those
government agents. I didn’t want to be quarantined. Besides, I wondered if they
were really from Homeland Security. They had acted more like some of the
military spooks I had run across in the army, field agents of the kind who had
authority to settle situations without referring to the home office. Whatever, I

didn’t want to tangle with them again.

k%%
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“Hi, Mike,” Cindy Crawford (and boy didn’t she take some kidding about
that name) greeted me when I came in that night.

“Hey, Cindy. How’s business?”

“Quiet, for a Saturday. So far. But you missed all the excitement while you
were off. Homeland Security came in after you left and made us sterilize the
whole lab, including the lines and tubing of all the instruments. What a mess. We
got so far behind that all of us had to work overtime two days in a row. Maybe
you’ll get lucky and have a quiet night and not cause us any more trouble like
that.” She threw the last remark at me with a friendly grin.

Ilaughed. “Not likely.” Business would surely pick up before the night
was over, what with all the drunks trying to drive home with one too many
under their belts, or more likely, more than one too many. And then would come
the family violence from hubby spending the paycheck on booze and gambling.
You could almost predict a wreck or a stabbing or shooting and having to cross
match blood for a transfusion as a result, on any given Friday or Saturday night.
It was all part of the job, though, and my decision to retire made the anticipation
nothing to worry about.

Cindy was the holdover from the dayshift who covered until I came on, a
duty taken in rotation by the day crew. I would then take it until morning. She
left as I was setting up the coffee pot. After a quick check of the lab to see what

was pending and to make sure the instruments had been calibrated and that I

27



Darrell Bain

had plenty of supplies of various sorts to last the night, I headed for the cooler. I
was anxious to see just what was in that damned blood.

It was still there, just as I expected. I took it from the rack, double-checked
to be certain it was the one I had saved and walked over to the hematology
island where the blood counter and other paraphernalia of the hematology
department lived. I didn’t bother with the counter; I already knew how weird
those results were. What I wanted was to see the little red and white blood cells
under a microscope.

It took only a few minutes to make the slide, let it dry, and set in the
automatic stainer. After that I waited impatiently while it slowly wound its way
through the staining process. It only takes a few minutes but it seemed like
forever before it was finished. In general, the red cells usually all look more or
less alike, barring a really bad blood disorder, but the white blood cells come in
five special classifications. The proportion and maturity of those cells can tell a
doctor or lab tech a hell of a lot about what is going on in the body.

As soon as the slide was ready, I placed it on the microscope stage, gave it
a drop of immersion oil and focused in with the high power lens. I had to blink
and look again to be sure I was seeing what I thought I was. Every one of the red
blood cells had two nuclei! Or were they nuclei? No, after examining a range of
them, I decided all the cells must contain a parasite of some sort, like malaria. But
if that were the case, it was like no parasite I had ever seen. Besides, red blood

cells don’t ordinarily show a nucleus in peripheral blood. They are manufactured
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in the marrow and by the time they begin circulating in the blood stream, the
nucleus is gone. They are the one cell in the body that loses its nucleus as it
matures and still functions as it is supposed to, carrying oxygen with its
hemoglobin molecules. But here...all of the red cells stared back at me with two
little eyes. Well, not really eyes, but they contained two little purple circles with a
bright red dot in the middle, like a carnivorous animal’s eye staring from the
dark, red as fire.

I couldn’t make out exactly what they were and it really didn’t matter
because then I saw something else: All of the white blood cells contained those
two little spots, too, although they were a bit harder to detect because of similar
staining characteristics of some other parts of the white cells. The spots were
offset from the nuclei of the white cells and stared back at me with their little red
dots, just like the ones in the red cells. Now that was unusual! I had never heard
or read of a parasite that invaded both red and white blood cells, every single
one of them, and not only the white cells but every one of the five general types
of white cells!

I got up and walked around, trying to make sense of the matter. I knew
for certain that this was like nothing I had ever seen or studied or even heard
about. It was new, as new as a freshly minted coin. But what did it mean? Not
only for that patient, but for me? I wondered...and couldn’t stand not knowing.

Before I did anything else, I stuck my finger and made a slide of my own blood.

29



Darrell Bain

I think I already knew what I would see before I even looked. I was just as
infected as that patient had been. All my blood cells had those two spots of new
material in them. I think I had known, but seeing the evidence with my own eyes
made my heart began to beat faster. What was it? Was I going to die? Should I
report it? Images of those two government agents snapped into my mind and I
decided right then that whatever other action I might take, I wasn’t going to tell
anyone about this. Not unless I started feeling worse than I had before the
infection. And right now, I felt great, physically. Mentally was a different story.
What I had seen meant that every cell in my body might be infected with the
same little organism as my blood cells, a phenomenon so far removed from the
possible as to be out there in the realm of science fiction. Parasites just can’t do
something like that, nor can poisons, nor anything else I could think of. For all I
knew I could be dying and just didn't feel it yet.

I discarded the slide, then on second thought fished it out of the disposal
box. I might want to look at it again later, or maybe show it to someone else. I
took it and the spare slide I always routinely made and stuck them, along with
the tube of blood, into my inside shirt pocket. Just then the phone rang for my

tirst callout of the night. It was the emergency room, of course.

“Hi Tanni,” I said to the charge nurse when I bumped my way past the
swinging doors to the ER. “What are you doing here?” I was surprised to see her.

Usually she worked surgery and we met only occasionally.
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“Filling in until they get a replacement. Or haven’t you heard?”

“Heard what?”

“Oh, my. It's the best gossip we've had in years.” She told me about it
while I was drawing blood from a very pregnant woman who wasn’t paying
attention to anything but her labor pains and asking how much longer it was
going to be.

“Margie and the new contract doc, the one that was on duty your last
night here, have run away together.”

“Huh? Are you sure?”

“Well, the newspapers are saying they both left notes behind. I guess
that’s about as sure as you can get. It made the news because neither of them
showed up or even called on the night they were supposed to work. We had
some bad cases that we had trouble handling and a reporter got hold of it. Boy,
that must have been a real quick romance unless they were seeing each other
before he came to work here.”

I felt my blood run cold —if what I had circulating in my veins could still
be called blood in the conventional sense of the word. Quick romance, my fanny.
I remembered seeing blood on both the doc and the nurse and it didn’t take a
rocket scientist to figure out that the Homeland Security agents almost certainly
thought there was a high probability that they had been infected — or maybe they
simply weren’t taking chances. They had been grabbed and put in isolation

somewhere; that was the way I saw it. Then I remembered how panicky those
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agents had been. Maybe the doc and nurse weren’t in isolation; maybe they
dead. And of course Tanni didn’t know what I knew. The problem now was
deciding whether they would think the same thing about me. Should I take a
chance that they wouldn’t— or run now and confirm their fears, but at least not
be around for an “accident”?

“What’s wrong, Mike?” Tanni asked as I picked up my tray and headed
slowly toward the exit, my mind whirling with possibilities and fears. Was I
being paranoid or were they really out to get me?

I stopped and looked at Tanni. Her dark face showed concern. “Sorry,
what did you say?”

“I asked what was wrong. Did you know either of them real well?”

“No, it’s just a shock,” I said. “Who would have thought they would be up
to something like that?”

“Yeah, you never know, do you?”

“No,” I said. “I guess I haven’t been keeping up with the news lately.
What else has happened?”

She shrugged. “Isn’t that enough? And you know, I never heard a thing
about whether they recaptured that terrorist who got away while they were up
in your place recovering the blood you drew. What a bunch of clowns!”

I left it at that, letting her think whatever she pleased. But I didn’t believe
for a minute that those men were clowns. They had simply gotten too excited

and carelessly left their prisoner unguarded, thinking he couldn’t go anywhere.
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According to Cindy, he woke up, stole a crutch and walked off while everyone
was busy with another crical accident case. Of course if I had been in their place,
I wouldn’t have thought he could go anywhere either, not with his injuries. I
wondered how he had managed it, even with a crutch. However he did, it must
have been very painful. And he must have been goddamned determined to run,
what with the injuries I had seen... Which brought on another thought. What

kind of accident had he been in? Or did anyone know? I decided not to ask.

Cross-matching two units of blood to have ready for the pregnant lady in
case they ran into problems with her C-section was such a routine procedure that
I didn’t have to spend any mental effort on it. Instead I tried to decide on a
course of action that wouldn’t make Homeland Security suspect I was infected. I
sure didn’t want to die in an “accident”, or be stuck away in some isolation ward
for no telling how long. Especially since I felt fine.

By the time my shift was over, I thought the best course of action would
be to go ahead and retire just as I had planned. That might cast some suspicion
on me, but just cutting and running would be worse. And I had already given
my notice. I could just stay on, of course, but I doubted that would work for long.
While I was shaving before coming to work that morning I had suddenly noticed
that I looked better than usual —that there were fewer lines in my face. The skin
on my face seemed to have tightened up, and appeared healthier. And my

morning erections were appearing oftener and becoming firmer and longer
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lasting, like I had been given a shot of testosterone. Shucks, until this happened, I
had hardly noticed them, even when it did happen. If I stayed around, sooner or
later someone was bound to notice that I not only looked a bit younger, but that I
was acting younger as well, though I doubted anyone but me noticed as yet. That
thought brought it all home to me.

Whatever it was that I had caught appeared to be doing some minor (or
perhaps not so minor) repairs on my old body. And occasionally I was having
fuzzy images coming to me from people I was very near, similar to what had
happened with the blond in the bar. Already this particular night a couple of
disconcerting incidents had happened. Once I had caught a fuzzy sexual image
from a nurse while we were taking a break together during a quiet time and
spilled coffee in my lap. The image wasn’t even about me, but it was so startling
that I tried to bring my hand up to my head to shut it out—while holding my
coffee in the same hand. She gave me a very peculiar look but I laughed and did
my best to make her think I had just intended to rub some sleep out of my eyes
and forgotten that I had a cup of coffee in my hand. A little later I told one of the
nurses in intensive care that I hoped her baby got better before I realized she
hadn’t told me her daughter was sick; she had simply been thinking about her
and worrying herself into a state about her child’s illness and I had gotten a
vague sense of that worry. Fortunately, we were both busy working on a
terminally ill patient at the time and I suspect that she imagined she had spoken

her thoughts out loud without realizing it.
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It's hard to convey just what it was that I was experiencing. I certainly
wasn’t reading minds, like the science fiction telepaths. In fact, I wasn’t even
certain I was doing anything out of the ordinary. I might be imagining it all,
courtesy of those little whatevers running around in my blood. That made me
wonder some more about them, an almost continuous process at first. Were the
parasites (if that’s what they were) just in my blood cells or in other cells of my
body? I decided to see. The easiest way was through a cheek swab, though that
wouldn’t necessarily prove anything. Skin cells (and the lining inside our mouth
is simply a specialized form of skin cell) function by dividing in the basal cell
layer and new cells work their way to the surface as the outer ones age and are
sloughed off.

The next break I had I took a quick swab and stained it. The proper stain
for those type of cells wasn’t around in the main lab, but if you've looked at as
many epithelial cells as I have, most any kind of stain will do. All you need to see
is a contrast. I made a slide and stained it. The organism was there in a few cells,
but not many. Nevertheless, that told me something. Most of the cells you get
from a cheek swab are already dead —and why would a parasite invade dead
cells? I probably hadn’t dug deep enough with the swab to get more than a few
live cells but they were there, all right. Still, I felt fine. I decided to ride with
whatever was happening for a while, and rested easier after that. Until I got

home.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Maybe I'm cynical by nature. After having my usual getting home drink, I
didn’t stop to eat but went to my hiding place and took half my gold and half the
cash out of the cubbyhole I had cut into the wall, then repaired and painted over.
I went down and locked it in the trunk of my car, in a space behind some loose
upholstery.

Crazy? Sure, but every time I thought of those government goons pointing
a gun at me I got antsy. The car could have been stolen and I would be out
several thousand bucks, but on the other hand, I had a good alarm system on the
car and our apartment complex kept a security guard on duty so it wasn’t really
likely. Whatever, it made me feel better. I slept well that day and woke in the
evening as ready for work as I had been for years. Physically, I was still feeling
great. Mentally, the thought of being infected with an unknown bug, and one
that the government was obviously determined to control by any means up to
and including murder was a constant drain on my emotions, like a loved one
being tried for a murder you knew they couldn’t have committed.

I was just pulling out of the parking lot when three cars in a row drove in,
each of them occupied by a couple. Ordinarily that wouldn’t have been cause for
worry, except that the first vehicle had someone in the driver’s seat I was very

familiar with. You're not likely to forget a face that you've seen behind the barrel
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of a gun pointing at you. It was my old friends from that remarkable night when
a patient with a mangled leg managed to somehow get up and remove himself
from a gurney while they were confiscating the blood I had drawn from him.
Most likely his partner was riding shotgun, but I didn’t get a clear view of the
other occupant. Luckily, they both had their eyes on where they were going
rather than on me, and I wasn’t close enough to draw a glance from them
anyway.

It was stupid of me. I shouldn’t have even taken the chance, but I had to
see what happened. My apartment was barely visible from the edge of the
parking area. I nudged the car back and got farther away, but found a better
vantage point where I could see exactly what was going on, even from a
distance.

It appeared as if they rang, then knocked and when that got no response
the one pounding on the door was shoved aside by another. He pulled out some
sort of gadget and began poking around at the lock. In two minutes flat, he had
somehow bypassed the dead bolt and the door swung open. I could see the
drawn guns as three men and a woman charged inside. That was enough for me.
I got out of there while I still could.

Again, it was sloppy work on the part of the government agents that let
me escape. If they had bothered to check my schedule at the hospital, they would

have arrived an hour earlier and been certain to have captured me. As it was, I
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made a clean getaway. The only problem was, I didn’t have any idea of where to
go or what to do next.

I was as badly in need of a drink as I was of my usual caffeine fix that time
of night. I took care of both pressing needs at the same time by stopping at a
combination bar and grill. I noticed the Houston Chronicle news rack outside and
felt in my pocket for change while checking to be sure it was the latest edition. It
was. I took my paper inside and ordered a cup of coffee with a shot of brandy
added to it, declining the offer of whipped cram topping. When I want a café
royal, it’s the kick I'm after, not the embellishments.

The story featured on the inside of the front page caught my interest

immediately.

RUNAWAY LOVERS IN FATAL ACCIDENT.
A physician and nurse from the Lamont Memorial
Hospital in Lufkin who disappeared together, leaving their families
behind, were both killed when the car they were driving failed to
navigate an exit on 1-35 north of Dallas.

Doctor...

The article went on to give some of the lurid details of their “Clandestine

love affair” and segued on to reactions of their families to their deaths. The
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imaginary “details” had almost certainly been planted, as the article cited an
“unnamed source”, but the “accident” was almost certainly not imaginary. any
more than those agents I had seen bursting into my apartment with drawn guns
were. I noticed that my hands were trembling and clenched both of them into
tight fists several times until the shaking stopped. But that still left me with no
good ideas about what to do with myself. All I knew was that if I wanted to
remain a free man—or even stay alive—1I had better find a hole to crawl into.

By the time I finished my drink I felt better and had made up my mind. I
didn’t know yet how hard the search for me would be pushed, but judging from
events so far, they damn sure weren’t going to just shrug their shoulders and tell
their boss I had gotten away.

Dallas was a bit over three hours north. I couldn’t do anything about the
license plates on my car except maybe daub it with some dirt, enough to make it
harder to read but not enough to get me pulled over by a state trooper looking to
make his ticket quota for the month. I took care of that as soon as I got to the car,
being careful to smear the mud while no one was observing. After washing my
hands in a puddle, I hit the road, very carefully driving just at the speed limit.
First though, I took the little automatic back out of the glove compartment and
shoved it into the side pocket of my jean jacket again. I had been careless lately
about not carrying it on my person but that was going to change quick. Whether
or not I could use it against an agent who was simply doing his duty was another

matter. I had killed in one of the two wars I attended while in the army, but those
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were the enemy and I had no bad memories at all about them. The possibility of
killing a government agent was a different matter altogether. I didn’t like to
think about it.

I took Highway 69 northeast from Lufkin, the easiest route to I-45 North,
and thence on to Dallas. I chose Dallas because I knew my way around that city
even better than I did Lufkin. I worked in a hospital there for ten years before
moving to Lufkin after my last divorce. Not that I would look up any old friends.
In the first place, I didn’t have any close friends; I've always been pretty much a
loner. And in the second place, I wouldn’t trust them if I did, not on something
like this, and even if I did, I wouldn’t drag anyone I cared for into this mess. I
had a brother still living in Dallas that I would trust utterly, but I didn’t give any
thought at all to contacting him. [ had read enough mystery and detective novels
in my life to know a lot about police procedure. They would be watching my
family, such as I had left.

All the way to Dallas, my thoughts ranged out ahead as I thought about
what I could do to hide myself from the feds. That brought back memories of a
very interesting patient I had met at Charleston Hospital there. He was an ex-
con, just recently free on parole from a five year sentence and unfortunately, had
forgotten a lot about operating a motor vehicle, especially someplace like Dallas.
He had a wreck the second day after getting a car. It broke a lot of bones and
damn near broke his head, but he survived. While he was recuperating, I drew

blood from him every other day or so. Most patients are eminently forgettable,

40



Alien Infection

but Manny struck a chord with me and apparently I with him. I have always
been fascinated with atypical criminals, the ones like Manny who could have
made it without turning to crime any time they cared to. In return, he was
interested in what the military and the wars I had been in were like. We talked a
lot.

He had operated scams involving Identity Theft, and now that he
intended to go straight (or so he said), he told me all sorts of stories about how
easy it was to forge new identities and steal old ones and sometimes merge the
two. He even kidded me about changing my identity because of the impending
divorce and gave me some clues on how to go about finding the real artists in
that specialty. I intended now to see if he knew what he was talking about. And
after that, I needed to dispose of my car without having the transaction traced,
but I had already figured out how to do that.

I thought I had a couple of days before an all-out alert would go out for
me and I hurried. First thing, I rented a room in the northeast section of the city,
where illegal activity was as much a part of life as a beer was after mowing the
lawn Saturday morning in the suburbs. I gave a fictitious name and address, of
course, and wasn’t asked for any identification. Hell, even a high class hotel
doesn’t do that if you pay in cash. The room was about what you would expect
for that part of town. A queen sized bed with sagging mattress and threadbare
spread, a battered table with two drawers, only one of which would open, and a

chair designed by the usual gremlins who have a vendetta against comfortable
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seating in motels regardless of room cost. The bathroom tile was broken in
places, legacy of couples who took their antagonisms into the shower. The sink
was stained and the mirror was peeling. About all I could say for it was that it
was serviceable, if you didn’t mind hand towels and wash cloths worn so thin
that you could have run them through a printer.

After washing some of the road sweat off, I hit an after-hours bar on the
street Manny had told me about. It wasn’t hard to locate; they had a sleazy
looking woman with overlarge breasts wearing a tight skirt, and even tighter
blouse right outside the door, practically dragging customers inside. She didn’t
mention the big man in jeans and tank top right inside, who intimidated anyone
who got beyond the woman into contributing ten bucks in order to take the stairs
up to where the action was.

I almost left, mainly because it was so damn dark that I could hardly see,
but after a minute my eyes began to adjust and I could tell that the place served
primarily as a last resort for second rate men who still hadn’t gotten enough
liquor into the third rate women to get their clothes off. And if it still didn’t
work, there was a sprinkling of rather obvious prostitutes who were waiting to
take their place.

I picked a late-fortyish-looking prostitutes to start a conversation with. I
figured one of the older ones would be able to steer me to someone who dealt in
ID’s, but I didn’t know exactly how to get the ball rolling. As soon as I seated

myself beside her on the bar, she surprised me.
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“Hello. I'm Mona. You can sit here and talk if you like but don’t expect
anything else.”

Then what was she doing here? She was attractive enough that I didn’t
think she had to shop for men in a place like this. I tried the age-old gambit.

“Can I buy you a drink?”

“Why not?” She had a pleasant voice, low but not husky.

I pulled out money from the pocket of my jeans, suddenly wondering if
she might work at the place. If so, the “drink” would be either disguised tea or
Seven-Up, one imitating whiskey, the other champagne, and the lady would get
a kickback in either case. The bartender gave me a swift appraisal while he took
the order, a beer for me, a brandy for her. I winced at the charge for both drinks,
but didn’t argue. It was information I was after and the drink she got was real; I
could smell the aroma of the brandy.

On second look, Mona wasn’t as shopworn as I had thought at first. It
seemed almost as if she were deliberately trying to make herself look older by
wearing her dark hair in an unfashionable bun and using way too much makeup.
She also appeared to just be going through the motions with me while waiting on
something or someone, but she wasn’t hard to talk to. When I told her I worked
in a hospital, she really seemed interested, but prostitute or not, I got the idea she
was after money. She had certainly eyed my roll with interest. She told me that
she wasn’t working anywhere at the moment, but while she was well dressed,

her clothes didn’t have that chic look of apparel bought from boutiques; they
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were strictly department store, like my own. I kind of liked her. She wasn’t
obviously trying to separate me from my money; not so far at least.

Finally I bit the bullet. It was getting late. I not only needed a place to stay,
I still needed some new identification.

“Would you like to go somewhere else?” I asked as nonchalantly as I
could.

“What did you have in mind?” She asked, raising a cynical eyebrow.

“Um, I need a place to spend the night where I won’t be asked questions.
And my wife has left me.”

“Uh huh.” She glanced at my finger, perhaps searching for a ring. I could
sense that she didn’t believe that one; she must have heard it a thousand times
before.

Abruptly, I changed tactics. “Sorry, that wasn’t true.”

“So why can’t you go home?”

“It's a long story. Uh, I'd kind of like to stay with you.” I said. “I could
sleep on the couch, if you have one.” I guess you can tell that I wasn’t very
familiar with this kind of negotiation. What I really wanted was someone
familiar with this area, who could steer me in the right direction for the fake ID
and not pull a scam on me.

Mona eyed me like I sometimes did doctors I knew to be incompetent.

“Let’s walk,” she said.
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I paid for our drinks, one for her and two for me. I pulled the money from
my wallet rather than my pocket as I had done before, purposely letting her see
how full it was. I think that convinced her more than anything. Anyone planning
violence or real kinky sex probably wouldn’t be carrying that much money, or so
I deduced.

Outside (after tipping the inside guard and the lady tending the door), we
walked down about half a block to the next intersection. She stopped under the
street light and folded her arms across her chest.

“Who are you? The law?”

I guess I didn’t fit in with the after-hours crowd as well as I thought I had.
“Uh, no. But I need something, some information.”

“Sorry, try the library.” She started to walk away.

“Wait! I can pay!” I practically shouted at her, not wanting her to get
away, not after investing the time I had spent with her.

She stopped but didn’t come any closer. “I'm not a snitch. Nor a
prostitute, if that’s what you're thinking. I told you all I was interested in was
talk.”

“I didn’t think you were a snitch. Anyway, it's not people I'm after.”

She glanced at her watch. “Look, it’s late. Tell me what you want.”

“Some identification?” I said hesitantly.

“You're with vice, aren’t you?”

IINO.’,
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She started to walk away again. Suddenly I had a bright idea, the first one
since hitting this street. “Have you ever heard of Manny Allred?”

That stopped her. “Manny? Last I heard he was doing a nickel at
Huntsville.”

“He’s out now. Last time I saw him was when he left the hospital.”

That got her attention. She took a few steps back toward me. “What was
wrong with him?”

“An accident. He forgot how bad Dallas traffic is when he started driving
again. He’s okay now, though, or he was last I saw of him.”

“So what's he doing?”

“Going straight, so he said.”

That intrigued her. “Really? That’s good.” She shifted her weight from one
foot to the other, trying to make up her mind. Money wasn’t the problem; she
knew I had money. It was whether or not to trust me. Finally, she said, “Come
on. I'll put you in touch, but I charge a commission.”

“Good for you. Where to?”

“I've got a place. I'll need two hundred up front and more later.”

I paid, drawing the first smile from her. It made her look much younger. I
could see remnants of what must once have been a very pretty, perhaps beautiful
woman, with thick black hair and high cheekbones that went well with her smile.

It made me wonder, as I had in the past, what drove some women into this kind
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of life. I knew better than to ask, though. If she wanted to talk, she would. And

after all, it was some new ID papers I was after, not her life story.
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PROLOG

The vagaries of chance could have gone for another billion years before such an
occurrence happened again, indeed if it ever did. The Cresperian species were cautious in
thought, and deliberate in handling the huge exploration ship. They were almost always alert to
even the slightest changes in the timeless unreality encapsulating their ship while traversing
untold distances at many times the speed of light. Had a rare, almost unheard-of controversy not
been taking place that captured the perceptive senses of the two senior navigators at the time, all
would have been well. Unfortunately, a long, tenacious debate among differing groups of
explorers became extremely interesting at just the wrong moment. Both navigators were using
their perception to follow it, amused at how even merging perceptions of the pro and con and
status quo contingents could still come to no agreement.

A tiny spark of contained plasma leaped a gap from one instrument to another, warning
of an approaching reality region in the path of the present dimensionless, timeless containment
enclosing the ship, a reality where none should have been possible. It was such a rare
phenomenon that for long, uncaptured seconds the navigators let it go unnoticed while they
followed the debate in another part of the ship. By the time they realized how derelict they had
been in their duty, it was too late. They knew such an event was theoretically possible but not in
their wildest waking dreams had they ever thought to encounter one.

The ship shuddered as the navigators frantically caused it to reach out with tentacles of
the space-time harnessed in its bowels, trying to deflect the piece of reality and sideslip into a
dimension where they might possibly save the ship. It was too late. Reality tore at the fabric of
controlled nothingness and began ripping it apart, exposing the body of matter necessary for life
itself.

A silent scream of alarm penetrated the perception of every being aboard, warning of
imminent disaster. Another, greater convulsion shook the ship as the navigators made a valiant
effort to change their direction toward the only possible salvation, whatever planet might be
near enough to support life, for they already knew the ship was beyond saving. Their very lives

were forfeit as they remained in place while the rest of the crew scrambled for emergency escape
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pods. Some made it to the dubious safety of the lifeboats before the last rumbling spasm tore
through the ship, breaking it into pieces against the sudden barrier of reality. Most couldn't find
a lifeboat in time and the navigators didn't even make an attempt, holding true to their
profession as they sacrificed their lives in a desperate attempt to save some of the others.

A dozen small craft of the hundreds that emerged from the wreckage were still intact and
escaped the explosions, collisions and punctures that doomed the other lifeboats. Two of this
dozen failed to reach the green and blue and brown globe of the planet where they might
possibly survive, and at least one more broke up upon entering the atmosphere. Some of them
were scattered across the star system, due to the uncertain nature of the unreality drives. The
hibernation systems might function for a while, keeping the crews alive, but it was unlikely that
another ship would pass that way before the systems finally failed. It would be unlikely that those
craft stranded orbiting the yellow star or crashing into the more harsh planets of the system
would survive. Very unlikely.

Of those which reached the earth, some contained only one passenger and none held
more than three. Even then, one more ran into a problem which might have killed its inhabitant
had it not been for where it came to rest, just before its pilot slipped into a non-perceptive state
from the hard impact of landing. A crucial component damaged during the breakup of the
mother ship failed while the boat was still fifty feet in the air. The small lifeboat careened
through the canopy of the tall slender green vegetation of the planet with thunderous claps of
sound. Systems within the craft continued to fail as the extreme impact forces of reality
relentlessly pounded on it until it slammed into the surface. The occupant was more than dazed
by the impact, and the reality-unreality generators still tore at each other and at the very fabric
of spacetime on the outside of the lifeboat. Finally, the reality generator failed, causing a
collapsing rift into unreality. The ship slowly began to disintegrate into the nothingness of the

void.
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Chapter One

What the hell was that? | looked up from my book, out the window and across the pine
thicket in the direction of the loud thud and then reached over to the end table, gripping my glass
of iced tea carefully. The condensation on the glass drooled down, forming a pool in a perfect
ring at the base of the cup. I took a couple swigs of the cool drink, careful not to let it drip on the
page, before setting my book down and rising from my chair. Might as well go see, | thought. |
winced from the old battle wounds as I stood up. Anyone watching would think I was an old man
instead of in my thirties.

My first notion was that a rather large limb must have fallen off one of the tall pines in
the thicket surrounding the small home, up in the mountains of northern Arkansas, | had bought a
few weeks earlier. Some of the trees were huge and the older ones often had dead limbs on them
thicker than my thigh, and sticking out like some ghastly appendage. They dropped every now
and then and caused quite a ruckus when they did. I'd made a point to keep my things out from
under the trees that had them, but sometimes the wind would toss them into the most inopportune
directions.

"The book wasn't that captivating, anyway," | half-heartedly hmmphed, and frowned.
Come to think of it, the noise had sounded peculiar. I hoped it hadn't hit the Hummer. Or worse,
the hybrid car. It was flimsier.

I went to the door and opened it, then peered through the screen where a nice breeze
chilled the light sheen of sweat on my face. Time to close the doors and windows and turn on the
air conditioning, but first | wanted to see what had fallen. I frowned when nothing appeared out
of the ordinary from where I stood. | opened the screen door and stepped outside. | walked a few
feet forward and then noticed several limbs that had been thrown asunder from high up in the
pine tree canopy. There was a gouge through it that tracked at a slight angle downward to the
ground. Then, | saw it.

A shimmering light blue egg-shaped apparition a dozen feet long lay before me in a short
furrow a couple feet deep in the pine straw covered earth just beyond the old Hummer. The egg
glimmered faintly with a red glow near its point and I could feel heat washing over my face as
the glow quickly faded. For a moment | stood frozen, with only my mind moving, but it was

racing like a jet on afterburner. The thing resembled nothing I'd ever seen. At first | thought it
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must be an errant weather balloon, then | reexamined the upturned earth where it hit. No balloon
was that heavy or that hard! Was it some kind of amateur built aircraft? But that didn't match any
of my preconceptions, either. All I could come up with was that the light blue color suggested it
must be one of those government drones so prevalent now, perhaps an experimental type.

"You must've been booking to have heated up like that,” I said to nobody in particular. "I
didn't know we had hypersonic drones.” But even as | formed that thought, the thing began
dissolving right before my eyes the way Styrofoam does when you pour acetone on it, or more
like ice melting when doused with hot water.

| thought it was just becoming transparent at first, perhaps part of a stealthy design, until |
looked closer and saw that the material was disintegrating into smaller and smaller fragments
until they were tiny enough to be blown away by the breeze. | watched the course of a portion of
them and saw even those bits fade into nothingness, as if the material was breaking into even
smaller bits, down to its constituent molecules and atoms.

"So much for the drone hypothesis,” | mumbled to myself, scratching my head as the
shell continued to fade and the interior was revealed, looking like nothing so much as the pilot's
compartment of an aircraft. And then..."Holy shit!"

There was someone inside, wrapped in a translucent cocoon that crumbled into
nothingness even as | stood there like a dummy, trying to make sense of what was happening.
That lasted only the few seconds it took for the last tiny bits of the cocoon to blow away on the
breeze. What | saw then finally impelled me into action, for the being inside the still-
disintegrating shell of its craft resembled nothing human. Well, it was vaguely humanoid, if four
upper appendages and an upper portion that was more like a rounded pyramid attached to the
body than a head and neck were taken into account. | don't remember feeling any fear. | was still
too stunned to feel much of anything other than an overwhelming sense of unreality, like an
extraordinarily vivid dream. My first really coherent thought was concern for the being once |
saw it was in trouble. Its two lower appendages disappeared into a crumbled tangle of unfamiliar,
varicolored material, where that end of the egg shell shape had impacted the earth. The being
trembled, then twitched, as if attempting to free itself. Anyone with a lick of sense could see that
the thing was hurt and needed help. | stepped forward, then climbed over two featureless
suitcase-sized bundles that had remained after the shell disappeared. As | passed the upper
portion of the being I glanced down and took in the wide, bifurcated mouth set in a lumpy sort of
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face with two very large round green eyes. A thin vertical line bisected each of them. Even as |
looked, a nictitating kind of membrane slowly descended over the eyes. Was it dying? | had no
way of telling. | continued on to where | could get a closer look at where its feet were caught in a
tangle of thick fibers and crushed portions of the shell. I bent down, but for some reason
hesitated. The shell had completely vanished all the way to the end and now the wreckage was
beginning to crumble and blow away, including where the fibers disappeared into the bowels of
the morass. | decided to wait until it was all gone, then I should be able to either lift or drag the
being into the house and see what | could do for it there.

| jerked upright as a cry issued from the alien. That's right, alien, I told myself. What the
hell else could it have been? It would have been plain enough in any language that it was making
a sound of distress, and a second later | saw why. The thick fibers holding the lower part of its
feet, or what served as feet, were dissolving and taking them with it in the process! A portion of
one leg was already partially gone. | could see that the other would follow it in seconds if I didn't
do something. I backed up, then reached down and grabbed two of its upper appendages and
jerked forcefully once, twice, then gave a harder pull. It came free of the wreckage. | drug the
creature farther away, then watched as the last of what had obviously been a spacecraft of some
kind finished disintegrating and its particles wafted away like clouds of dust. All that remained
were the two rectangular bundles, looking almost like luggage except for being featureless. |
ignored them and stooped to get a better grip on the being, sliding my hands in under the two
upper appendages and lifting. It was surprisingly light for its size, bigger than me, but slippery.
At first | thought it had skin like a reptile but then saw it was more of a pelt, an exceedingly fine
one, so sleek it felt almost like satin. | wondered vaguely why the thing wasn't bleeding from its
injured legs. If it was built anything like us it should have been spurting blood, or whatever it
used for blood, all over the place.

Wonder about it later, | told myself, and then "Aren't you a freaky looking sucker?" |
grinned crazily at the alien and realigned my handhold.

"Ersquaaack." The thing made a squawking sound, but who the hell knew if it was
grunting at me, in pain, or just generally spitting some alien curse about getting itself into a

pickle of a predicament.
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"Right, whatever you say pal. Just don't eat me or give me some form of alien pox that |
can't get rid of. And this don't mean we're dating."” It's amazing some of the stupid things a
person will say in a situation never encountered before. And I'm certainly no exception.

Once | found that I could probably lift the creature into my arms, 1 did so, grunting a bit
and ignoring the pain it caused in my bum hip. I carried it back to the house. One of its arms
folded against my chest in the process, as if it were either boneless or broken. It dangled almost
limp, like a wet spaghetti noodle.

My first attempt at getting inside ended with a breeze slamming the screen door against
one of the alien's damaged legs. | guessed they were legs. The thing eeked with a shrill noise that
was most likely its way of calling me a dumbass.

"Sorry."

I had to stop and prop the screen door open to maneuver my way inside. | took the
creature over to the big couch and deposited it as gently as possible. Seeing it there gave me a
better perspective on its size. My length fit the couch easily when I grabbed a quick nap on it, but
I had to cant the alien's lower legs, what was left of them, off to the side. The membrane still
covered its eyes and it still squawked in low tones every now and then. | doubted if it was trying
to talk; the noises it was making were probably involuntary, since its eyes were still closed. |
scanned the length of its body more closely now that it was out of danger. Or was it?

"Think I should call 911?" I asked it and shrugged. "I doubt they'd believe me if | did."”

One end of a leg was still missing and a small portion of the other. Yet it was making a
semblance of breathing, its middle portion moving in on each side then back out, an inch or so at
a time.

"Hmm, looks like you breathe our air."”

It wore no clothing that I could see, though its four arms and waist were adorned with
what looked to be metallic bands, the one about the waist wider than the others. They were a
darker green than the pale lime color of its pelt, but like the bundles still outside, featureless. The
damned things could've been anything from an alien doomsday explosive to a ray-gun to a Zippo
cigarette lighter. There was just no way of knowing what the little featureless boxes were.

Suddenly | felt a presence behind me, perhaps a movement of air that alerted my senses. |

turned and saw both the rectangular blocks I had left outside floating toward me--or rather
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toward the alien; I was just in the way. | stepped hurriedly aside, while making a mental note that
I had to find out how that was done!

"Is that superpowers or tech?" | asked and continued to observe closely.

One of the cases passed me and came to rest precariously on the end of the couch beside
the alien's injured lower legs while the other settled gently to the floor. I slid the coffee table in
under the overhanging part of the one on the couch just in case. Survival packs? Medical
apparatus? | had no way of knowing and was fearful of prying into what I didn't understand. |
waited to see what would happen next, while a million questions raced through my mind, none of
them particularly original. For someone who gobbles up science fiction novels like rednecks
going after free beer, you'd think | would've done something more than stand there like a statue,
or at least thought of doing or saying something useful, but I didn't. | had done my part by
pulling the thing from its dissolving ship. A moment later the pack on the couch divided along an
invisible seam. The top half flipped back and separated, leaving two smaller, but still featureless
rectangular cartons. From the one nearest the alien, a bulge appeared at one end. It grew into a
tentacle that in turn grew a cluster of smaller tentacles at its terminal end. The part growing from
the box stretched like taffy even as the little snake-like ends of it began exploring the body of the
alien.

It was fascinating to watch. Some of the terminal tentacles divided again and again,
becoming smaller and smaller in the process until I could no longer see them, but I suspected
they had become microscopic in size and were delving into the very body of the motionless
creature. Before long, the exploratory tentacle appeared to be satisfied with all but the missing
portion of the alien's legs. It bifurcated and each part settled over a limb, with the smaller parts of
it making a mesh over where its legs had been caught in the wreckage and inadvertently
dissolved along with the rest of its craft. I thought the tentacle from the box must be starting a
healing process. In time, | was proven correct, for the feet were slowly reconstituted, growing
back into six slim toes forward and two larger ones at what would be the heel in a human. Those
folded back under as if designed for that position while at rest, sort of like the arm had folded
against my chest while carrying it in.

A tingling in my feet brought me back to reality. | glanced at my watch and was startled
to see that almost an hour had passed since I heard the noise of the spacecraft hitting the earth
outside the house. After hauling its passenger inside, | had been standing all that time as if
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mesmerized, and in a sense | suppose | was. | had bought the house out in the country, barely in
range of even the local electric co-op, in order to get away by myself for a while. Then to have
something like this interrupt my solitude--well, it was more than ironic; it was the height of
absurdity, and | guess that's how | reacted.

After the death of Lyle, my twin brother, | lost my wife Gwen, the only woman I've ever
truly loved. I found that I was having all kinds of problems adjusting to life without her. My
intent had been to take a year's sabbatical from research and writing and live alone, where I could
drag my soul out in the open and examine it. There was just all sorts of touch feel shit that | felt |
needed to figure out or wad up into a tight ball and bury it away, never to think of it again. |
wanted to find out whether a life without Gwen and my brother was even worthwhile. Gwen's
death had come while I was still grieving over the loss of Lyle. We had been close, as only
identical twins can really appreciate, and his illness had been hard to take. He died slowly, in
great pain, from some kind of incurable tropical disease he caught on a trip to Africa. He
suffered and cried for six long weeks while it ravaged his body, and I cried with him. Toward the
end, he begged me to help him end it and I did, with Gwen's support and without consulting
anyone else.

After losing the only two people in the world | loved deeply and without reservations to
an uncaring universe, | had to get away, from everybody. Everybody. | wanted to think deeply on
this and other matters, like where humanity was going with its burgeoning, ever-expanding
technology that was growing at almost logarithmic rates but still couldn't stop a microbial
onslaught to my womb-mate. | was questioning life and hating life and even wondering whether
all of humanity even had much of a future. And if it did, was it one that | cared to be part of? The
conflicts of the world were almost more than | could even consider at that point in my life. My
mental and emotional state was a total wreck. | was, plainly put, a mess.

But in order to avoid thinking about the picture that really mattered then, namely me, |
avoided it by thinking and worrying about more global issues enveloping humanity. What could
I do about it, anyway, and did I care to, if | could? It appeared to me that the conflict between
fundamentalist and secular Islamic practices was going to be decided in the fundamentalists'
favor. | could see that coming as plainly as any good historian, even if our leaders seemed blind

to the fact. And in opposition, hard-core Christianity was seeing a revival to brighten the hearts
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of any suspenders-snapping Baptist preacher or Pentecostal dogmatist. Even the Catholics, and
Hindus with their pantheon of Gods, were falling prey to evangelical moralizing.

The isolation I'd sought had barely begun, less than two months ago, but I thought |
might be coming to terms with my present life sooner than I'd imagined, although it was by no
means certain yet. It was Gwen's loss that was so brutal to my sense of well-being and happiness.
I'm not much of a socializer and certainly had never thought anyone as lovely and intelligent as
she would ever look my way, but she did--and my real life started then, as if | had been only
partially existing before meeting her. She made me happier than I ever thought possible. Just
being in her presence was a continuing delight. I don't know to this day how I ever got through
that awful night when a police officer showed up at the door and told me Gwen was dead, the
victim of a drunk driver. | saw the world through a haze of grief and unutterable loneliness after
that until I finally exiled myself to the country, hoping I could somehow use the isolation to get
my life back on track. And now this.

| thought about a drink but decided to keep my mind clear and set some coffee to brew.
While it was dripping, | began pacing the confines of the big living room, loosening up my
cramped leg muscles and aching hip and feet and trying to decide what | should do. With every
circuit around the room that went past the bar separating the kitchen from the rest of the room,
behind the two easy chairs and back again, | glanced at the alien still lying quietly on the couch.
Apparently the healing process was nearly complete. The leg with the least damage was already
back to normal and the amputated leg had grown back. The stump where long flexible toes with
what looked like sheathed claws should be was beginning to sprout buds front and back.

| poured coffee and sat down in one of the easy chairs where | could watch my uninvited
guest and sipped the hot brew, trying to decide what to do. Should I call the authorities and
report it? That's what most people would think of doing, I knew, but I also knew what would
happen should | make that call. The alien and its two boxy possessions would be spirited away
by either the military or some security arm of the government and never heard from again. In
fact, as | considered my options, | decided there was a good chance | would be taken away as
well, and stuck in some out-of-the-way place the rest of my life. Some of the agencies might
even think it safer to simply have me eliminated and be done with it. The terrorist mania was
causing congress to pass outlandish laws governing homeland security and the Supreme Court
wasn't objecting very strenuously. But suppose the wounded craft had been tracked to earth? |
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thought about that possibility for a moment, then decided it hadn't been; otherwise, helicopters
and patrol cars and men in black suits would probably already be swarming around, taking
control and enjoining me to silence at the least, and wiping me from the face of the earth at
worst. No, | wasn't going to call anyone, especially as the alien's equipment appeared to be
taking adequate care of it. Once it awakened, if it wanted to apply the age-old cliché "Take me to
your leader,"” then I'd help it do so, but only after warning it of the probable consequences--
assuming we were eventually able to communicate with each other, of course.

On the other hand, it was possible the descending craft had been detected and even now
the government was cordoning off the area before moving in. The thought bothered me. | voiced
the big screen on the wall into action. It was already set to a news channel. | watched for a few
moments, especially the scrolling text along the bottom of the screen but nothing untoward
appeared to have happened. Just to be sure, | went to a news search and tried several different
combinations of wording to see if a meteor or crash of an aircraft or anything at all resembling
what actually had happened was being reported. | found a couple of suspicious sources but after
going back for some in-depth reporting found that they were all innocuous happenings, easily
explained. Then | got smart and changed channels to one | liked to peruse in idle moments,
Strange Events. And there I did find two items. First was a report of some sort of unexplained
astronomical event that was 'being studied'. The other item told of an area in Scotland that had
been cordoned off and where a news blackout had been put into effect. | got a satellite view but
the area was covered with clouds and neither infrared nor other wavelengths told me anything
new, except that what looked to be a large tent had been erected near the center of the excluded
area.

I found a couple of other places where some incident had triggered the Strange Events
monitor but | couldn't find out much more than | had from the first one. And right then it hit me,
and damn my stupid mind for not thinking of it earlier. Maybe | should have had a stiff drink
right off and got some of my brighter neurons to functioning. My God! Have more than one of
these spacecraft come down? Were we being invaded and had the vessel that landed in my yard
simply malfunctioned? No, that didn't make sense. An invasion wouldn't start this way, not the
kind we'd been envisioning in literature and movies ever since H.G. Wells' War of the Worlds

was published, well over a hundred years ago. But if there was more than one...hell, I just didn't
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know. Better to wait until I had more data before getting into wild speculation. Gwen used to tell
me | had thought patterns resembling a drunk physicist when | got going good.

I got up again and resumed pacing, unbearably anxious for the rejuvenation process the
alien was undergoing to be finished. Absent-mindedly, | began straightening the room here and
there, then sat down to go through yesterday evening's mail. | had left it lying on the kitchen
table where 1 usually sorted it before taking anything important into the room I was beginning to
turn into an office. Halfway through the stack of mostly junk, I found my own face staring back
at me from the cover of a trade journal. It looked as if the picture had been touched up a bit. I had
more gray in my dark brown hair than that and the scar above my right eyebrow had been
smoothed over. The end result made me look almost handsome except that | was a little thinner
now than when the photo had been taken, making my high cheekbones inherited from a
Cherokee ancestor visible. Beneath the photo was a caption: Kyle Leverson, Making Science
Intelligible.

I had one of those odd professions that pays well but that hardly anyone knows anything
about, or has even heard of in most cases. I've been freelancing for years, taking science articles
and rewording them into intelligible English. You'd be surprised at the number of high grade
geniuses in the science fields who can hardly tell a verb from a vampire and need people like me
to rewrite their papers for them. That means I have to do a lot of research, keeping up with the
latest in studies in such diverse fields as amoebic diseases and how atmospheres form on other
planets and so forth, but I've always been a science bug anyway, so that was no hardship. That
doesn't mean I'm an expert in any of the professions like zoology or molecular biology or
genetics or particle physics and the like--just that I know enough about them, or can find out
enough, to transcribe the authors' gibberish into something readable by their peers. I also was
well known (in professional circles) as a pretty fair science writer for the masses: everything
from Sunday supplement type articles to more serious ones in national magazines and on the
internet. With my disability income from the army, the result of gunshot wounds to the shoulder
and hip, and what | earned freelancing, plus the payoff from the insurance company of the
drunken driver that killed Gwen, | was very well off economically. I still got the pension even
though the old wounds didn't bother me too much now, so long as | was very careful and

assiduous with my non-impact exercise programs. The only thing | had regrets about is that |
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could no longer practice karate. It was just too much for the mess the bullets made of my
shoulder and hip.

I had just finished another circuit and was pouring a second cup of coffee when | heard a
noise over the newscast | had left on. I turned around and the alien creature's eyes were no longer
covered by that membrane; their bisected orbs were clearly turned in my direction. An old
soldier’s instinct washed over me for a fleeting second, an impulse making me want to run for

my pistol.
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Chapter Two

What do you do in a situation that no human has ever experienced before? | sure as hell
didn't know, but while I stood there like a dunce, the alien moved its upper trunk and switched its
gaze toward the big screen on the wall. There was no possible way to gauge its reaction. All |
could do was try to picture how a human from another epoch might act in a similar situation, say
like a Cro-Magnon with a time traveler dropped in front of its cave, and even then the
circumstances could only be remotely compared. They would at least have their humanity in
common, while we were two wildly different species. I might have been nothing more than
technologically advanced kibble to this thing.

Luckily for me, the alien took charge. It levered itself upright and leaned against the
cushioned backrest of the couch. Its gaze left the screen and traversed the room in a slow arc, as
if studying each object in the room--including me, for that's where its eyes rested after the circuit
around the room. Only momentarily though, for then it pointed one of its fingers--it had six on
each hand, along with two opposable thumbs--and the box sitting on the floor opened just as it
had done earlier, prior to the healing of the amputated foot. The gun idea was still twitching at
the back of my mind as an inch-thick fiber uncoiled from the depths of the box. The fiber was
topped by a small globe no more than a couple of inches in diameter. Evidently it was some kind
of interpretive device, for the alien began speaking to it and it answered, but in a gabble that
made no sense at all to me.

This went on for several moments while | brought my fresh coffee over to the easy chair
and set it on the side table. | started to sit down but then wondered if my alien guest might be
hungry or thirsty. | went over to the refrigerator and poured a glass of cold water. Very slowly,
so as not to alarm it, I crossed the room and held out the glass.

There was no hesitation on its part. It took the glass and raised it to the lipless, bifurcated
mouth. A tongue as pink as my own lapped at the water at first, then somehow formed a tube and
suctioned the rest of it up. It held out the glass to me, a clear signal that it wanted more. | set the
glass on the coffee table and fetched the water pitcher. | demonstrated how to pour, probably an
unnecessary gesture. | watched as it drank almost the whole pitcher of water. After that it placed

its mouth over the globe at the end of the upright fiber that had risen from the box. It made

16



Human by Choice

swallowing motions, leading me to think it was probably taking in some nourishment, or
possibly medicine. When it seemed to be satisfied, | decided to get busy.

"Kyle," I said, touching my chest like Tarzan as | uttered my name.

It repeated my action and said, "Cresperian,” speaking slowly. If it had said, "Take me to
your leader" instead, | would have headed for the nearest funny farm and checked myself in
faster than a cat having sex. At that point a piece of useless knowledge popped into my head
about tomcats. | was lost on the thought that a tomcat has barbs on its penis and ejaculates in less
than ten seconds. Then I cringed, thinking about the sight of a poor pussycat being mounted. I've
got more useless facts like that running around in my mind than are in Wikipedia. Gwen used to
show me off at parties, having people ask me odd questions, the odder the better. Sometimes
stress causes nonsense like that to just pop to the front of my brain. Perhaps | developed it early
on as some sort of coping mechanism to make up for being shy.

"Kyle." The alien snapped me out of my wandering trivial pursuit by pointing in my
direction and repeating my name.

I didn't intend to try putting over the fact that humans usually went by two, and
sometimes three names, but even so | confused it. By the time | realized it was speaking of
species while | had given my individual name, it took several minutes and finally showing it a
picture of a crowd before it got the idea. After that the session went easier, even though | learned
later that they had no permanent names of their own, but changed their designation as they
changed professions or specialties. Nevertheless, we began making rapid progress, | by talking
and demonstrating, and it by what turned out to be an eidetic memory and use of its boxed
assistant that seemed to have as many functions as the contents of a woman's handbag, maybe
more.

Time passed and eventually I played out, while it appeared content to continue the
language and culture lessons indefinitely. It was midnight by then. We hadn't gotten around to
discussing sleep but I was really feeling the need. Finally I hit on a bright idea. | had already
managed to explain the idea of what a computer was, so | showed it the basics on my spare (not
being willing to risk a neophyte with the main one). It caught on quickly, and we had already
gone over the association between words and the text in books. I left it with a dictionary, a

connection to one of the simpler encyclopedias on the net and a general science site to play with,
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and Google, and then | pointed out the bathroom in case it had needs along those lines. | lay
down on the couch, instead of my bed, to sleep. | wanted be nearby in case it needed me.

For the time being | was calling it Jerry, for no particular reason other than it sounded
like the first couple of syllables of what it gave as its designation when we decided it needed a
name in English, and it seemed satisfied with the shortened form. After I'd sleepily watched Jerry
for a while, I thought he could navigate by himself (herself? We hadn't gotten into that yet, but I
decided on him for the time being) and closed my eyes at last. Just as | was dozing off | heard a
cat "raoow" out behind the shed, causing me to dream of an alien tomcat mounting a poor little
Kitty.

—

A sunbeam making its way through the shade of the big pines around the house woke me
well after sunrise the second day after the alien's arrival. Jerry was still at it, apparently as happy
with what | had given him to play with as a pup with a roomful of squeaky toys, and to all
appearances he had been busy the whole time I slept, breaking only once to engage me in
conversation when | woke up for an hour. Occasionally while | was awake, | saw him take a
drink of water or sustenance from the case still sitting on the floor, which | had concluded must
be the lifeboat survival kit. When he heard me yawn and sit up, he turned around.

I was so short on sleep that at first | had trouble remembering what was going on, then |
blinked and it all came rushing back into my mind, just as it did every time | woke up. An alien!
I had an alien in my home, an intelligent, reasoning creature from the stars, a phenomenon we
humans had been dreaming of for the better part of a century! And, it hadn't as of yet made the
slightest motions toward eating me alive. That part | was happiest about.

"Good morning, Jerry," | said.

"Good morning, Kyle. Your sleepness was...noisy at times but not disturbing. I thank
you for the generosity of your computer and of your home."

| do snore occasionally, especially when I'm tired, so | guess that's what he was referring
to. His language had improved considerably overnight, enough so that we could converse easily.
There were plenty of misunderstandings, circumlocutions and cultural differences that
occasionally took a long time to overcome, but I won't try to reproduce any of that. Apparently
he (I went on referring to it as he for a day or two until we got that straightened out) had no need
of sleep, at least not in the sense we did.

18



Human by Choice

"Thank you. Are you tired? Do you need to rest?"

"No, | have no need to sleep at the present time."

"Uh huh." Right then, I had no idea of the implications that simple statement held for the
future. 1 simply assumed he needed less sleep than we did and would rest when he felt the need.
"How about some food? Are you hungry? Do you think you can eat what we do?"

"Yes, when | begin to need food, I believe it will be compatible with my body."

Again, I had no inkling of what his statement really meant, but if it didn't need food, |
did, as well as a shower and some coffee to get me going. | started the coffee brewing, then said,
"Excuse me. | need to shower and brush my teeth, and then we'll talk some more while | make
breakfast.”

"I will be content until you return.”

The formal way he spoke soon disappeared as he picked up the nuances of slang, along
with my southern accent, and began working deeper into the incredible versatility of the rich
English language.

He turned back to the computer as I left the room. It was one of the fastest showers and
morning ablutions of my life, for | could hardly contain myself until I could get back and talk
some more with him. Whatever else | had expected of an alien, I never thought I'd meet one who
learned so rapidly or was so agreeable with whatever | happened to suggest.

Not wanting to waste time cooking, | pulled down a box of sweetened Cheerios for
breakfast. While 1 spooned them into my mouth we talked, with me sometimes having to finish a
bite before answering.

Once my bowl was empty, | poured coffee for myself, and then offered some to Jerry.

"Not at the present, thank you, but I believe by tomorrow or perhaps the next day I'll be
able to partake,” he told me.

And again | missed the implications, but of course there was no possible way for me to
understand what he meant. Once the coffee quieted my caffeine addiction and got my mind into
gear, | decided to bring up the subject of sex, taking a chance that I might be broaching some
taboo of his species.

"Jerry, I've been referring to you as 'he’, implying not only that you're male but that your

species has two sexes like ours. Am | correct or way off base?"
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"Off base?" He hesitated before continuing. Just as | opened my mouth to explain, he said
"Yes, | understand now. A sports analogy. Your communication mode is extremely versatile for
being so limited."”

"Limited how?"

"We have what you would call a perceptive sense. It allows us to discern many more
nuances of meaning than speech alone.”

"You mean you're telepathic? You can read minds?" Great blazing balls of fire! What
must he be thinking of me if he knew everything that had gone through my mind since he fell to
earth in my yard? If | were the alien I'd probably be the one wanting a shootin' iron!

"No, just that we 'see’ with more than our eyes, even down to the small molecular level or
even to the atomic. When communicating with a companion, speech is only part of the message.
In time | will be able to explain in more detail."”

| breathed a huge sigh of relief. "Okay," | said and gladly left it at that, now that | was
assured he wasn't reading my thoughts. Aliens using my computer and drinking my water was
one thing, but if they got into my mind that was an entirely different matter. What if the thing
had seen my crazy dream about the alien tomcat raping that kitty? Humanity might be looked at
as really freaking weird, were that to happen. Fortunately for humankind, Jerry wasn't telepathic,
as far as | understood it. "But back to your sex. Are you male or female?"

He seemed to muse for a moment before answering, making me wonder for a moment if |
had touched on a taboo subject. | was just thinking of how to phrase my apology when he put my
fears to rest. "In our culture we have two genders, just as you do, but we're not limited as you
are. In the course of our lives, we may have one sexual identity, then change to another, just as
we change specialties of interest from time to time, and eventually two of us may propagate
through what you would think of as...a third sex, perhaps. One who bears the young."

"Hmm." That must be a nice arrangement, | thought to myself. One sex just to have the
babies while the other two have all the fun. Of course, | had no idea of their sexual practices at
the time, or even if they had sex in the fashion we did. For certain | could detect nothing at
Jerry's crotch that looked anything like genitalia. Anyway, his sexual organs didn't necessarily
have to be placed like ours. His outward appearance was sort of like a cartoon animal--sexless.

And who knew what he had hiding under that pelt?
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He must have taken my little utterance as a signal to continue with the subject, for then he
said, "I've already instituted the necessary biomolecular and genetic revisions of my structure to
become female. However, if that is unsatisfactory to you, I can reverse the process with little
problem at this stage."

I was curious, I'll admit. Besides, men are always thinking about sex. "Why did you
decide to start the change now, on a strange planet and in what must be an even stranger
environment for you? Or is it something that happens automatically?"

"Oh, no, Kyle. Long ago we progressed to a stage of biotechnology where the changes
may be done at will. Of course we don't usually switch back and forth very often. Our lifespans
are extremely long compared to yours, so there's no necessity for hurry in most matters."

"Of course not,” | said, and immediately hoped he hadn't picked up on the sarcasm. Damn
it, he could have gone all day without saying that. The fact that we had to die was one of my pet
peeves. At the very least, | thought our lifetimes were far too short. | hated the thought of death,
the negation of my ego, and being non-religious, | had no anticipation of an afterlife. And while
I'm still relatively young, I can remember how bitterly resentful my Dad had been as his life
neared its end, not only because he knew he was going to die, but also at all the aches and pains
that old age entails. And he didn't believe in an afterlife either. Frankly, I doubt that most people
really, deep down, believe in a heaven, or they wouldn't struggle so to keep on living, even in
pain and misery and conditions where death should seem welcome if they really thought there
was something nice waiting afterward. And just look at how we misbehave. Would we really act
the way we do if we thought our chances of going to heaven were based on our actions while
alive? Hell no, we wouldn't.

I shook my head to get the random thoughts out of my mind. "So I take it you're male
now. Will you look the same after you change to a female or will the differences be apparent,
like our sexual characteristics?"

If an alien with a face like a cross between a cat and an owl could look troubled, Jerry
did. I apologized, thinking I shouldn't have raised the issue so soon. "I'm sorry, Jerry. | think |
must have troubled or embarrassed you. | didn't intend to.” Damn my big mouth. Why can't |

ever learn to keep it shut?
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"It isn't that, Kyle. You've mistaken my meaning, most likely from my incomplete
comprehension of your language and culture. I'm becoming a female because | thought that
would please you, since you're alone--that is, you have no companion present. Wife? Partner?"

"l was married,” | told him. "My wife died in an accident several months ago. If you're
becoming a female simply to please me...well, | don't see what difference it would make. I'm
sure | could continue to relate to you in your present form just as well as whatever you look like
as a female.”

A long moment of silence ensued and again | thought | had said something wrong.

"l see that | still have failed to make myself understood. | apologize for that. What my
transition means is that when it is complete | will look like a human female. In fact, in all
respects | will be able to function as a human female, retaining only my perceptive sense and my
knowledge."

——

That floored me. An alien changing into a functional human female? | didn't see how it
was possible and said so.

"Jerry, how can you do such a thing? Unless you've been studying us more thoroughly
than you've admitted, | don't see how you can possibly do it."”

He, or I guess I should say she, answered, since | began thinking of the alien as female
from that point on. At any rate | changed the wording of its name to Jeri in my mind and thought
of her like that from then on. She responded to my question with wording she had used before in
somewhat the same context, but it had passed me by then, just as all the indirect references to the
coming change had failed to penetrate. Some days I'm dense, I'll admit it.

"My perceptive sense goes down to the molecular level, Kyle, and even beyond if
necessary, as I've mentioned to you. I've already done a thorough analysis of your gene structure.
As I'm sure you know, all the aspects of both male and female are contained in the chromosomes
of every cell of your body, particularly as you possess both the X and Y chromosomes. Had you
been female, | would have been unable to successfully change or perhaps even gone off on a
false highway. Road? Path?"

"Path. You mean you've been able to look inside my body without me even knowing it?"

"Not look, as you interpret the term, Kyle. Perceive is the only English word | can use to
describe what I did. As I've said before, our perceptive sense goes down to the molecular level."”
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She stopped for a moment, then continued. "Was | wrong to look inside your body without your
permission?"

"No harm done, but if you truly get to where you look like a female and can pass for
human, it wouldn't do to go around looking through people's clothes, for instance. If you ever
forget, for God's sake don't mention it! We like our privacy and the nudity taboos are rather
strong in our culture.”

"Yes, I've gathered that, but what you suggested | could do would never be detectable.
Even so, as human, | shall practice the same mores as you do, so far as possible.”

"Hmm. Maybe this is the time to ask if any more of you are on earth.” | think | kind of
held my breath until she answered. It turned out that my suspicions were correct.

"l believe so, although I can't say how many. As our ship broke up, hundreds of lifeboats
escaped, but very few survived. | perceived several before distance became a factor. Perhaps as
few as two or three of us made it to earth but certainly no more than two dozen, in somewhat less
than a dozen boats."

| should have figured it out without her help by then, but | hadn't. I had been picturing the
spaceship she arrived in as an interstellar craft that had crashed because of a mechanical failure,
but in retrospect it was a sillier assumption than thinking you can drink boilermakers all night
without consequences the next morning. Considering its size and the way it disintegrated upon
touching earth in order to free its occupant should have enabled me to figure out that it was a
survival craft of some kind, but I guess my brain had been overloaded right from the beginning.
Anyway, knowing the truth brought up another question.

"Did you manage to send a distress signal? Will another ship be coming to rescue you?"

"No. | fear I shall never return to my home planet.”

"Never? Why not?"

"Several reasons. First, this galaxy is huge, as you well know. While many planets bear
life, we've found only three or four others so far in hundreds of years of exploration that have
intelligent species and all of those but humans are subtechnical.”

I'm glad she included us among the intelligences. Some days | have my doubts about just
how smart humans are despite being able to invent such things as fast food and pantyhose. But

maybe she was overlooking something.
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"How about if one of your navigators survived, wouldn't they know how to get back? Or
is that all pre-programmed?"

"No, that's one of the few things that weren't completely automatic, but | know for certain
that our pathfinders all perished when our starship failed, so even if it were possible to build
another ship here, which it isn't, it's doubtful that I or any of my fellows who escaped could find
the way back."

"You don't know how a spaceship, a starship I should say, works?"

"Only generally. You know in a broad sense how a nuclear reactor works, but could you
design and build one using the technical aid of south sea islanders?"

"Uh, no." | got the point. We were barbarians compared to them, but personally, I think
she could have thought of a gentler way of putting it. "Won't another ship ever come this way
again?"

"Perhaps, but again using an analogy, in the course of your life will you ever travel to
London, to a particular street and house number you've never heard of, much less seen?"

"No, I guess not. So you're stuck here. Is that why you're planning on assuming human
shape?"

"l see no other recourse. Judging from what little | know yet of your culture, it's
impossible for me to go out in public in my present appearance. Fortunately, in our own culture,
assuming other body shapes, including the mental processes, is commonplace. | myself have
taken the shape of, and lived for a short time as, one of our nearest cousins in the animal world.
It's no inconvenience for me to become like a human. In fact, again judging from what little |
know, it should be an extraordinary experience, since | will assume the characteristics of a
human female. But before that happens, I'm going to have to impose on you for some assistance
with the change. May 17"

"Certainly. I'll do whatever | can to help you. We sure as hell don't want the military or
one of the security agencies to get their hands on you." That made me pause for thought. "You
said you can perceive others of your kind. Do you have any idea at all of where the others might
be?"

"l was so busy trying to keep my boat operational that | only remember flashes of a few
trajectories. | know of one that probably came to rest hundreds of miles east of here and | believe
another ship probably landed in the United Kingdom, although I can't be certain. Other than
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those, | have no idea, since even though we were all on the same general trajectory, some of the
survivors lagged behind me and some were ahead, like the two | mentioned, but there must have
been a lot of divergence. They could have come down most anywhere, although the lifeboats
would have guided toward land masses."

"l see."” And | had to wonder if anyone else was in the same predicament as me--offering
aid to that old bugbear of humans: a bug-eyed monster. BEM in science fiction parlance. We had
gotten off track. "You said you needed my help. What is it you want me to do for you?"

"In order to assure a successful transition, I'd like you to convey me to the vicinity of the
nearest young female that you know of. Could you do that?"

"Sure,” | said, thinking momentarily of Gwen. As if this alien could ever match her! |
didn't say that, though. No sense in getting her aggravated at me. "In fact, | need to go shopping
in a day or two, anyway, and the little store where I buy groceries and gas has a young lady
working there in the afternoons and evenings. | could cover you with a blanket in the back seat
and you can do what's necessary while I'm inside. How would that be?" You know, | didn't feel a
bit of guilt over Jeri preparing to look inside Bridgett. Heck, I wouldn't have minded a peek
myself, at least beneath her clothes. | had a sneaking suspicion she didn't wear panties all the
time, but I could be wrong. Just my evil self doing the speculation.

"Yes, that would work very well. Actually, | only need to get within a couple of hundred
feet to...zero in, | think is the term, on the anatomy I'm interested in. In case you're wondering, |
want to observe the uterus and ovaries and the other sexual differences, and look more closely at
the X chromosome as it is expressed in a female."

"No problem. Hey, what kind of woman will you look like when you're finished?"

The bifurcated mouth opened wider in what | think was an attempt at a smile. "I can look
like any of the ones I've seen while watching the newscast, but I'd rather you do the choosing.”

"No shit?"
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Chapter Three

If ever a man wanted to play God, here was my chance. | thought almost constantly about
what she wanted me to do. When it was first mentioned, a picture of Gwen popped into my
mind, as she had been back when we first married, as young and fresh and precious-looking as a
just-unfolded spring flower in the morning, dew drops on the petals sparkling with little
pinpoints of fire from the morning sunshine. It took only a moment for me to realize that trying
to recreate Gwen would be the biggest mistake of my life. Every time | would look at her, I'd be
hoping to see the love of my life again, but it wouldn't really be her. I decided that it would be
much better to keep the memories the way they were and to start fresh. That was if | could ever
be attracted to an alien masquerading as a human female, as Jeri apparently thought | would be.
Hell, she probably understood humans better than I did at that point.

"Well," I ventured, "if you can do what you're saying, and trust me to help pick out your
form, the best thing to do is to let me show you shapes and colors and descriptions, then you
mold yourself to the woman you want to look like."

"If that is what you wish," she said.

Jeri was amenable, but then | had to peruse some pictures of nude females to give her an
idea of what | considered a nice face and figure. Inevitably, that meant seeing some pornography.
I tried to keep it to a minimum, but it was no use. Looking for nude women on the internet meant
you were going to see some porn, regardless. For that matter, looking for dishwashing detergent
on the internet meant that you'd probably come across a come-on to a site where men and women
were doing wild things to each other that had nothing to do with dirty dishes. Once, back before
pop-up blockers came along, | got a into window of MILFs that wouldn't go away no matter how
many times | "clicked X" on it. | didn't even know what the crap a MILF was until the site came
up. Each time I'd click X, it would close and another would take its place, announcing that they
had the hottest nude teens or the best library of nude celebrities or the nastiest women on the web
or, you name it, it was there. And once there was even a site for very, very, large women. |
quickly noted that Jeri was captivated by some of the acts pictured, even though I hurriedly
scanned past them or closed them out. Finally, 1 just stopped fighting the flood of internet porn
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and tried to explain one of the most oddly fascinating, strange, and weird aspects of human
nature--sex, and as a consequence, internet porn.

"Jeri, some of the things you're seeing here aren't what most of us would call normal or
mainstream. Humans are subject to innumerable neuroses, almost all of them at least partly
sexual in nature. And a lot of them will do almost anything for the right amount of money or
fame. If you get confused about any of this stuff, please ask, or better still, try to ignore it until
later, when you're better acculturated. Okay?"

"Yes. Shall we continue looking at nude females, then?" she said. Jeri was truly an alien
after my own heart.

"Yes, but I've got a better way of doing it. If you're determined to do this, you may as
well do it right. Just wait here a minute."

I had a stack of old Playboy magazines inherited from my father, some of them
collector's items now. And, yes, of course | had added to the pile myself over the years, but
before | was married. | had gone through them once or twice and separated out the ones | thought
I might like to look at again sometime in the future, either for the particularly pulchritudinous
young women or for an article I might use sometime in my writing. And for the pictures of the
young women, or did | mention that already?

| brought the ones with the best photo displays (in my opinion). I like boobs as well as
any normal man, but I like them proportional to the rest of the body, not oversized (although if a
pair of extra large naked boobs just happened to be in front of me, I certainly wouldn't shy away
from them). | showed Jeri some examples of what I considered to be ideal figures and coloring,
then gave her a height limitation of no more than five feet six inches and preferably an inch or
two shorter, which was probably a subconscious hangover of mine from Gwen. By the time we
were finished, she had a good idea of what I liked, but none of them really resembled Gwen
(who had been very pretty, verging on beautiful) other than their height. And I was not only as
embarrassed as a kid caught with pornography by his parents but had a pretty fair erection
besides. Call me old-fashioned, but looking at naked women for that prolonged a period of time
did get my blood pumping.

Those pictures at least gave Jeri something to shoot for. I still had my doubts about
whether she could accomplish it or not, but I figured if she was going to do it, she may as well
try for something I liked, since she was living with me. If the process came out anywhere near
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what | envisioned, she would turn heads by the score, which brought up another subject we had
touched on here and there over the last three days but hadn't tried to explore yet in any depth.

Once we were seated (and it turned out that my couch suited her about as well as any
earthly furniture, so long as she sat upright), she began the conversation. | wasn't quite ready for
it. Hell, I was even trying to avoid it. | mean, come on, sex with an alien, a very alien-looking
alien at that, was not something even the free love hippies from the last century would've been
up for.

"Kyle, human sexual practices appear to be something | shall have to experience in order
to even begin to comprehend. They bear little relation to what our species thinks of as sexual
bonding. I've gotten the impression that much of your sexuality is exceedingly pleasurable, yet
somehow associated with deep subconscious feelings of guilt. These in turn are very closely
related to your religious beliefs, of which there are many. Am | correct so far?"

"Well, yeah, religious and moral beliefs. All morals aren't necessarily derived from
religion, though. | mean, even atheists have morals based on what they think is right and wrong."
I had to admit she was mostly right, though, much as | hated to. We're a weird species, no doubt
about it.

"Therein lies the confusion for me. We have nothing at all like religion in our culture,
since our mathematicians have proven beyond doubt the non-existence of a Supreme Entity
which orders how the universes work, much less one that takes a personal interest in our
everyday affairs. I'm sorry if that offends you, but I have no other way of looking at it.”

"You're not offending me, Jeri." In fact, | felt a huge sense of relief. Religion has caused
enough grief on our old earth already, without bringing in new ones from other parts of the
galaxy! I wondered about her species' history, though, but didn't have a chance to ask right away,
because she continued almost immediately. And had | truly understood more about the
underlying math of quantum physics and the connectedness phenomenon, | would have argued
that any good mathematical proof can eventually be overturned with a new understanding or
axiom. But | didn't, so I didn't.

"Oh. Then I assume you belong to the ten percent or so of humanity which has lost the
genes governing a belief system in the supernatural?"

"Uh, well," | started to say but then hesitated. Up until the loss of my brother and my
wife | thought | was pretty sure about things, religion-wise. But these days | wasn't sure | knew
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anything about anything. But Jeri perhaps knew more than | did about humanity as she had really
been researching our species. | was already pretty much aware of how much she'd learned.
"That's one way of putting it, | suppose, although I'd sure like to see that proof you say you have.
But yes, that's about right. Maybe as much as one in ten of us, or thereabout, apparently are born
without a need to believe in a higher power. Of course, our scientists are beginning to think there
are a number of interrelated genes associated with the belief genes, or any genes for that matter,
and environment governs a good deal of the way most genes are expressed. It's extremely
complicated. For us, anyway."

"I'll be able to shed some light on it for you once I've become human. Perhaps by
publishing my findings?"

The statement was in the form of a question. | wasn't certain if it was rhetorical or not.
And | thought about it briefly. There were two problems with that. One was just a hunch that
being human might change her mind. Seeing and "feeling" the universe from a human's
perspective would be a new observation that might throw a monkey wrench in that proof of hers.
The second was pure logistics of the Spanish inquisition of scientific publishing.

"It's not that easy, at least if you can't show the research to back you up. If you don't have
that, and credentials to match, a reputable genetics journal, or any other science journal for that
matter, won't publish you." I grinned. "Of course, there's always the internet. That's made a
considerable change in the ways we make information available to the common man." | thought
for a moment. "In fact, | could probably do it for you. It's right up my line and | have a good
reputation for not going off the deep end. Well, not too often, anyway."

"If I understand your similes correctly, you're involved with the publication of scientific
data?"

"That's right. And I think | have a pretty open mind. You know, Jeri, you were very lucky
you came down in my bailiwick rather than some hillbilly preacher's or someone that's ignorant
of anything outside movies or the pabulum you find on television and so-called internet
entertainment. You might have been shot or tied up and beaten to drive the devils out of you." |
shook my head, thinking of all the different prejudiced, opinionated, dogmatic and downright
mean-minded people she might have come in contact with first, rather than me. Not that I'm free
of some neurotic quirks and beliefs with no foundation in fact; all of us have them, and some
cultures are more subject to them than others, but I did think | was relatively free of the most
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objectionable kinds. | said so and Jeri tried to nod with the very beginning of a neck separating
her head from her trunk. So far it was just a little indentation at the base of the pyramid shape her
trunk ascended into, where her brain resided, the same as in humans. The thought of human
xenophobia didn't even cross my mind.

"l understand," she replied.

"Well," | started, remembering that | wanted to know a little of their history. "Did your
species ever have religious beliefs or was there some other method your primitive ancestors
evolved to reconcile their fear of the unknown and of death with their regular lives?" | asked.

"Kyle, I can't say. We have such lengthy lives now and have had for such an
immeasurably long time that our cultural sense of history is different from yours. We pay much
less attention to our past. Ordinarily, we go for long periods while considering subjects before
ever acting, other than in an emergency, which of course | classify my present predicament as.
To put it more simply, we have no reckoning of whether our species ever had religions or wars.
We don't even know how far in the past we deciphered our genetic code and began altering it to
our present protean nature, where we can modify our bodies in many different ways simply by
using our perceptive sense to initiate and control the process.”

No wars, no religions, and | suspected their civilization and culture weren't driven by
their sexual nature as ours is, and that sex wasn't nearly as important a part of their lives as with
us. They had evidently lost most of their genetic disposition for territorial control in the past as
well, if they ever had one. They were truly alien in every sense of the word. Jeri was blank on the
subject of history and sex, but very interested in my take on it.

"You think your territorial nature, the impulse to control domains, is the result of your
sexual drive, then?"

"Probably,” 1 nodded. "Or more likely the other way around, although very few of us will
admit it since the territorial genes haven't been very well identified yet, nor the interrelated genes
or environmental influences on them. The religious teachings ignore the obvious fact of our
territorial nature when they preach peace and turning the other cheek and so forth.” I had to
explain that metaphor, and that led to more talk of religion.

"It's all very strange to me, Kyle. You do know that even when my human shape is
complete, I'll still retain all my knowledge and beliefs and they'll be applied to the expression of
my genes a human, even though my body may contain some contradictory genes, such as the

30



Human by Choice

religious ones, if | find it impossible to weed them out. Also, I may find that my actions and
beliefs become at least partially subject to hormonal influence and other behavior dictated by the
type of proteins some genes code for, just as | believe yours are. That might be the most
difficult”

"How will that be possible to believe the opposite of what your genes dictate if--oh, I get
it. You'll be like a blank slate in some ways. You may have the genes for lots of undesirable
characteristics but they'll never have been subject to environmental modification in their
expression. And vice versa. Whew! You're going to be like no other human in history. And that's
probably going to cause both you and me problems when we go out in public."” My mind was
working as though | were outlining an article. It made me go into my lecture mode. "You'll have
the look, but you're going to have to learn not only how to act like a human but how to act like a
female human. In case you haven't figured it out yet, we're almost like separate species in many
ways. Our brains don't function exactly alike; they even use the two hemispheres in dissimilar
fashion, and that leads to different ways of viewing the world and interacting with others,
particularly the opposite sex. Just as an example you've already run across, men are much more
visually oriented than women, who are driven more by emotion and closeness. So far as sex goes
anyway. That's why pornography is designed and produced much more for males than females
and why sexual aberrations take such bizarre forms. Religion and sex and our separate sexual
natures are all tangled together in relationships so complex we're probably still centuries away
from even beginning to understand them."

"Yes," she said and again tried to nod, already attempting to mimic human mannerisms.
"I'm beginning to see the enormous challenge this process will involve. You mentioned that you
were married but your wife died in an accident. Since you've lived with a woman, I'm hoping
that you'll be able to help me learn the human mannerisms associated with being female, the ones
I can't discover from reading."”

I stood up and walked around the room, suddenly realizing how little I actually knew
about women. | tried to imagine myself as a woman and simply couldn't do it, not with any
assurance of how I would feel. It was the age-old conundrum, Mars and Venus; we act one way,
they act another, and both of us all too frequently misinterpret the other's intentions. Just as small
examples of what | began imagining then, I wondered how | would feel, existing in a culture

where almost a hundred percent of the other sex was twice as strong as me, where | would be the
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undersized one, where even such little things as how tightly jar caps were screwed on and how
furniture was almost always made to fit men rather than women would be (or so | thought)
constant irritants. How would I like it if my body and face were constantly being scrutinized
while I was out in public, and an immediate judgment of my worth was being made on that
basis? How would | feel if | had to sometimes act contrary to my nature in order to get along?
Hell, 1 didn't even have a clue about what women talked about among themselves when they let
their hair down.

I quit pacing amid all those thoughts and decided to have a drink and, for a change, a stiff
one rather than coffee. It made me wonder whether Jeri's species used stimulants of any kind, but
I put that aside for a moment while I poured some rum over ice and opened a Coke to dilute it. |
brought it back over and sat down.

"Jeri, you're going to be surprised at how little I know about women. Christ, they even
button their shirts opposite from men. I'll help you all I can, but you're simply going to have to
get out in public, among women, and observe. Perhaps you should watch some television and
chick flicks, too." It took her a moment to gather what | meant by "“chick flicks."

"You speak as if your species have little interaction with the opposite sex, other than sex
itself, yet from my perusal of text and literature, that appears not to be the case. Can you
explain?”

"Uh, sure, it's, uh,” I couldn't, not in a million years but | didn't tell her that. "I guess it's
just that we're so different. Sure, we talk and work together and live together and love each other,
but that still doesn't mean we understand our opposites. Shucks, we can't really get inside another
male person's head, much less a woman's."

"I'm sure I'll learn but I'm certain to make mistakes along the way. Hopefully, they won't
be too serious.”

"As | said, I'll help you all I can but don't expect miracles.”

"Good. We'll manage, I think."

I had no idea then, nor had | even considered, how much help Jeri would expect from me.
For one thing, there were several periods during the transition where she had to concentrate so
intensely that she went into an almost death-like comatose state. One lasted a full day as she
prepared the human genome within her, and the other almost as long when she switched from her

original to the human. She left instructions for me on how to care for her during those occasions,
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which she told me helped by not having to worry about her safety. She could have done it alone,
but would have had to divert a portion of her attention to avoid becoming prey to interruptions
which she said would hinder the process. | didn't quite understand that but let it go, thinking she
must know what she was doing. If not, we were both in trouble!

| sipped at my drink and remembered the bottle was almost empty. There were other
items | was getting low on, too. "Are you about ready to take that trip into town with me?"

"Yes. Actually, the sooner the better.”

That suited me, too. | needed to get out and see some other humans just to assure myself |
wasn't dreaming!

"Is there anything you need to take with you from your survival kit?"

"Anything I need, I'll carry."

"Good. It wouldn't do to have a suitcase trailing along behind you, propped up by air so
far as | can tell. How did they know to follow you into the house, and for that matter, how do
they work?"

"They're attuned to my perceptive sense and 'knew’, so to speak, that | was in trouble and
couldn't use my perceptiveness just then. As for how they work--let's just say some...magnetic
repulsion is involved. We haven't built up enough of a technical vocabulary yet for me to really
explain it."

"That's good enough for now," | said.

—

It turned out that I didn't need to conceal her under a blanket. The military was already
working hard on that long-sought "invisibility cape"” of legend and magic and was actually
coming nearer to success all the time. Jeri's survival kit included one for just such purposes as
intermingling with alien species should they have the need, or to observe alien life on the planets
they explored. It wasn't a cape as such, though, but a little gadget about the size of my thumb she
attached to one of the bands around her upper arm. She simply stuck it there and it clung as if by
magnetic attraction. It was amazing to watch her seemingly blink into and out of existence as she
turned it on and off to test it.

"That will work great,"” | said, then asked, "Is that thing very complicated?"

"It's far beyond your present technology."
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And that made me wonder just how long her species had been civilized, but before I
could ask I remembered she had told me already. She didn't know. And that created a nagging
thought in the back of my mind that just wouldn't go away. | couldn't keep from thinking what an
old history teacher of mine had drilled into me when | was in the eleventh grade in high school.
He told us every single day that people who didn't know their history were doomed to repeat it.
How could such an advanced civilization not know their history? And how did they manage not
to recreate problems that they had solved in their past? It all sounded too, well, alien.

"Well, I hope none of your other people got captured and some of our enemies get hold
of that thing. Or other gadgets you may have, too."

"It wouldn't work for anyone but a Cresperian, Kyle."

"Good. That reminds me, though. Have you any idea about what your companions might
be doing? No contact yet?"

"None, other than I know some survived. Most likely, even if they were seen, they would
have used their cloaking device and escaped capture once their lifeboat dissolved. On the other
hand, they're likely to be doing the same as I, assuming human shape as rapidly as possible."

"Would they purposely try to find humans to help them?"

"l imagine so, after they learned enough of the local language to ask."

I could just picture what a spectacle that would be, a four-armed monster tapping
someone on the shoulder and asking if they could assist it in turning into a human. They'd either
faint, run screaming or try to shoot it. Or maybe they'd help. My expectations of humanity might
be lower than reality.

Something was troubling me but I couldn't get it to come to the surface of my mind.
Actually, there was a whole hell of a lot troubling me, but there was more still trying to form into
real troubles in the recesses of my cerebrum. I made a mental bookmark to try thinking about it
later, and began writing up a grocery list. While | was doing that, one of the things I'd been
wondering about came to mind.

"Jeri, just curious, but why did you have to have a first-aid kit to repair your body if you
can manipulate it to such an extent as to turn into a human? Couldn't you have fixed your injuries
the same way?"

She tried laughing but it didn't come out well. Not human enough yet. "I could have, if |
hadn't been injured and taken a blow to the head that affected my perceptive sense for a while. In
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fact, I could have freed myself, too. The kits are designed to assist in cases like that--although
this is the first I've known of them being used. In fact, ours is the first spacecraft that's ever been
lost, to my knowledge. If by chance I ever return home, | must tell the designers about the
dissolving process of the lifeboat trying to do the same to me!"

That was my first indication that they weren't omniscient. Somehow, it made me feel
better.

——

My home was located up in northeastern Arkansas in the thinly populated Ozark
Mountains, near some little towns with the picturesque names of Ash Flat, Evening Shade and
such. The county seat was Hatfield. The Strawberry River wasn't too far away. Since moving
there, I've driven through the mountains occasionally to try relaxing but | found you have to pay
too much attention to the traffic on the winding, up and down roads to think about much else.

Jeri was astounded at how I could maneuver the old Hummer all by myself, as she put it.
All their conveyances at home were automatic, she told me. Talking to what looked to be empty
air beside me as | drove was so strange at first that | kept wanting to reach over and assure
myself there was really someone beside me, but after a while | got used to it. | took us to
Hatfield, the nearest town with a super Wal-Mart, a pretty fair drive from home. | wanted to give
Jeri a chance to see a lot of human activity from up close. She asked if she could go into the store
with me but I suggested it wait until she was human. I did roll the windows halfway down so she
could hear the conversation as people passed back and forth and get an idea of what other people
talked about in the normal course of their affairs.

Jeri had told me that she'd soon begin taking earth food, although only small amounts at
first. 1 had neglected shopping since she arrived, so I had a larger than usual list, including a
greater variety of food than I normally bought. And looking to the future, | thought I'd get both
the junior and regular size of tampons for her to take care of that problem, just in case she hadn't
thought of it yet. | had to just take wild guesses when it came to buying clothes for her. | felt
downright ashamed that I couldn't even use Gwen's sizes as a guide, because | didn't know any of
them, which goes to show how much attention men pay to things like that. Anyway, all the
clothing was just to give her a start. She'd select her own after becoming completely human, but
the whole episode certainly made me think of what a state of affairs it is when men don't know
things that basic about women, even ones they've been close to.
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I got back to the Hummer just in time. My mind must have been in park or even sound
asleep for me to leave the window open with no passenger to be seen inside. It was an open
invitation to theft and two sleazy-looking characters were already attempting to equalize the
wealth, one acting as a lookout while the other obviously had some means he thought would get
the hummer started. He already had an arm inside and as | watched he flipped the locks open and
slid into the driver's seat.

"Hey, you son of a bitch!" I yelled as loud as I could, cursing myself for not bringing the
pistol | was licensed to carry with me. Once I'd gotten the permit I packed it for a while, feeling
like a wild west cowboy, then started getting careless. | might as well have saved the money I'd
spent for the permit for all the good it was doing me the first time | needed it. | abandoned the
cart and began running as best I could toward the car and stopped a few feet away from the
young, rotten-toothed, anorexic idiot trying to steal the Hummer. The rotten teeth and frail figure
along with the wild stare in his bloodshot eyes told me that he was a meth-head. The homemade
drug had become so damned prevalent across the country that us law abiding citizens could no
longer buy nasal decongestants at the local pharmacy. The idiots were using it in their home
factories so much so that they had been buying them in large quantities. So instead of cracking
down on the druggies, us law-abiding citizens could no longer buy decongestants with
pseudoephedrine in them anywhere. If you got a sinus cold, then you were damned to some
newer version of a medicine that you couldn't make meth out of. And that newer stuff didn't
work for me at all. Goddamned junkie bastards.

"Back-off, gramps," he said, turning a rotten-toothed snarl towards me. He flashed a
multi-tool pocket knife in his right hand.

"Hold on there, sonny. | don't want any problems,"” | told him as I shifted my weight onto
my good left leg in back with my good right arm forward.

"Give me the keys, old man, and nobody gets hurt." He continued to wave the little
pocket knife side-to-side.

"You know what? You are so spaced out of your dumbass head that | don't think you
could hurt me even if you tried. So, no. Get the fuck away from my car, you piece of methed-out
shit." | taunted him just enough so that he made an angry and horribly off-balance lunge toward

me.
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I hopped sideways on my good leg just out of the way and grabbed a handful of his long,
matted hair with my right hand. I used his forward motion and yanked him by the hair forward
and down with all my strength. He did a wild off-balance face plant into the parking lot asphalt
that probably broke his nose and some of those nasty teeth. The knife flew from his hand and
skittered underneath an adjacent car. | kicked him in the side with my nearly worthless right leg
to add to the insult.

Fortunately, the druggy was an idiot and his buddy was a coward. They were more
interested in making a getaway than staying to fight. The man crawled up to his feet holding his
bloody nose and they both ran away. Normally, | would probably have muttered something about
how my tax dollars would end up paying for his hospital bill because | was certain he didn't have
medical insurance. I'd probably have bitched about the fact that even though the sonofabitch
couldn't pass a drug test or might be an illegal alien--that's right, alien, not immigrant--he would
still get free health care at the emergency room paid for by Mr. and Mrs. Middle Class America.
Normally, I'd have cussed about that and spat at them. But | quickly realized what | had just done
and how plainly fucking stupid it was.

I didn't give chase. Hell, I couldn't give chase. Had they been more than dying, cowardly,
meth-heads, I'd have been in trouble. I didn't think just how stupid | had been. My ego just
wouldn't let me accept my permanent disability.

"Not sure what the hell I was thinking," is what I finally muttered to myself. "Good thing
they ran.” Then it hit me. "Jeri!" That's why | had faced them down. | was way more concerned
for Jeri than for my own safety, and | sure didn't care to give chase just for the sake of corralling
a couple of car thieves who were gonna die pretty soon from self-inflicted poisoning, anyway.

"Are you okay?" | asked and poked my head in the window.

She didn't reply and | thought for a moment she must have abandoned the vehicle when
the man started to get inside. Instead, she had the good sense not to answer me because she
noticed what | hadn't. A few male shoppers who had seen what was going on after | yelled came
running to help. Another young man had pulled my cart out of the middle of the driving lane and
now brought it to me. | could tell that one of the men was carrying a gun from the slight bulge
under his left arm.

"Who are you talking to, Mister?" asked the young man pushing my shopping cart over to

me.
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| turned around with what must have been a very stupid look on my face, an expression
that appears there all too often. It wasn't intentional, but for once it did some good instead of
causing whispers about how retarded | am. That brainless stare managed to put over the first
remark that came into my head.

"Oh. Those bastards flustered me so much I forgot that my wife didn't come with me this
time. Thanks. I'm calming down and will be okay now. Seriously, thanks." | took my buggy back
from him and started putting the groceries in the back seat. The men looked at me the way
younger men look at older men who are getting senile, but I guess they decided I had just
forgotten to take my meds that day, for they helped me unload my groceries and then they left.

"You take care of yourself, you hear?" one of the men said.

"You handled those two pretty good if you ask me,"” the one carrying the gun added.

"Thanks, gentlemen. | appreciate the help," I told them and smiled as they turned away.
Then | rushed into the car, nervous that Jeri might have been scared out of her mind. Once into
the driver's seat, | rolled up the window and said quietly, trying not to move my lips, "I'll explain
in a minute."

"It's probably not necessary, Kyle. | believe I've had my first encounter with thieves. A
strange process, one I'll have trouble adjusting to, I fear."

"Yeah, me too,"” | said shakily. By then I was pulling out of the parking lot and felt |
could talk without attracting attention so long as we were moving and not stopped at a light next
to anyone. "That was more unusual than you might think, Jeri. It's the first time in my life I've
encountered thieves, other than during the war."

"Oh. I'm glad to hear it. | was afraid it might be more common than | had thought from
my studies. You saw such things in a war? Were you an observer or a participant?"

"l was in the army."”

She was quiet for a moment, then asked "By chance is that where your scars came from?"

"Yes," | admitted. "The one you've seen on my shoulder is from a bullet wound and the
one above my eye from a little piece of shrapnel. I've got one on my hip, as well."

"Did you have to kill any of your fellow humans while you were in the army?"

"Here's a lesson for you, Jeri. Men and women who have been in combat generally don't
talk much about it, and that question is something you just don't ask a veteran. However, in this
case, you deserve an answer. Yes, | did have to kill other humans. I didn't enjoy it. Hardly any of
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us do, although there're always a few who seek it out. They're sometimes called psychopaths or
sociopaths, though the definitions do differ. I prefer just to think of them as crazy bastards. Some
psychologists say about five percent of the human race are utterly amoral. | suspect they're pretty
close to right, and probably up to as much as twenty percent of humans have less than the normal
ethical sense. Or maybe they were never properly taught ethics. I dunno."

We discussed that unfortunate aspect of behavior all the way home, but Jeri had a hard
time understanding it. I told her my own thoughts about it, which were that most antisocial
behavior is tied in with the survival instinct somehow and that environmental influences have
altered the way the genes are expressed. | also admitted | might be wrong, even in my contention
that the true psychopaths are simply born that way or their brain is wired in such a way that the
psychopathic behavior is inevitable. But then again, a perfectly healthy baby could be tormented
on a regular basis until it formed into an adult that was nothing short of shithouse rat crazy.

She was quiet for a while, then finally said "Kyle, it's become obvious to me that my
species altered our genetic makeup so far back in our history that there's no way of knowing
whether we were ever subject to such behavior. For certain, | have a difficult time grasping all
the aspects of human culture I'll have to adjust to while living among you. However, | still
believe becoming human is my best option. I'll simply have to learn as rapidly as possible."

Again | assured her I'd help, and | meant it. It was just that my idiot self still hadn't
figured out how she was intending to learn. I didn't doubt for a minute how quickly she could
absorb information, though. She could read almost as fast as she could change pages on the net
and remembered virtually everything. The big problem for her was resolving all the
contradictory views that differed according to which authority or pundit espoused them and that
appeared to change as often as my unneutered cat used to have kittens before | had sense enough
to let a vet take care of it. Bobo had been in the car with Gwen, on her way to be neutered, when
she died, along with the cat. But I'd managed to bring two of the kittens with me. The ungrateful
things went native as soon as they got here and haven't let me pet them since. | see them from
time to time and hear them out behind the shed. I fully expect to see more of them in the future
because one of them was female.

Once | turned onto our lane, Jeri dispensed with the invisibility cloak and put it away. It
was a mistake, but | wasn't expecting company, either. Who would believe their eyes if they saw

us, anyway?
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Chapter Four

There's a sharp curve in the gravel lane just before my home comes into sight. It is well
hidden from the blacktop county road by the pines, and the area of the curve is grown up with
brush and young saplings. A person in a car is practically on my doorstep before he sees the
house, which is why the driveway curves around it, making a complete circle. | had no desire for
a vehicle to join me at the dinner table some evening. The UPS truck was stopped in back of the
house and the driver had gotten out to come to the door but been distracted by the gouge in the
earth and the broken pine limbs caused by Jeri's lifeboat when it crashed. She turned around as |
slammed on the brakes and stopped the Hummer just before hitting her truck.

I saw her raise her arms and open her mouth to scream. At first | thought it was because
of how close | came to having a mashed UPS truck cluttering up the backyard. Then |
remembered Jeri. | turned, intending to tell her to get invisible quick. She vanished before | had a
chance to say anything. The woman closed her mouth with the scream unuttered.

When | got out of the Hummer and began walking toward her, she shrank away from me,
a fearful expression distorting her pretty young face.

I stopped walking and did my best to play the innocent, putting concern in my voice.
"What's wrong? Are you in pain?"

"Uh, uh..." She was still staring at the passenger seat of my Hummer. "What on earth is
that thing in the car with you?"

"Thing? What thing? What are you talking about?"

"I saw a...a monster in there. Don't tell me I didn't. It's still in there!™

"Ma'am, | don't know what you're talking about. Monster?"

"l saw it!"

Acting like a patient parent trying to soothe a confused child, | walked back to the
Hummer and opened all four doors and the end gate.

She brushed her hair back and very cautiously approached, peering inside from every
angle, then circling the vehicle to be sure she had seen every nook and cranny. | waited on her to
satisfy herself there was no monster hiding inside, but damned if I know what | would have done

if she'd started feeling around on the passenger seat. Fortunately, she let what looked like empty
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space do her thinking for her. "I...I'm sorry. I must have been hallucinating or dozed off while
standing up for a second and had a nightmare."

"No problem,"” I assured her. "Are you tired?"

"Well, yes. I didn't get much sleep last night." A faint blush suffused her face as she
spoke, giving me a pretty good idea of the reason for her lack of sleep.

"You need to be careful driving, then. You sure don't want to fall asleep at the wheel."

"No. I'll be careful, thanks."

"Did you have something for me?"

"Huh?" The blush that had been fading reappeared. "Oh. Sorry. | really am out of it
today. I'd better drink some more coffee. | keep a thermos in the van."”

I was glad she said that or | would have felt obligated to offer her some. She brought me
the package, some books | had ordered. | signed for it and she drove slowly away. As she turned
the corner of the house | saw her shaking her head. She looked back once at the disturbed earth
and then was gone.

"It's okay now, Jeri. She won't be back and we'll hear if anyone else comes up."

"I'm sorry. | overlooked the fact that you might have visitors."

"No problem. It's a rare thing, but | should have warned you, anyway. However, we'd
better be careful from now on, just in case. Any time we're outside, use that gadget of yours, at
least until you look human. How long will it be?"

"Another three weeks or so, now that I've perceived females, but remember, Kyle, | won't
just look human. I will be human in every aspect other than my previous knowledge and having a
perceptive sense. Of course, an X-ray machine would notice something like a small tumor
residing in my abdominal cavity, where I'll retain a biomass containing the core of my present
abilities and genome of my former self. Would you like some help with the articles you bought?"

"Sure. Give me a hand and I'll let you help me put 'em up, too, so you can see where
everything goes. You're going to have to learn at least the simpler aspects of cooking. It's still
expected of women, even in this country, the most sexually liberated in the world."

We discussed the meaning of sexual liberation, while bringing in the groceries. She'd
been thinking sexual liberation referred to sex alone, just another in the long string of things
she'd have to learn or unlearn despite the tremendous amount of knowledge she was

accumulating. It made me feel like I was in the presence of an idiot savant at times.
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As the days passed, her lower set of arms shrank into nubs and finally disappeared
entirely. The indentation grew into a definite neck and the beginning of a waist was forming. Her
sleek pelt was also being absorbed and her color beneath was fading from the light lime green to
tan, which she assured me would become even lighter.

She also continued to do without sleep, absorbing huge quantities of data while | was
dreaming away. | found that she was able to divide her attention, perusing the net while leaving
the television on. Mostly she watched news to help with understanding what she was learning
(though I was doubtful about the utility of that) or talk shows to see how humans interacted. |
was damned glad Jerry Springer wasn't around any longer or | really would have had some
explaining to do. If she watched shows like that, I might wind up with a bipolar, overweight
lesbian, sleeping with her father and brother at the same time as she was having a secret affair
with a polygamous man who had a toenail fetish. Well, you get the idea. | advised her to stay
away from that kind of drivel until she had a better grasp of normal behavior, or as normal as we
contrary humans ever get. To my dismay, she did seem to be involved in several daily soap
operas. She had found something on the web about women and entertainment and began
observing the oldest female stereotypical action around. She was, for all intents and purposes,
hooked on soaps, but I don't know whether it was because she read that they were watched
mostly by women and wanted to do what they did or if she was truly interested. | advised her not
to interpret them as the model of normal everyday life, and left her to them.

She also learned to record everything, and then erase all but the items she liked to
question me about. That included commercials, which gave me a hard time explaining, but
eventually we got through their relationship to the economy. And that led to discussions on
capitalism and so on--that was how things went on in my house for a while. One morning she
seemed concerned about something she had seen. It was clear she wanted my opinion on it.

"Kyle, I'd like you to look at something | saw on the news last night."”

"Sure. Let me get some coffee going and I'll be right with you." Stimulants were
something else her species didn't use, which made sense if their brains were already stabilized to
work at their most efficient level. Besides, | assumed they could probably have used their

perceptive sense to get high had they cared to.
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I sat down on the couch and Jeri joined me there after first running her hands against the
back of her thighs to smooth out the robe she had begun wearing a couple of days before. She
found the segment she wanted quickly and started it running. It was one of the fifteen minute "in
depth™ specials that were becoming popular with those more interested in expanding their mind
than being entertained with the pabulum most programming resembled.

The announcer was a pretty blonde, the norm for most news readers. She was getting to
the age where she would probably be replaced and would move into higher realms of journalism
before long, which was a shame because she was good at her job.

The story was from South Georgia, where news of a "monster" sighting had previously
been ignored, but now a sharp little investigative journalist had needled out the fact that it was
being "ignored™ because of pressure from political sources.

The reports of the apparition suddenly stopped after a conference with Admiral Jones
and Senator Trehan, the Democrat from Georgia, assured the press that there was no cover up.
It was explained that what was seen was not a monster, but a field test of "flexible armor” of a
new type. However, Janice Forliter and her daughter Caroline swear the thing was no soldier
and that they definitely didn't see any armor. Others questioned about the sightings agree with
them.

Further investigation revealed that some unexplained electronic interference in a military
AWACS plane, the type used for controlling wide areas of combat at sea or in the air, occurred
shortly before reports of monster sightings began. The military definitely scrambled a squadron
of Raptor all weather fighter bombers at that time, but we were told by a military spokesman it
was simply the result of a combat exercise and in no way connected to the electronic static. A
source tells us the interference seen on their radar was of a type never before encountered.

The special continued on to the end without divulging much more hard data, but what we
saw was evidence enough for both of us. | guess | can mention that the Admiral and Senator
were both investigated over the affair. Their roles were suspicious, especially considering the
Admiral was in procurement and the Senator had accepted heavy political contributions from a
certain tycoon, but nothing was proven. Not then.

"I think the military or a security agency must have captured at least one of your people,
Jeri."

"That was my interpretation, too. Will they be mistreated, do you think?"
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"It'll probably depend on which agency gets final control, but I suspect your friend or
friends will never see daylight again."

"How do you mean?"

"They'll never be freed unless they manage to escape by themselves. What I'm worried
about is how much they'll tell whoever has them. Will they spill the beans about the rest of you?"

"Hmm." She had heard that expression before. "It's hard to say." Her face was beginning
to take on some human expressions now. She looked sad, I thought. "As I learn, I'm beginning to
see just how fortunate I was in landing near you. They'll be subject to mendacity, having never
encountered it before. And | suspect they allowed themselves to be taken into custody by
listening to misinformation, if what you say about the authorities is right."

"Oh, it's right. Any of the intelligence agencies or the military would live to get their
hands on you or another one like you. Believe me on this."

More bad news. And at last that little nagging notion | hadn't been able to bring to the
surface of my mind finally emerged.

"Jeri, just how much are you people susceptible to mendacity, as you put it, although it's
more commonly called lying? For instance, suppose one of you comes in contact with a
fundamentalist Christian first. Could they be subject to proselytizing? Or could the military
convince them they ought to divulge every bit of technical knowledge they possess?"

She had to think for a moment. Again, | believed her partly-human face was expressing
sadness.

"Kyle, I don't know for certain. None of us have ever been in this type of situation
before," that you know of, I thought but said nothing, "and you have to remember that even
though we're the same species, we're still individuals, and as individuals, we'll each do what we
think is best for us. I'm sure the others will consider how their actions will impact on the rest of
us, but they can't possibly know what's the right thing to do at first. Fortunately, most of us are
what you might call conservative in thought, so, hopefully, we'll all keep quiet about some
things. But again, I'm guessing. If I knew which of us survived, | could be more helpful, but
unfortunately, I have no way of knowing. There were some other relative youngsters aboard and
| believe if any deviant action occurs it will be among our group. We haven't lived long enough
yet to always be able to judge matters as ably as the older ones.” She appeared to consider what
she'd said, then amended it slightly. "I have to admit that a small number of the young ones |
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knew well might, if they survived, go in almost any direction under the right, or perhaps | should
say the wrong, circumstances."

I'd already had some vague thoughts on the subject, but now I began to seriously consider
the idea of some kind of identification for Jeri. Even after she looked completely human, she was
going to have to have an ID if the authorities got a hint of anything else unusual out here. We'd
have to do a lot of explaining about her presence without it, but with some really good papers, as
convincing as possible, we might be able to sidetrack them rather than having to run. These days
it's not easy to get lost. | had only one pertinent question. "Jeri, are long periods being cloaked by
your gadget uncomfortable in any way?"

"If it's kept working extensively, the power source will eventually wind down but it will
last for hundreds of hours, minimum. And yes, after several hours, any of us would have a need
to turn it off for a time. It has an oppressing effect if used constantly."

"Okay. | had to ask, because we need to take a trip." | explained the need for personal
identification and eventually got it over. It was a subject we hadn't covered yet.

Not only did I need some ID for her, but it had to be unchallengeable. The most common,
almost foolproof, method is to take the identity of a child who had died who would, at the
present time, have been about the same age as the person as an adult, then build a background
from there. Even that wouldn't produce an unbreakable cover, not if the authorities really bore
down hard. Just the fact that you had to construct a complete life history entailed a lot of risks.
The best way was to find some parents who had lived in out-of-the-way places, then died, and
the child was placed in foster care, and subsequently died. Or, find parents who had worked
overseas. The better the ID, the more expensive it was going to be, but | wanted the best.
Fortunately, my work in the 902nd Military Intelligence Group, "the Deuce" we called it, before
I was wounded and discharged, gave me a lot of knowledge and contacts. Also fortunately, |
could afford the best, which meant hiring a trusted hacker to break into a lot of government and
municipal data storage sites, then create the identity almost from scratch, and make it seem as if
the new person has had few social contacts.

Even the name | had given her, Jeri, would be easy to fix, if I gave her an identity where
she had been "adopted." All this involved the trip | asked her about. It was an occasion where the
contacts had to be made in person, because e-mail is so easy to trace, and this in turn meant a trip
to Little Rock, the nearest city where I could have it all done.
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| debated with myself over whether we dared to wait until her transformation was
complete. Finally | decided it was best to get it done now, then remain in Little Rock somewhere
at a cheap motel until she was fully human. That way, I could explain to anyone who asked that
we had met there, fallen in love and decided to live together until we were sure we wanted to get
married. Not that I ever intended to marry Jeri even if she did turn out to look human. Marry an
alien? Sex with an alien? Forget it. That was for books, not real life. | pushed the subject aside,
not sure why | was even thinking about it, but all too frequently my mind goes off on tangents
like that. Besides, we needed to get packed and get gone.

——

Jeri said she was only ten days or so from completing her transition, so | had her bring
the clothes I'd bought for her, along with the two robes I'd also bought to make do with until
then. That was just in case this took longer than | thought it would. It had been a number of years
since | had dealt with the Little Rock underground and my old contacts might no longer be
active. | also had to round up some money, in cash. Fortunately, with the financial situation like
it was in America, where an overwhelming debt load and atrocious balance of trade had been
building for years, a lot of my money was in gold and silver now, in a safe deposit box in Little
Rock, where Gwen and | had lived before | sold out and bought this place. While we were
packing, 1 told Jeri how I was planning on creating the ID for her, another idea that was foreign
to her. She hadn't quite understood when I'd mentioned it before, since Cresperians never
concealed their identities from one another. Their perceptive sense meant that no disguise was
possible and they had no desire for subterfuge anyway. "Jeri, do you have a pretty good idea of
what you're going to look like in the face once your transition's done?"

"Oh, yes. Here, I'll show you." She pulled down the old Playboy we had looked at and
pointed to one of the side photos of the centerfold girl. Wavy auburn hair reaching below the
shoulders, what looked like hazel eyes although the color had faded a bit over the years, and a
classically pretty face, with even features and a gorgeous smile.

I hated to destroy the value of the old magazine, so | packed it with my other luggage
rather than cutting out the photo. I didn't trust my ability enough with digital manipulation to try
making a facsimile.

After it cooled off that evening, I got out and did what | should have already taken care
of--getting rid of that furrow in the ground beneath the pines. I leveled it out with the little tractor
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I'd bought, then used a chain saw to cut the limbs into smaller pieces. | carried them a good
distance away, then scattered them about. The stark white of the broken limbs in the trees was
already fading and the breaks could always be attributed to some high winds we'd experienced
before Jeri's arrival. With that out of the way, | got a quick shower while she did the same, and
we were ready. In her original form, her pelt had been pretty well self-cleaning but now she was
washing every few days. She could have taken care of accumulations on her skin with the power
of her perceptive sense but it turned out she liked the feel of a hot shower. | suggested we turn in
for a few hours' sleep before the trip and she agreed. She was also beginning to require a little
sleep as her brain became more human and needed to dream, and her body had to eliminate
fatigue poisons, just as ours do. She did mention that she thought she'd never require nearly as
much sleep as humans, though. That perceptive sense again. | was starting to get the impression
it was all-powerful, which it wasn't. Eventually she set me straight on what it could and couldn't
do, but the knowledge came in bits and pieces rather than all at once.

We left the next morning.
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This one is for my brother Gary. I've given one of the
principal characters his name and some of his personality.

One day I hope he really does strike it rich.
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CHAPTER ONE

My brother Gary has always been the adventurous one of the family, although
anyone who doesn't know about him might think it's me who loves living on the edge.
I've been involved in a few escapades, including one real war and one that never made
the headlines but was real enough to those of us being shot at all the same. And I've
traveled a lot, itchy feet being something all the men of our family have in common. I
was something of a rounder in my younger days, drinking and gambling and bouncing
from woman to woman and place to place while thinking I'd never find that true love the
romance novels tell about.

That's not adventure, though, not the type that Gary goes looking for and all too
often finds. I'm talking about jungles and mountains and deep sea diving and things like
that, along with the same wars I was in. Plus an extra one he managed to find that we
don't talk about too often. And he always did love prospecting, looking for gold and old
coins and antiques on beaches, abandoned mines and at ancient home sites and the like as
well as searching for gold nuggets in wild country all over the world. Which brings me to
the point where he involved me in one of his wild man adventures, and I'm not talking
about the usual, like the time he wound up in the Pacific with his new wife on a disabled
dive boat going from circling sharks with hungry gleams in their cold lidless eyes to a
giant typhoon that almost did them in. That's just the usual run of life for him, not at all
out of the ordinary. This time he went way beyond that.

It started with a phone call, but not from him. It was from his current girl friend,
Mona Lighthouse, the latest in an untold number he'd left behind with scarcely a ripple of
emotional upset on his part. She wasn't exactly hysterical, but she was close to it, which
wasn't like her. She had been with him a couple of months ago when Gary talked her into
going on a "vacation" with him. They wound up in British Columbia, high up in the
Rockies, on the side of a mountain, inching their horses up a trail not fit for goats, but just

the kind of terrain Gary likes to explore. In deference to Mona, he had even hired a guide,
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who promptly led them to that god-forsaken trail when Gary took him aside and told him
Mona was really wanting to see some "wild country." Mona had said nothing of the sort,
of course, but she said a lot when they wound up at the so-called pass and it was iced
over. The trail was so narrow they couldn't even turn the horses around. Gary and the
guide spent most of the daylight hours chopping ice while Mona sat on a horse, too
scared to even get off and relieve herself, and slowly turning into a block of ice. She was
shivering so bad she couldn't even scream when the lead pack horse shifted its feet,
touched an ice-glazed rock and tumbled down the mountain, taking the other two supply-
laden horses with it. Fortunately, Gary had taken the precaution of not roping them to
their own horses, but simply pulling them along with a hand rope. Once they finally got
home, Mona referred to it as "The Vacation From Hell", capital letters included. But she
hadn't gotten hysterical, even when the horses slid off the mountain. Or so he told me.

Anyway, Mona said "John, I think you better come up here and see if you can
find out what's wrong with your crazy brother."

"What's he doing?" I didn't bite on the term she used to describe him. He's been
called worse things lots of times.

"Prospecting, so he says."

"Then that's what he's probably doing," I told her. Gary purely loves to hunt for
gold, even though he's never found that mother lode he keeps talking about or discovered
the "lost" mines his old treasure maps refer to.

"I guess so. It the way he's prospecting, though."

"How?" I asked. Hell, I didn't know but one way to prospect, and that was with a
metal detector. Gary has spent a small fortune on the devices, always going for the most
expensive ones, with all the bells and whistles, guaranteed to find a microgram of gold
forty feet beneath solid granite if you can believe their ads.

"Well, he goes out in the morning with this detector he bought last month, then he
comes home mumbling and saying he needs a microscope and he should call John, then
he cusses and plays around adjusting the settings on his detector until all hours of the
night and never does call you and then the next morning he goes out again. He's acting

like a crazy man."
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"That's normal for him," I said, trying to jolly her a little. She takes Gary too
seriously. It didn't work.

"No, it's not, this is different from his normal crazy. He's acting all mysterious and
telling me he can't tell me what he's found or what he's looking for or even where he's
looking. That's not like him."

Well, I had to admit it wasn't. Normally, he likes to talk about all the gold he's
going to find with his newest toy or how he had bought a new treasure map that was
"guaranteed" to be authentic. I had given up asking him where all his gold was or why the
dealer was selling it if the map really did point the way to a mountain of gold or
diamonds or lost Spanish treasure or a shipwreck or...well, you get what I mean. "Where
are you now?" I asked. The last time I had talked to my brother he had been up in Alaska,
looking for a purported Bigfoot. The only thing he found was an Inuit girl who led him
astray and taught him a few new things about the frozen north that can't be related in
polite company.

"Well, we're either in the Blue Range or The Blue Ridge, depending on which
side of the state line we're parked on."

I had to think for a moment or two before it came to me. Combine New Mexico's
Blue Ridge Wilderness with Arizona's Blue Range Primitive Area and you have two
pieces of earth that encompass a wild, generally dry, and seemingly endless expanse of
rough but beautiful terrain. The state line is all that separates the two areas, with New
Mexico's Wilderness tucked into the Blue Range Mountains and halved by the Mogollon
Rim, a dramatic edge of the Colorado Plateau that runs east to west. I had gone there
once after my divorce to find a little solitude. That woman I had been married to could
talk the cement out of a brick wall and never shut up from dawn to dusk. "That's pretty
country," I commented, without the commercial I could have added. "Where's Gary
now?"

"How the hell should I know? He leaves before the sun comes up and won't tell
me where he's going. Someplace in the goddamn blue yonder."

She was really agitated. "And you say he's wanting a microscope? Well, I can

understand that. It takes one to see most of the gold he finds."
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My effort at humor fell flatter than my billfold after Joanne's divorce lawyer got
through with me.

"John, please come up here and help. I'm at my wit's end."

"How long has this been going on?" I temporized, not really wanting to leave my
new job as the night lab tech at Women's Hospital in Little Rock . It gave me a chance to
meet lots of pretty nurses and most of the night I could loaf and work on the novel I was
writing about the evils of talkative women, not that I expected it to sell. The publishing
industry is mostly controlled by liberal female editors these days. That kind of book had
about as much chance of being published as a baby rabbit did of surviving in the same
kennel with a starving wolf. On the other hand, I had written a couple of science fiction
novels good enough that a small publisher took a chance on them. And lost money.
Unless they have the finances for thousands of copies to be printed and have a big
advertising budget, the chain bookstores won't stock books by a small publisher. And the
big publishers won't look at a book unless you have an agent. So far what little success
I've enjoyed has come with e-books, the kind you download to your computer or phone
or a reader. I've had two books out in print but my publisher wouldn't risk another.

"I don't remember. Too long. He's lost weight, too. And he carries his pistol
everywhere he goes now. Wherever he goes."

Now I was worried. Not about carrying a firearm. We've both always been partial
to guns. Up in that country it's not a bad idea, if for no other reason than rattlers and
cougars. But losing weight? Not the way he liked to eat, as if the world had never heard
of trans fats and bad cholesterol. I sighed. "All right, give me directions. I'll see if I can
get some time off."

* % *

I couldn't get any time off, so I quit, very reluctantly, telling myself Gary was
going to owe me big time for this little trip, especially since I swiped one of the lab
microscopes from the storeroom to take with me and would probably wind up in jail if
ever came back that way. Or maybe not--it was an older scope, relegated to the storeroom
when the lab bought new ones. Besides, that goddamn intern Bonnie was seeing when [

wasn't around would probably have her locked up by the time I got back, even if finding
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out what was going on didn't take that much time. I've got it figured out. God just doesn't
like me, any more than that intern does, so screw them both.

I shouldn't have had that thought. I spent three hours in line at the airport, then the
flight was cancelled for some goddamn reason, probably because the captain had a
hangover and couldn't fly. They should have hired Gary. He flew in the war with more
than a hangover. He even got grounded once when the flight surgeon made a surprise
blood alcohol check on the pilots one morning. He flunked it bigger than I busted my
Physics final in pre-med, which is why I'm a lab tech now instead of a doctor. They put
him back on the schedule later, though, when his replacement didn't come back from his
first mission. My brother can fly planes better drunk than most pilots can sober on their
best days.

I spent the night in one of those damn plastic chairs that're designed by crooked
chiropractors to increase their business, then finally got out of Little Rock at ten o'clock
the next morning. By the time my connecting flight, in a little private chartered jet,
landed me at Mogollan airport that evening I was pretty well pissed at the world. Mona
must have given up on me because she wasn't there to meet me. My cell phone was dead
when I tried it. When I used the phone at the airport to try calling them, I got no answer,
even though it was getting late, already after dark. I finally wound up hiring one of the
locals to take me to the address Mona had given me, which took just about all the cash I
had left except for my emergency bundle in a safe deposit box back in Little rock I had
decided to leave alone. Let Gary pay the bills; he was the reason I was here.

The local drove for about an hour along dusty, twisted roads. I just rolled down
the window and smoked and cussed Mona for getting me to come and cussed Gary for
making me start back smoking, and then added some more cussing just for the hell of it.
It didn't accomplish much but it made me feel better.

It was dark at the place the local let me out at, an old adobe Spanish type home
that looked to still be in fair condition as near as I could tell in the headlights of the car. It
was late, though, so I figured Mona and Gary had already gone to bed. I paid the man,
collected my bag from the trunk and coughed out the dust from the cloud he buried me in

as he sped off. It was like he wanted to get away from there in a hurry.
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There wasn't a doorbell that I could find. I knocked, waited, then knocked again,
louder. No one answered. I tried the doorknob. It wasn't locked. I guess they didn't worry
about burglars this far out in the boonies. I pushed the door open and called out. "Mona!
Gary! It's me, John!"

No answer. I tried again, louder. "Hey, anybody home? Gary? Mona?" The
silence was deadly, like just before that door in the supposedly deserted mansion starts to
creak. Suddenly I wished I had my gun in my hand but it was still in my bag. Besides,
what did I need a gun for, I asked myself. I felt around for the light switch, found it and
flicked it on. Then I knew why I wanted a gun. The door opened into a combination
kitchen and living room. It had been trashed, like someone searching for hidden money. I
felt goose bumps breaking out all over and they weren't caused by the breeze coming
from the door, still hanging open and making me antsy, like someone might come
charging through it any moment with mayhem on their minds. I didn't close it, though.
From the looks of things I might need to clear out in a hurry--except where would I go? I
was forty miles from nowhere, no transportation--no, wait. Maybe one of their cars was
around in back. All I'd need to do was find the key.

I shook my head, trying to get myself to thinking straight. Damn it, I couldn't go
anywhere yet, not knowing what had happened. Besides, the house might not be as empty
as it looked. I don't know why I tried to avoid making any noise as I sat my bag down and
slowly unzipped it and fumbled for my gun, a little forty caliber Smith & Wesson takeoff
of the bigger .45 caliber Glock, then chuckled nervously. I had already made enough
noise to rouse the dead calling out for Mona or Gary. If anyone was there, I was probably
already in more trouble than a mouse at a psychologist's convention. Nevertheless, once |
had my little pistol in my hand I felt much better. That lasted only until I got to the single

bedroom and pushed open the door.
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CHAPTER TWO

Mona was there, but she was no longer in need of assistance from me or anyone
else. Her body was crumpled against one wall, just below a splatter of blood, as if she had
been thrown bodily against it during a struggle. I could see the upper part of her body
from around the edge of the bed. Her throat had been torn out. Not cut; torn, as if a
powerful hand had closed on it and ripped the flesh and cartilage out in a frenzy, mad at
her struggles. For she had struggled. The beside lamp was in pieces, the shade torn and
flattened as if something heavy had stepped on it. Knowing that I shouldn't disturb
anything until the police got there, I did it anyway, coming closer so I could see the rest
of her body. That's when I almost panicked.

One of her arms had been broken, then almost torn loose up near the shoulder. It
hung by a few threads of flesh, with shards of bones sticking out, white but streaked red
with dried blood. Her upper body was almost nude because her nightgown had been
slashed to rags by...I bent and looked closer...by claws? That couldn't be right, I thought.
Cougars or bears don't normally break into homes and kill the inhabitants, and even if
they did, they certainly didn't make a determined search of every drawer and cabinet in
the house. They were all open or pulled completely out and flung away as if the person
who killed her had been in a rage.

I gripped my gun tight, fighting to hold my hand steady and not let it slip from my
grasp because of the sweat-soaked grip. I turned around, looking for a phone. I found it
right away but it was useless; the wire had been torn from the wall. I left the bedroom and
went back to the front of the house, hoping to find a phone there. I did and breathed a
sigh of relief. That lasted only long enough to find that it had no dial tone. Crap. Now
what?

I decided to find Mona's keys and get the hell out of there. I didn't have much of a
problem. All I had to do was get to my hands and knees and crawl around on the living
room carpet where the contents of her purse had been flung, helter-skelter. Once I had
them in my grasp I got back up. My knees popped, reminding me I was getting on toward
fifty and too goddamned old to be playing games like this. I headed for the still open
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door, then stopped. Did I really want to go outside and possibly meet whatever had
savaged Mona so rabidly? Uh uh. But what else was there to do? My brother wasn't
home. For all I knew the intruder could have taken Gary with him--it?--when he left, but
somehow I sorta doubted it. Gary wasn't the type to go easily. He would have fought the
sumbitch to the death before yielding to anything as mundane as an intruder capable of
ripping off arms or tearing out throats. Still, I sure as hell didn't want to stay in the house
with a dead body when whoever or whatever had killed Mona might have seen me arrive
and decide to work on me for a while. And somehow I decided my little popgun might
not be the equalizer it usually was. Hell and damnation. This was a situation for heroes,
not a middle aged lab tech more interested in what kind of underwear Bonnie wore than
flesh-rending monsters. I decided to go.

Just as I closed the door behind me, a set of headlights appeared in the distance. I
didn't know whether to feel relieved or even more scared than I already was. What I did
was charge out the front door and around to the side of the house to the garage, intending
to get in Mona's car and get the hell out of there. Unfortunately, there was no car there.
Did she own one? Yeah, she and Gary had both mentioned it in passing, but that did me
no good now. Whether she still owned a car or not, it sure as hell wasn't in the garage. I
hunkered down behind a garbage can and other assorted junk and waited.

That was a silly damn thing to do. The car pulled right on inside the garage. |
would have been trapped and probably had my head ripped off if it had been the intruder
coming back. I breathed a huge sigh of relief when I saw Gary get out of the car. Then I
tensed up again when he flicked the garage light on. He looked bad. His hair was long
and shaggy, uncut for more than a month. It looked like he hadn't shaved in a week or so.
Besides that, when I spoke up, he whipped around with his heavy .45 in his hand and
damned near shot me before he saw who it was.

"Hello, brother," I said, still shaking a little. "You want to point that thing in
another direction?"

"Huh?" He looked down at the hand he was holding his pistol with. "Oh, this.
Yeah, guess so. Where's Mona?" He shoved the old 1911 Model Army .45 back in its

holster.
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There wasn't an easy way to tell him so I just came out and said it. "She's dead,
bud. In the bedroom with her throat ripped out. What in hell is going on around here?"

"Goddamn. Goddamn. Shit. I told her to get out of here but she wouldn't listen.
Damn girl loved me, poor thing. Have you called the sheriff?"

"Phone's out. Or the line's been cut. Same thing."

"Crap. They're playing for keeps." He made no move to go in and see Mona.
Maybe he knew what she would look like. Instead, he took out his phone and dialed a
number, the Sheriff's Office, I suppose. He talked back and forth with someone for a
minute or two, then flipped the cover closed. "Come on. Let's go sit in the car until Brady
gets here."

"Brady?"

"The Sheriff. There isn't a police force out this way."

I followed him to the car and got in. He backed it out of the garage, turned it
around facing the road back out, then cracked the door enough so the light came on and
we could look at each other.

Gary is two years younger than me, but we look more or less alike--at least when
he was shaved and cleaned up. We both have dark hair, graying at the temples, regular
features that don't remind you of anyone much but will make us look distinguished when
we get older, assuming we live that long. Remembering the carnage back in the bedroom
and the way Gary was looking and acting, I wasn't sure we would.

"What're you doing out here, by the way?" Gary asked. "I kept intending to call
you but never got around to it."

"Mona called. Said you were acting crazy and asked me to come."

"She did, huh? Crap, why didn't she just get the hell out of here while she had a
chance?" It was a rhetorical question, not really addressed to me, but I answered him
anyway.

"She thought something mysterious as hell was going on. Said you kept saying
something about wanting a microscope and that you were gone all the time, losing weight
and acting nutty. I guess she wanted to help."

"Yeah. Maybe I should have said something to her, but she wouldn't have

believed what I found was important. No one would on what little evidence I have."
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"Try me," I said.

"Later. Right now, let's make plans." He paused for a moment and I could see he
was trying to hold back tears. Maybe he hadn't loved Mona, but they had been together
for a while and I knew he'd cared for her in that casual, off hand manner he interposed
between himself and the world. "Listen, John--where can I go to get a good microscope?"

"What do you need one for?" I asked, grinning to myself. I was going to find out
something before letting him know about the one I brought.

"Well...I've been finding bits of stuff that ring my detector like a bell but are so
goddamn tiny you can barely see them. It looks like gold but...nah, hell, it couldn't be
just gold, not the way it shows up, but what it is, I don't know."

Uh oh. "Mona said something about you wanting a microscope, but she didn't
know why. Too bad. I brought one, but it's the wrong kind."

"What's the difference? A microscope is just a more powerful magnifying glass,
isn't it?"

"In a way, but not exactly. What you really need first is a good stereoscope to
give us an idea of what you've got."

"Crap."

"Don't be a defeatist. I can use the one I brought, it's just not what I'd really want.
And what I can tell when using it depends on the shape of what you've found."

"How come?"

"Do you want a course in microscope technology?"

"No."

"Then never mind. I've got a medical binocular ‘scope. I'll see what use it is first.
I don't have the money for a stereoscope and wouldn't know where to go about finding
one out here anyway."

"Yeah, we are a little off the beaten path."

I waited and finally he began to talk. It went on until the Sheriff and his team
arrived.

"John, I've been prospecting with my new detector on the Mogollon Rim, about
halfway up. It's a hard climb, nothing but a goat path, really and not a very good one at

that. What I was looking for originally was maybe a seam in a gully that's been exposed
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by rain since this place was last looked at for minerals--and it's never been really
explored that well. Mining is illegal since it's in a federal parkland area, but hell, who's
going to follow me around and watch to see whether or not I find a nugget or two?" He
grinned, thinking about how he had been hoping to outwit the government, always a fun
enterprise.

"I did find a cut where a wash had bit into the rim material--and damned if my
detector didn't go crazy! Then I damn near went crazy myself these last few weeks. You
see, my detector was telling me I'd found a helluva lot of gold, down about two feet, but
when I dug I couldn't find a thing except little tiny bits, smaller than BBs--but they made
my detector scream like it'd been bit by a rattler. I've kept tinkering with it, thinking it
must be faulty, but goddamnit, I've checked it out forty ways from Sunday and it's good.
No, it's perfect. It's those little specks of matter that're causing it to go bananas."

"What's all this got to do with Mona and whether she should've gotten out of
here," I interrupted to ask.

"Because just about then things started getting strange. I could tell I was being
followed sometimes. Someone--or something--tried to break into the house one night. I
shot the sumbitch but it got away. After that, I started carrying the little nuggets with me
all the time." He stared into space for a moment. "I guess that's what whoever killed
Mona was really after. Something else is funny, too. All those little nugget thingys look
alike, kind of oval shaped with tiny smooth bumps on them."

"More like a whatever killed her bud, from the looks of her, anyway. It's not
pretty."

I could see where new lines had formed amongst the bristles on his face--and a lot
of them were coming in white, the same way mine did when I neglected to shave for a
day or two. It just reinforced the fact that we were aging and neither of us had ever settled
down for long.

"Yeah, a whatever might be the culprit, except whatevers don't drive cars or try to
pry open windows with crowbars. It stole Mona's car that night it tried breaking in. On
the other hand, several times I saw strange tracks down below the rim where I started the
climb."

"What kind of tracks?"
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"I don't know; otherwise they wouldn't be strange."

Well, I asked for that one. I told him what the inside of the house was like and
what had happened to Mona.

He wiped his eyes. "Goddamn. I shouldn't have left her alone, but she wouldn't
leave, then her car was gone and she couldn't because I wouldn't take time to drive her to
town, not that she asked. She wanted to stick with me."

He nodded and patted his shirt. "I've got the little things I found in a pouch
hooked to my gold chain. I 'spect that was what he was after. Or it."

Gary always wore a heavy gold chain around his neck, what he called his reserve
cash. We talked and smoked a while longer and he gave me a few other details, but that
was the gist of it. He'd discovered something strange and something even stranger didn't
like it. It was nearing daylight when the sheriff arrived.

* % %

When the sheriff got there, Gary pointed him to the house and told him to go look.
He hadn't been there more than a few minutes when he came back outside looking about
four shades paler than when he'd gone in.

"What in the mother fucking goddamned hell happened here? That poor woman
looks like a goddamn grizzly bear broke in on her."

"Grizzlies don't empty out drawers," I said.

"Men don't rip off arms, either. Who are you, by the way?"

"I'm John Strake, Gary's brother."

He glared at us while he pulled his cell phone out and called for help. He was way
out of his depth and knew it.

While we were waiting, he questioned us, talking mostly to Gary since I'd just
arrived and couldn't tell him anything other than what I'd found after I got there. Gary
answered in monosyllables, giving away as little information as possible. He didn't
mention anything at all about those tiny little gold colored objects he'd found. I had no
idea what he was up to but I went along with him. I didn't say a thing about the
microscope in my luggage, either. I'd already stowed it in the trunk of his car.

A half hour later another vehicle arrived, a van carrying the local CSI team, such

as it was. They don't have much that far out in the sticks and I knew the feds would be in
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the act soon, since this was federal land. The sheriff went inside with his men while we
waited outside. It was getting hot as the sun rose higher in the sky but there was nothing
we could do about it, or anything else for the time being, except sweat and wonder what
had torn Mona to bits.

About noon, the sheriff left the scene and asked us to come into town with him,
but we both knew it was more in the nature of an order. I didn't think he had either of us
down as a suspect but he wasn't going to let us go anywhere for a while, either.

Coming in at night I hadn't noticed the scenery much, but in daylight I could see
why the nature lovers might enjoy the area. It was pretty in a dry, western sort of way
even though there were quite a few stunted firs and some white oaks along the stream
beds. It was near one of the creeks, dry this time of the year, where we ran into trouble.

We were following Sheriff Brady in Gary's old van, about two hundred feet back.
He was approaching an old rattletrap bridge over the creek bed. In fact, he passed over
the bridge to the other side when suddenly his car bounced and almost flipped over on its
side. It skidded a ways with one of its front tires flat and stopped on the dirt road in a
cloud of dust that boiled up and obscured it for a moment.

Gary hit the brakes of his van, throwing me forward against the seat belt. I was
stunned by the suddenness of the event but not enough to keep me from seeing something
big and brown and murderous looking dart from the tree line into the dust surrounding
the sheriff's car. It clamored up to it and pulled the door open. I heard a deep throated
scream of anguish. My brother was already out of the van, but not in time to save the
sheriff. The thing that had yanked him out of the car uttered a growl of disgust and flung

the Sheriff's carcass thirty feet away. Then it came for us.
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CHAPTER THREE

"Goddamn!" Gary shouted, drawing his big .45 and crouching behind the open
door of the van. I was out the other side but my mouth was suddenly too full of cotton to
say a thing, much less utter a curse. Imagine a cross between a cougar and something out
of the pages of a horror novel and you'll have an idea of what we saw. And it was fast,
too goddamned fast for anything natural, anything that originated on earth.

Gary's pistol thundered twice, three times while I was still fumbling for my little
automatic. It was hung up in the side pocket of my jean jacket and I didn't get it loose
until it was on us.

My brother's gun fired one more time while cursing defiance at the monster just
before it hit the door of the van with the force of a small tank. The impact flung him
backward ten feet and onto his back. Amazingly, he held onto his pistol and raised up far
enough up to fire again. By this time I finally had my automatic out. I saw Gary's shot
impact the chest of the creature with a little puff of exploding hair and flesh, but it hardly
slowed down and was on him in an instant, swatting aside his gun with a massive clawed
hand.

"Motherfucker!" I cried, trying to get its attention before it killed Gary. I gripped
my gun with both hands and ripped off three or four shots in a row from the front of the
van where I had run to get a clear shot. It didn't kill the creature but it howled in pain and
reared away from Gary. It saw me when I yelled again, then snarled horribly and rushed
toward me. I emptied the rest of the ten shot clip as fast as I could pull the trigger. I fired
the last round into its face just as it reached me. If Gary hadn't already wounded it from
the heavier slugs of his .45, it might have made it, but his shots had slowed it down and
my last one finally did it in.

It crumpled to the ground, knocking me sideways as it fell. I backed away,
keeping my eyes on it as | felt for the spare magazine in my other pocket, but it didn't
move. I socked in the clip by feel, never taking my eyes from that monster, chambered a

round and finally stepped a little closer. Then I could see. My last shot had put out one of
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its orange eyes and probably entered its brain. The other one was glazed over but I could
see it had a slit pupil, like a cat.

As soon as I was sure it was dead I turned to see how my brother was doing. He's
tough. Even with blood streaming down his mangled hand that he was holding up at chest
level he was looking around for his old army pistol. He spotted it in the road twenty feet
away and went to get it while I walked over to see about the sheriff even though I knew it
was no use. He was dead, his throat ripped out just like Mona's had been.

My cell phone still wasn't working. Gary's was. He made the call to the sheriff's
office to notify them. While we waited on someone to arrive, I tried to get him to sit in
the van and let me bandage his hand, but it had stopped bleeding and he refused.

"It's not as bad as it looks," he said, heading over to examine what had attacked
us.

Like I said before, that thing resembled parts of a cougar melded with bits of other
things I'd never seen before. It was bipedal but its hands possessed retractable claws like
a cat and had pads as if it could use its arms as feet to run like an animal if it needed to.

"Goddamned ugly looking critter, ain't it?" Gary said. "And look at the head. It's
got a brain pan big as us. Where the fuck could something like that come from, anyway?"

I looked at it again. Medical technologists have to study zoology in college but
that thing didn't fit any genus or species I'd ever read about. "A mutant? Outer space,
maybe?" I said. My brother has gotten mixed up with strange stuff, like his search for
Bigfoot up in Alaska, but this went beyond anything I'd ever imagined.

He touched his chest where he was carrying the little gold beads. "Whatever it is,
I think it was after these things. I'm anxious for you to have a look at them with your
microscope. And by the way, don't mention them to the feds or whoever investigates this
crap. They must be goddamned important. I just don't know how or why yet, but I found
'em and they're mine."

I could agree with his thoughts about the little bits of gold colored material. Two
persons were already dead and he and I had come close. The only reason we were alive
was because we always went armed when we could. And because we were both good
shots with handguns, of course. You'd be surprised at how many people can miss a target

at ten feet with a pistol.
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* sk ok

It was three days before we were allowed back into the place he and Mona had
been renting from the park service. We stayed there only long enough for him to pack
everything he wanted and haul it back to a little run down motel unit between Silver City
and Mogollon with a kitchenette that we began renting by the week. He used some of his
contacts in the area to find out where the beast's carcass had been sent. The University of
New Mexico Biology Department had custody for the time being.

In the meantime I finally hauled out my borrowed microscope and got my first
look at his little gold beads. About all I could use was the 100X lens and everything
except the top part was blurred from being out of focus. It didn't tell me much. Under
high power I could see they were bifurcated with a thin line and both sides were faceted
like tiny jewels, but that was about all.

We were told by the authorities not to leave the area without notifying them,
which got a laugh out of Gary. He wasn't about to leave before finding out what he had
discovered. But his hand had to heal before he could do much. It was swollen and had
bunches of stitches where two of the beast's claws had raked it.

I bought some ammo and replenished the empty magazine for my automatic. I
should have bought a heavier weapon considering what had happened, but I didn't feel
like fooling around with the waiting period. Besides, I was broke and living off my
brother temporarily. One thing I did do was call a friend and ask him to move my
personal goods, such as they were, out of my apartment and into storage. It looked as if I
was going to be staying out west for a while, helping Gary figure out what in hell was
going on.

* % *

A couple of days later Gary's cell phone rang. He conversed with whoever it was
for a few minutes then flipped the cover closed. "That was a Professor Ramkin at U of
NM. She wants to talk to me about our friendly monster. Want to come along?"

"Hell yes. Anything to get away from here for a while."

We got permission from the sheriff's office to make the trip and headed out early
the next morning. We pulled into Albuquerque about eleven and asked directions to the

campus. Fifteen minutes later we were ushered into Professor Ramkin's office.
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Maybe it was because he hadn't shaved that day or because he still had Mona on
his mind but it was me who wound up doing most of the talking.

"Call me June," she said after a few minutes of idle chatter, jut getting acquainted
while we felt each other out. She was a blond in her early forties with gray strands
already intruding into her hair that she wore casually, pulled back behind her neck and
tied with a scarf. She wore jeans and a pastel blouse that made her look younger than her
real years. I couldn't help notice that she wasn't wearing a ring, either.

"Can either of you tell my anything more about that thing you killed?" she asked
as she poured coffee for us.

"Only that it had been nosing around my brother's place for a few days before it
attacked his girl friend."

"Attacked?"

I told her the story. She gave a little shiver. "It could do that all right. Have you
any idea of what you've uncovered?"

"I'm a Medical Technologist," I said. "That thing doesn't resemble anything I ever
read about."

"Right. And it's no wonder. Its genetic pattern is a blend of cougar and something
else that makes my instruments go ding-ding and spit out nonsense. Even its brain isn't all
in the skull; it's stretched out all the way down into the thoracic cavity."

I shrugged. "A BEM."

"You a science fiction fan?"

"Yeah. Long time."

"Me, too. And if that's not a BEM, I'll eat my shirt."

"'Bug Eyed Monster'." I said for Gary's benefit. And I wouldn't have minded
eating her shirt myself if that let me see what was underneath it. "Is that all you can tell
us?" I asked, trying to keep my gaze up at eye level.

"No. I want to go with you back to the area where it attacked that girl and the
sheriff. It's like there's something it's after, isn't it?"

Gary and I exchanged glances. "Maybe," I said.

She raised a cynical eyebrow. "I have the idea that you guys are holding back

something. What am I missing?"
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"Nothing," Gary said. He didn't want to share.

I was ambivalent. I didn't have the background to get much deeper into what the
critter was, but I had an inkling that Gary and I weren't going to be able to solve the
mystery by ourselves.

She spotted my hesitation and Gary's reluctance. "Listen, guys. You've stumbled
on something that's earthshaking. I mean, really earthshaking. Do you realize that thing's
brain would be as big or bigger than ours if it was all in one place and has just as many
convolutions?"

"Yeah, I figured as much when I saw it," I said. "What I'm wondering is how
many other people you've passed this information around to?"

She smiled winningly at me. I think she was sort of like Gary with the little
golden specks of material he was still carrying in the pouch under his shirt, wanting to
hold the secret of the monster close. "I've kept it to a minimum and the ones who do
know have no idea yet that it was probably intelligent. I've let them think it was just a
mutant cougar so far."

"I take it you're wanting to help us investigate?"

"That's right, John...and Gary. I know you're holding back, but so am I. This is
too big to have it turned into a media circus."

"All this is well and good but I found...well what I found so far is my business--
and John's. I want to make some money out of this somewhere along the line."

The way my finances were, I could go along with that myself. I'd never been big
on saving money and a couple of divorces had pretty well wiped out what I had put away
except for that gold stash.

"That's no problem," June told him. "I've got enough personally to finance
whatever you want to do. And I've got vacation time coming that I've been wondering
what to do with."

"Why don't you let us talk privately for a few minutes?" I asked her. "But before
we do, let me ask you something. Can you get us into and out of federal park areas
without a bunch of bureaucratic mumbling and jumbling? It might take quite an

expedition to really dig into what Gary's discovered."
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"No problem. I can use university credentials for a cover. Why don't I go make
another pot of coffee and let you guys talk for a few minutes?"

"Suits us."

She sauntered out, trying to seem unconcerned but I saw the tension in her walk.
She was dying to get in on Gary's discovery--but he wasn't quite so certain he wanted
anyone else involved.

"What's the deal, bro?" he asked me as soon as she was out of hearing.

"I think you need some help. I may have a degree in Medical Technology, but that
doesn't cover a whole hell of a lot when we start dealing with something like this--or
didn't you hear her say it was intelligent?"

"Yeah, but goddamn, John, we don't even know the woman. And hell, we already
knew it had some brains."

"Well, who else do we know that's qualified?"

"No one." He rattled the pouch hanging inside his shirt. "These little thingies
brought that goddamned monster after me. I looked at its feet. It's the same thing that
made the tracks I couldn't identify."

"My point exactly. Why? We need some expertise here. Besides, there's one great
big point in her favor."

"What's that?"

"She said she'd finance us. Or have you suddenly come into a fortune I haven't
heard about?"

He rubbed his bristled chin. Neither of us had ever managed to accumulate much
cash. I spent mine on divorce lawyers and high living while he used up whatever he made
on bigger and better metal detectors, maps, gadgets and travel. Sometimes I don't think
either one of us has good sense.

"You got a point there, John. I have to admit my funds are running a little low.
How're you fixed?"

"I have an old rattletrap of a car back in Little Rock and a few thousand in gold in
a safety deposit box. Otherwise, the VA better be ready to take good care of me in my old

age.
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He laughed. "Yeah. Same here. All either one of us have is our comp pensions.
Okay, one more question. Are you sure this ain't your gonads talking? I saw the way you
looked at that broad."

"Woman, Bro. Woman. Broad is politically incorrect these days. But yeah, I'll
admit it. She does look good to me."

"Probably married and has a passel of kids."

"I didn't see a ring."

He grinned. "Ah, fuck it. Go ahead. At least she said she has money and
influence. That's what we mainly need right now. I want to get back up to the Mogollon
Rim with the right kind of equipment to dig deeper than I've gone so far. I know damn
well there's something big buried there. Thing is, it's federal land, and a designated
wilderness area at that. Start fooling around with jackhammers and stuff and the Park
Rangers'll throw you out. So far I've either avoided 'em or fobbed 'em off with stories
about looking for old Spanish artifacts with a simple detector." He grinned. "Simple my
ass. What I'm using now cost me three grand. It'll pick up a milligram of gold in five feet
of granite and it's telling me I've made a real find."

"Gold?"

He frowned. "No, not gold. Metal of some kind that drives my detector batty. And
deep. And big. Whatever it is, I bet it's worth a goddamned fortune."

There he went with his fortune again. I'd been hearing the same thing for years
and years, but he really did appear to have made a find this time. Unfortunately, it came
with monsters.

"So what do we need from June?"

He grinned again, the same way he had at the mention of a lack of ring on her
finger. "I know what you need. Good luck, bud. As for equipment and instruments...well,
let's see what the lady has to say. Okay?"

"Suits. I'll tell her we're ready to bargain."

She came back through the door just as I said that. "You don't have to tell me. I
just heard."
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June, Professor Ramkin to her students, suggested we all go have lunch
somewhere away from campus and talk. We took Gary's old van, with him driving and
June and I riding in back on facing seats. Once outside going towards the van, I noticed
how small she was, not much above five feet and she was carrying very little excess
weight for a woman her age. You had to be close to tell the difference between her and
some of the co-eds.

Over a lunch of sandwiches and beer at a place where we took a booth and could
talk without being overheard, we came to terms. It was easy after Gary showed June his
pouch of two dozen tiny little odd nuggets.

"Interesting," she said, squinting at one of the tiny jewels. "And you think that's
what our BEM was after?"

"I can't think of anything else. It damn sure isn't my beat up old body. After
killing Mona the critter upended every drawer and cabinet in our place looking for
something. I don't know what else it could have been."

"You're sure it was the BEM and not an ordinary burglar?"

"I saw its paw prints in blood in the bedroom," I told her while feeling a shiver go
through my body at the memory.

"What did the crime scene techs think?"

"They haven't told us. For all we know they may think we did it and used a fake
print to try throwing them off. Except I doubt any of them believe we have claws.
Probably they're writing it off as one of those oddities they'll never understand."

"Let's hope so," June said. "Okay, tell you what. I'll give you my credit card. You
guys rent a three bedroom home somewhere in Mogollon or close to it. A trailer would be
fine so long as it has plenty of room. Make it furnished if you can, but if not, rent or buy
enough to make do. Go ahead and get groceries, towels and things like that and I'll pick
up what you overlook later. Give me a few days to wind up some things here. Luckily it's
the end of the semester so I can leave with no problem other than finding someone to
teach a freshman class for me when the break's over. Oh yes--give me both your phone
numbers." She pulled out cards from her purse and gave us each one. It had her address

and phone number on them.
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"What are you going to do with the carcass?" Gary asked. He didn't have to tell
her what carcass he was referring to.

"I'll make sure it goes into cold storage under lock and key--and I'll have the keys.
Don't worry, I'll keep my end of it under wraps. You just be sure you do the same."

"No problem there," Gary said, eyeing her with respect. She was obviously a
woman who got things done and no nonsense about it. "Anything else?"

"One more thing. I'd like to take one of those little beads and have it chemically
analyzed. Can you spare one?"

"Yeah, so long as you don't tell anyone where it came from or who you got it
from."

"That's no problem. I've got a friend in the chemistry department who'll do the
analysis for me. He owes me a favor or two."

Gary hesitated a moment but ultimately decided to trust her. He removed one of
the tiny jewel-like beads from his pouch and handed it over. "What else?"

"Nothing for now. I'll see you guys in a few days. Call me soon's you get a place."

"Suits," I said.

We dropped her off at the campus and headed back toward Mogollon. For a while
neither of us spoke, each absorbed in our own thoughts. I was excited in a way, knowing
my adventurous brother had accidentally stumbled onto what could very well turn out to
be the first evidence of extraterrestrial life, something I'd dreamed of all my life. On the
other hand I was scared and wasn't loath to admit it. I kept seeing that goddamned
monster hovering over Gary, ready to rip his throat out, then charging toward me, baring
needle sharp teeth, with death written in its flaming orange eyes. What bothered me most
was the fear that there might be more of them out there.

I didn't know what Gary was thinking. Most likely dreaming of making a fortune
at long last from his adventures. He wouldn't be worrying about getting killed. He
thought he was invulnerable to death by violence--and so far he had been. This was
something new, though. Not of earth. From out there, most likely, and there was nothing
we had to judge it by. There was no way of predicting what might happen if we kept
fooling around the area and he kept those little golden flecks of matter close to his chest.

Finally I spoke up. "So what's next, Bud?"
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"Damned if I know where to start right now. Sounds like your Junebug knows
what she wants to do though."

My Junebug? Well, if he wanted to leave the playing field to me, I wasn't going to
argue. Bonnie was already becoming a distant memory. I could care less what color
underwear she wore and I wished that fucking intern good luck.

"Yeah, she does sound confident. I'd like to see what her reaction is with one of
those monsters charging her, though. No, I take that back. I don't want to see that again at
all. She wasn't kidding about having money, though, not if this credit card is as good as
she said it was."

"That'll help, although I kind of wonder why she's so willing to spend it. Speaking
of monsters, though, I think I better loan you something heavier than that cap gun you're
using right now. Man, if you hadn't popped it in the eye it would have ripped your guts
out."

I shuddered. He was probably right. Anyway, come to think of it I'd probably
have to get a heavier handgun from him instead of buying one since I wasn't a citizen of
New Mexico. I wondered if June had a weapon and if not, whether she'd accept one.
Probably. She'd seen the same teeth and claws I had even if they were on an autopsy table
when she looked at them.

"What've you got to spare?" I asked.

"A pair of Glock .45's I won in a poker game. Ten shot magazines. I'm going to
start carrying one myself instead of my old army piece. It's all I've needed up til now and
still a good old handgun, but after what we saw I want more than six shots available."

"Yeah. Well, I guess first thing is finding my Junebug her house, huh?'

"Yup. Reckon so. One we find a place to rent we can go shopping for whatever
else we need."

* % %

We got extremely lucky and found an almost new double wide trailer for rent on
the outskirts of Mogollon, already furnished. I hadn't been expecting to find anything like
it closer than Silver City. There wasn't a bit of trouble with June's credit card. We paid for
three months then headed back to Gary's old place to see if the crime scene tape had been

taken down. It had, but the feds caught up with us there. They'd been chasing us all day.
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The two men were dressed in suits that practically shouted FBI. My assumption
proved correct after they stood up when we entered and flashed their credentials.

"You'd be the Strake brothers, I assume, John and Gary?" the tallest one said. He
was thin and wore a mustache to match. His blond hair was so fine it was hardly visible .

"That's us," Gary admitted. "What's on your mind?"

"We need to talk."

"Fine with us. Let me get some coffee going."

That was just a ploy to give him time to think, I knew. We hadn't been expecting
the FBI. Not so soon, anyway. Someone in the sheriff's office must have had terrorists on
their mind and called them. The short dark one of the pair of agents turned to me while
my brother fiddled with the coffee pot, taking his time.

"We're interested in knowing just what went on here," he said.

"So are we," Gary broke in. "But what's the FBI want with us? I thought this was
strictly a local matter."

"Kidnapping is federal."

"Sure thing, but who was kidnapped?"

"The woman who was killed. You were living together weren't you?"

"Yup. But so far as [ remember she came with me willingly. Hell, I couldn't run
the woman off when I tried. No kidnapping involved."

"You know what I mean. That thing that killed her."

"The monster, you mean?"

"Yes."

"Last I heard, animals weren't being charged with kidnapping."

"Animals can't drive cars, either."

"What are you talking about?" I interrupted.

"The car your brother's girl friend owned. It was located on a side road right past
the bridge where the sheriff was killed. It had dug a hole in the road then covered it up
with loose debris so his car would be disabled."

"The car dug a hole?"

"No, the thing, Mister Strake," he said, annoyed at me for purposely

misunderstanding and trying to be funny. "We found its hair in the driver's seat, as well
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as some smeared blood that probably belonged to Mona Lighthouse. He took the car after
killing her, it appears."

"Now it's a he? You're confusing me, sir."

"And you're both being deliberately obfuscating. We're trying to solve a murder
here."

Obfuscating? Christ, next thing you know they'd be calling a murder a termination
and a kidnapper a person apprehender.

"Why don't you just tell us what you want with us," Gary said. "I've already talked
to the folks from the sheriff's office and gave them everything I know." He glanced at the
coffeepot and asked "Coffee?"

"No. We want to know about the creature--man--whatever it was that killed two
people."

I laughed. "We'd like to know more about the fucker, too. That goddamned thing
damn near killed us. If we hadn't been armed, it would have."

"Do you men normally carry weapons with you?"

"Have you looked outside lately?" Gary asked, as if explaining the facts of life to
a ten year old. "This is a wilderness area. There's bears, wolves, snakes, cougars and now
something else. If you were hiking around out here, wouldn't you take along a little
protection?"

The agents couldn't answer that and didn't try. "Let's get back to the thing. We
tried to intercept you at the U of M but you'd already gone. And the professor who did the
autopsy told us she'd cremated the remains. Is that right?"

"I don't know," Gary said, avoiding a possible trap. "If she said that, then she
probably did."

The agents exchanged glances. Or Special Agents as they like to bill themselves.
Maybe they think calling themselves special makes them that way. I've got my own
opinion but decided right then probably wouldn't be the best time to render it.

"What did she want with you?" Tall agent asked.

I shrugged. "The same as you. Wanting information on the creature. We told her

what we knew, which is what we told the sheriff's people. It looked like a mutant cougar
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if you want a description. And personally I don't think cougars can drive a car. Maybe
you ought to try focusing on a human being."

"Do you know of anyone who might be involved?"

Gary shrugged. "Look, fellows, all I've been doing is practicing my hobby, which
is metal detecting. Hey, want to see my rig? It's a dandy, set me back almost three K but
it'll pick up metal down to three feet and distinguish between ferrous and non-ferrous
and--"

"Later, maybe," Short said, thinking he had run up against the enthusiasm of a
dedicated hobbyist getting ready to bore us all silly with descriptions of his equipment.

I smiled inside, knowing Gary rarely talked about his gadgets to anyone but me.

"Can you think of any reason for the creature to break into your home, Mr.
Strake?" Tall asked. He was clearly becoming exasperated.

Gary gave his usual shrug. "All I can think of is that I was the only human
wandering around the area out here for the last few weeks. Maybe it picked up my scent
and decided it didn't like me. Maybe it didn't like Mona's scent. Maybe it's so deformed it
can't hunt like it should be able to. Maybe it was looking for dinner and John scared it
off. Hell's Bells, I don't have the slightest fucking idea of what's going on or what it was
thinking."

The banter went back and forth in a similar vein for another half hour until the
fibs finally gave up. They knew something well removed from the ordinary was going on
but they had nothing to put a handle on. They weren't even certain the case was in their
domain. They knew how silly it would look reporting to their superiors that a mutant
cougar had kidnapped and killed a woman then set a trap for the sheriff and killed him
and tried to kill us. Of course they suspected we knew more but neither of them really
thought we had instigated or carried out the killings any more than the locals did. In the
end they each left a card and asked us to call if we learned anything new.

We assured them we certainly would and they went on their way. Before I could
open my mouth, Gary put his finger to his lips, warning me not to mention anything
incriminating. I complied by complaining about how rude the guys were and wondering
why they had been called and so on while Gary poked around in one of the closets. He

brought out a little gadget I didn't recognize and slowly went from room to room, staring
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at its display. When he returned he said "No bugs. I thought they might have left one, but

guess not."

30






Savage Survival

By Darrell Bain

Twilight Times Books

Kingsport, Tennessee



Darrell Bain

Savage Survival

This is a work of fiction. All concepts, characters and events portrayed in this book are used fictitiously and
any resemblance to real people or events is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2005 by Darrell Bain

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or
transmitted in any form by any means electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or
otherwise, except brief extracts for the purpose of review, without the permission of the publisher
and copyright owner.

Paladin Timeless Books, an imprint of

Twilight Times Books

P O Box 3340

Kingsport, TN 37664
www.twilighttimesbooks.com/

First Edition: September 2006

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Bain, Darrell
Pending

ISBN: 1-933353-66-X

Cover art by Kurt Ozinga

Printed in the United States of America



Savage Survival

Dedication

To all the inmates of Winnfield Correctional Facility in Louisiana who are
honestly trying to rehabilitate themselves and return to society as useful citizens.
Fellows, I wish you the very best and sincerely hope you make it when you're
released back into the free world.
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Chapter One

Her parents were scared; horribly scared. Eleven year old Lyda Brightner could
tell that much by how white and strained their faces were, by the way they tried
to keep her away from the viewscreen in the den where they had been practically
living for the last few days, leaving only for short breaks and even then wearing
the earpieces so that they could follow what was happening. It was a war, an
invasion, she was pretty sure of that from the little snippets of news she had
caught when peeking into the den, and from conversations with the few friends
she had been able to talk to. Mostly the phone lines were always either busy or
made strange crackling sounds like bacon grease popping in a hot skillet. It must
be bad, she thought, from the way Mom and Dad are acting. And there had been
no school this morning. That was the real signal because always before there was
an explanation, like a tornado or storms or a terrorist threat. This time nothing
had been said except that she was to stay home and do her lessons in her room.
She had done that, and now she was bored, with the rest of the day stretching
out before her like a deserted playground. Not even a new book to read on her
computer or phone.

Lyda stood by the doorless entrance to the den, trying to turn herself into
a small quiet animal that wouldn’t be noticed. A rabbit, she thought, like in
Watership Down. No one notices a rabbit. She closed her eyes and envisioned
herself huddled down in the grass, a little white bunny with ears laid flat so they
wouldn’t peek out and give her away. It seemed to be working because for a
while she stood and watched and listened, her presence undetected.

At first she didn’t understand what she was seeing. She thought Mom
and Dad must be watching a monster movie. Bright silvery spider-like constructs
crawled on multiple legs across a landscape of loose rubble and debris while
little ant beings scurried to get out of their way. Then it popped into perspective.
The rubble was the ruins of buildings; the ants were people trying to
avoid...being eaten? That was what it looked like at first, but then she saw that
the people were being herded, with the spider things acting like cowboys on
horses or like sheepdogs working a flock. The silvery spiders were nothing to
fool with, she saw. Anyone who tried to fight or run the wrong way was killed
gruesomely by mandible-like appendages that pierced bodies like giant needles
stitching clothes on puppets.

Periodically a long broad tongue of blue fire would lash out from an
opening among the multiple sets of mandibles adorning the front of the spiders
and sweep a path through the crowds of people running frantically over the
debris-strewn streets. Whenever the band of energy touched a group of people,
bluish lightning flared and the figures would go limp for a moment, crash to the
ground, then they would get up and run even faster than before —if they were
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able. Some weren’t and were ignored or stepped on and crushed by the multiple-
jointed appendages supporting the spiders. In a few moments, out would come
the tongue of energy again, touching more people with its blue lightning and
hurrying them along like an extra powerful cattle prod. But where were they
going? Why were they being chased and harassed like gangs of vermin?

The mandibles of the creatures moved constantly, opening and closing as
if seeking something to bite, though nothing except humans who chose to fight
ever came within their grip. Other appendages waved in a roving pattern below
the mandibles, touching the ground, dead bodies, ruined vehicles, poking into
shattered doorways. Whiskers, Lyda thought. They’re like the whiskers of a cat,
telling it what’s near.

The whole scene was awesomely frightening, but so fascinating that she
couldn’t look away. Lyda thought it must be real, not only because of the way
her parents were staring so fearfully, but because the colors weren’t so bright as
animations and the movements of the spidery beings and the humans were too
smooth and natural looking. But if it were real...

“Lyda! What are you doing here?”

Lyda jumped guiltily. Mom and Dad were both staring at her like she had
done something bad. “I only wanted to watch.”

“This is nothing someone your age should see,” Dad said sternly. He cut
off the sound and picture, leaving only the earpiece to provide him a feed.

“Your Dad is right, honey,” Mom said. “It isn’t necessary for you to see
such...such...”

“It's real, isn’t it?” Lyda asked, already knowing that it was. She loved her
parents. Sometimes they were even cool, but they still tried to treat her like a
little girl and she wasn’t that little any more. She was eleven now, going on
twelve.

Mom and Dad looked at each other from where they were seated side by
side on the big leather couch.

Dad sighed, as if releasing a terrible burden from inside his body. “Yes,
sweetie, it is real, but we're not in any danger yet. Maybe the military will...” His
voice trailed off.

Lyda thought that if the military was going to do something, it ought to
get started —if that scene she had been looking at was any indication. She took a
few hesitant steps into the den, the toes of her bare feet curling into the carpet.
“What are those spider thingys? Are they aliens from outer space?”

Abruptly Mom burst into tears. Dad put his arm around her and patted
her shoulder. From around the tangle of Mom'’s bright red curls, the exact same
shade as her own, Dad said, “I guess so. Yes, they must be. But Lyda...”

“Daddy, I should watch with you. How else will I know what to do if they
come here?”

Mom raised her head. “They won’t come here. Will they, Bruce? Why
don’t they bomb them or something?”
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“I don’t know. Maybe too many of our people are being held captive.
Anyway, they already have. It didn’t work.”

“It looked like those spider things were eating the people,” Lyda said,
taking another step inside. She hadn’t actually seen anyone being eaten, and
wasn’t sure she wanted to in any case, but she had seen a few people being
skewered by the thin silvery mandibles before Dad cut off the program.

“No, we don’t think anyone is being eaten, Lyda baby.” Dad tried to
chuckle but it didn’t come out like that. It was a gurgling sound Lyda had never
heard him make before.

“Then what are they doing with them?”

Again her parents looked at each other rather than at her. Was something
even more terrible happening to those people than being killed or maybe eaten
later? What could be worse than that?

“Lyda...”

Dad sighed again. “Elaine, she may as well stay with us. We can always
cut the picture if it gets too gruesome. And we need to tell her.”

“Tell me what?” Curiosity was replacing her fright now. She felt her heart
beat faster. Mom and Dad always tried to answer her questions and be honest
with her, unlike the parents of some of her friends. They just didn’t like her to be
exposed to graphic violence or sex yet. They thought she was too young. Lyda
always felt guilty when the subject came up. She had already seen plenty —little
flash drives and printouts from books passed around from kid to kid; images on
her cell phone; movies at her friends” homes that she wasn’t allowed to watch in
her own; graphic color prints that were sometimes freaky and gross but
interesting all the same. She suspected that Dad, at least, knew she sometimes
had access to things he would rather her not see, but he pretended that she
didn’t.

“The people you saw the spiders chasing aren’t going to be eaten. They’re
being transferred to big camps out west. We’ve seen images from space.”

Lyda took the last few steps to the couch and wormed her way in between
the elder Brightners. She drew a grudging smile from both of them and this time
it was she who sighed. Finally she was going to find out exactly what was
happening]!

03

Bruce Brightner thought about how much he should tell Lyda. He realized
that both he and Elaine were perhaps a bit overprotective of their only child, but
it was perfectly natural. She was a prodigy, absorbing knowledge almost
effortlessly, but she was still an eleven year old girl, emotionally immature as
yet, he thought, even though she had more sense than most girls her age. The
other reason he kept a close watch on her was that she was beautiful; at least he
thought she was. Her startlingly red hair fell in natural wavy curls to below her
shoulders. She was bereft of the freckles that her mother was prone to, leaving
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her with an even-featured elfin face that would become regal and extremely
attractive as she changed from a girl to a young woman.

“Sweetheart, all of earth has been invaded by beings from somewhere
else. I guess from outer space is as good a description as any. We don’t think
those spider things are the actual aliens. They’re simply mechanical constructs,
being used to round up humans and perhaps for other purposes we don’t know
of yet.”

“Did the spiders ruin all those buildings or did the aliens do it?” Lyda
wanted to know.

“It wasn’t them, it was us who caused most of the damage. We tried
bombing them but bombs don’t seem to harm them at all. They don’t seem to
care what we do unless we oppose them. It appears that it’s live humans that
they want.”

“Bruce...” Elaine warned.

“Well, it’s the truth. That’s all they’ve done so far, simply used their
mechanicals to round up enormous numbers of people from all over earth. Lyda,
they herd them into cul-de-sacs like you just saw, then force them into flying
machines. After that they’re transported to other locations in bigger flying things.
You'll see that soon if we keep watching.”

“What happens then, Daddy?”

“She surely doesn’t need to know any more right now, Bruce. Let it be.”

“Well...”

“Besides, we don’t really know much else, do we?”

“Actually, no. We can’t see much of what’s happening in the camps. So
how about putting some frozen pizza on for supper? We can eat here.”

“All right. You be careful now. Lyda doesn’t need to see some of that
stuff.” Mrs. Brightner left the den.

Lyda cuddled closer to her Dad. “Can we watch some more, Daddy?”

Mr. Brightner zapped the picture and sound back on. The same vista was
still being broadcast. This time she did see one of the flyers. It was simply a
rounded, oblong shape with an oval entrance that irised open for shrieking men,
women and children then closed with a blink when it was full or wanted to go
elsewhere.

“Where is this happening, Daddy? Have they said?”

“This is Atlanta, I believe, but it really doesn’t matter, baby. It's happening
just like this everywhere in the world.”

“Even in the country?”

Bruce realized he had said more than he intended to. “Well, yes, but not
around here. Not yet, anyway. Let’s not tell Mom I said that, okay?” Bruce
Brightner knew that armies of the mechanicals were roaming almost every part
of earth by now, always seeking out humans. What he hadn’t told Lyda was that
in many places huge numbers of bodies were turning up from people simply
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being killed after capture. No one knew why. What he did know was that he
intended to protect his wife and daughter if he could.

Lyda smiled and nodded at Dad, barely hearing. Her eyes were tracking
the scenes on the big screen with a fascination usually reserved for special
programs on the learning channel, ones that dealt with how things worked or
with astronomy and space flight. Already she had aspirations to become an
astronaut; not a pilot but a science specialist. Her parents thought it might be a
hero worship thing but Lyda knew it wasn’t. Someday she would go into space
and study the stars. Or she had intended to, before this happened.

On the screen, the view changed to the president. Lyda thought he was
handsome, but kind of dumb. Dad said most politicians were dumb and even if
they weren't, they had to act dumb to get elected. She didn’t understand that, but
she had little interest in politics to begin with. Nevertheless, Lyda remained quiet
while the president was speaking because Dad appeared to be very interested in
what he said at first. Soon though, his expression became disgusted.

“He’s lying,” Lyda'’s father said. “We're not in contact with the damn
things. They don’t want to negotiate.” He switched to a local channel.

“Why is he lying, Daddy?” Lyda asked. She didn’t understand that, either.
Shouldn’t the president always tell the truth?

“He’s trying to reassure people, I guess, but that’s not the way to do it.”

The newswoman on the local channel looked very distraught. She read
from a list rather than a teleprompter and it showed. “...supplies of food in the
cities of Lufkin and Nacogdoches are to be rationed beginning Tuesday morning.
Governor Prester has...”

“Shouldn’t we be seeing about some extra food supplies?” Eileen
Brightner asked as she came back into the den, wiping her hands on a dishtowel.
“We really don’t have much here.”

“You're probably right. I should have done that earlier. I'll go as soon as
we finish eating.”

Lyda looked to her Dad, her eyes pleading for permission to go along. Her
unasked question became moot as the screen altered the view once again. It
showed an oblong, dirigible looking shape stretched across both sides of the
freeway separating Lufkin from Nacogdoches and spilling into the logged over
woods on each side. It was huge. Emerging spider mechs looked like tiny bugs
next to it. As they watched, several smaller flyers like the one she had seen
earlier touched down along the sides of the big one and appeared to merge into
it.

The local anchor began talking extemporaneously, doing a bad job of it.
Her hands visibly shook. “...just in. One of the alien’s larger transport craft has
landed along Highway 59 between Lufkin and Nacogdoches. Many of the
mechanical spiders of different sizes, like in...they have emerged and are
marching...going in different ways, uh, directions, but the most of them appear
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to be trying, I mean heading, toward the cities, Lufkin and Nacogdoches, that is.
They.. littler flyers are uh, being absorbed, uh landing...on...”

The picture burst into static and tiny squares of distorted color, then the
screen went blank. A window appeared, announcing that the satellite link had
failed.

Lyda sat very still, pretending to be a rabbit again, hoping not to be
ordered from the den while her father searched frantically among other channels
for more information. Their home was located on a county road only a couple of
miles off the corridor between the two east Texas cities. Many other channels
were broadcasting the same signal, satellite link failure. Finally he gave up, grew
thoughtful and found an old radio on one of the bookshelves. It wouldn’t work —
the batteries were dead. He used some words Lyda had very seldom heard him
utter. “I'm going to find some batteries,” he said. “Stay here, Lyda, hon.”

Mom had sat down. She was staring at the big screen as if her intense gaze
could repair the satellite link. It didn’t.

“How long will it take the spiders to get here?” Lyda asked.

Her mother didn’t answer. She simply stared. Lyda wondered if she had
gone into shock.

From the bedroom next to the den, there came a noise Lyda had heard
before, the unmistakable slack-slack of a round being chambered in Dad’s shotgun
that he used for duck hunting every year. Lyda didn’t think a shotgun would be
much use if bombs didn’t work, but she didn’t say that to Dad when he returned
to the den, bearing the shotgun in a tight-knuckled grip.

“Daddy, how long until the spiders get here?” Lyda repeated her question
to her father. Her mother still hadn’t answered.

He shook his head as he began opening up the radio. “Maybe they won’t
come here,” was all he said.

Lyda thought of that huge craft, obviously the kind Dad had been talking
about. She remembered that it had only been three days since the invasion began
and already many humans had been transported to the desert camps. The
spiders probably moved fast, she thought. And they were coming here!

The spiderlike constructs did move quickly. Lyda had finished her share
of the pizza, brushed her teeth and was waiting hopefully near the door as Dad
picked his car keys off the hallway table, apparently deciding he needed to run
an errand after all, probably over to the little store on the highway intersection.
Lyda quickly shrugged into her windbreaker and flipflops, but before she could
even begin to ask him to go along, a noise from outside distracted him. He
hurried to the entrance and opened the door.

Lyda could see past her father, out into the front yard. At the edge of her
vision, before the door jamb blocked it, she saw the leglike appendages of one of
the spider things. Then the whole thing moved into view. It was much larger up
close than it had looked on the screen, even when there had been humans visible
for comparison. It glinted in the late morning sun like the outside paneling of the
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new building in downtown Lufkin, and just like the office building, it was
mostly featureless and simply reflected light.

Dad slammed the door and saw her still standing behind him. “Go to your
room!” He shouted. “Hide under the bed!”

Reluctantly, Lyda hurried away while Dad ran toward the den. She knew
he was going for his shotgun. Before he even got there, the door crashed inward
with a resounding noise like someone had dropped a tray full of dishes at a
restaurant. Lyda whirled and saw something she recognized, the tips of two of
the mandibles from one of the big spiders. It hooked in under the top of the
doorframe and pulled up. A part of the front of the house peeled away with a
loud ripping noise.

“Run!” Dad shouted at her. He had found his shotgun and was rushing
toward the entrance, the weapon already pointed and ready to fire.

Lyda couldn’t make herself move. She watched, mesmerized, as a bluish
band of light sought out her father and engulfed him. He sparkled, like a cartoon
character who was being electrocuted, then suddenly he was flung against the
wall. His body spattered through the sheetrock and broke the two by four studs
in the wall into jagged splinters. One of them gouged a hole in his throat that
immediately began gushing bright red blood. Lyda never heard the shotgun fire,
nor did she have time to think about it. She felt her mother’s arms go around her
in an attempt to drag her away just as she saw a smaller spider fill the entrance.
A blue universe of pain engulfed her and tore at her senses like a ravenous virus.
She tried to shout a cry of defiance and that was the last thing she remembered
until she woke up in the desert.

10
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Chapter Two

Lyda opened her eyes. She stood up on wobbly legs and looked around,
squinting through frighteningly strong sunlight. In the distance, mountains grew
from a brown landscape, solid and timeless, but nearby were two mutilated
bodies. One of them had been a young woman. She was naked. Blood seeped
from between her thighs. The other body was that of a man, sprawled out in an
awkward position. His skull had been crushed and caved in above one of his
eyes. The eye lay on his cheek like an obscene colored ball on a thick white
string. She stared at the bodies for a moment, mesmerized by the surreal scene of
horror. Then suddenly she felt sick inside at the grisly sight and averted her eyes
quickly.

Beyond the bodies, men and women milled around, some gathered in
throngs, some alone. Most of them wore dazed, frightened expressions, like the
ones she had seen on some of the dogs when her class had toured an animal
shelter, but like some of the dogs, a few were defiant and their faces and
attitudes promised savage reprisal should a chance come their way. She saw a
man dressed in dirty jeans squatting by a cactus. He had hacked off one of the
flat pancake-like outgrowths and was trying to scrape the needles off it with the
little file on a fingernail clipper, cursing as he did. Was he trying to get water
from it, or planning on eating it?

Lyda thought of her parents. Where was Mom? She couldn’t remember
anything after she saw Dad being flung and crushed against the wall and that
blue light engulfed her. Was Mom here? Or dead, like Dad? She was sure Dad
was dead —she had seen how his throat was torn open by the broken studs in the
wall. But she didn’t know about Mom, nor did she know anyone to ask. She
began walking slowly, looking around, trying to define her situation and trying
not to cry. The ground of the desert was hot and gritty under her bare feet, not at
all like she had imagined a desert would be. She thought she remembered
slipping into her flip flops when she’d shrugged into her jacket, but if she had,
they were lost now. Tiny stones gouged at the soles of her feet, bringing
numerous little hurts. There didn’t seem to be much of a landscape to see, other
than the gritty dirt that passed as sand, larger rocks and even larger
outcroppings of stone that rose from the desert floor like old shelters, petrified by
time. Occasionally she passed tufts of greenish brown grass of some sort and
more cacti, some very large and growing in clusters like flattened houses in a
village. There were a few large bushes with spindly limbs and thin leaves but no
trees anywhere.

And people. There were people as far as she could see, standing, sitting,
lying on the ground. She thought some of them must be dead simply by the way
they lay unmoving with limbs twisted under them or flung out in unnatural

11



Darrell Bain

positions. There were other children among them, some being held by adults;
others were free to move about under the watchful eyes of their guardians, but
there were many who looked to be as lost and vulnerable as herself. The people
were dressed in everything from suits to borrowed shirts tied around the waist
by some who must have been caught naked. Lyda was glad she had her clothes
on. She spotted several men and women who wore no garments at all. They
looked entirely different from the nude bodies she had seen in the material
passed around by the kids at school, as if someone had hosed them down and
washed part of their color away. She wondered why that was.

At first Lyda wasn’t really fearful. She was sorrowful about Dad and
worried about Mom, but the abruptness of her abduction made the memory
seem more like a dream, something not real. But beyond that, she was
confused —and curious. How did she get here without remembering? How long
had it taken? What was going to happen next? Was there water and food to be
found? Why were the awful spider things bringing their captives here to this
desolate waste? In the distance she saw one of the giant transport craft descend
and land as silently as clouds bumping together. She wondered how it was
powered. It couldn’t be a rocket, could it? There was no noise. As she walked,
some men or women glanced at her but most ignored her as if they had too many
problems of their own to care about an eleven year old girl walking around by
herself.

When Lyda grew thirsty, she decided to ask someone about water. She
picked a gray haired woman who resembled grandma, though she wasn’t
dressed as nicely as grandma always was.

“Ma’am, do you know where I can find some water?” Lyda asked the old
woman politely.

“Girl, you need a protector to get water around here. Where’s your folks?”

“I...Idon’t know,” Lyda told her. She didn’t want to tell anyone that Dad
was almost certainly dead and that Mom...well, she had been trying to protect
her, too.

“Then you better find someone quick, lest you...ah shit, leave me alone.”
The woman covered her face with her hands and began sobbing.

Lyda went closer, wanting to comfort the old woman but she was
shrugged off, then pushed forcefully away when she tried again. Puzzled, Lyda
left her alone and began wandering again. What was a protector? Well, probably
someone like a parent, she thought. But how do you find one?

One found her, one who had watched and listened, a tall grungy man in
his forties with a two day beard and a gleam of desperation in his eyes. He was
wearing the remnants of a suit and had a sweat-stained tee shirt wound around
and over his scalp to protect his bald head from the sun.

“Hey girl!”

Lyda turned toward the voice. Before she could back away, she found
herself being gripped by the upper arm.
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“I can get you some water, girl. What's your name?”

Lyda didn’t answer. She didn’t like his looks. She glanced around, looking
for help. The few nearby adults turned away. One man started toward them but
stopped when he saw the grungy man show a large pocket knife with the blade
open. He turned away.

“Come on girl. We'll both get some water.”

“I don’t want to go with you,” Lyda said, trying to wrench her arm away.
That only made the man grip her tighter.

“What’s your name, girl?” He repeated, squeezing her arm so hard it was
painful.

“Lyda,” she said reluctantly.

“Okay, Lyda. I'm Boris. Come on, let’s go get some water. Maybe some
food, too.” He began walking, pulling her along by her arm. His long legged
stride forced her into a half walk, half run in order to keep up. His breath was
heavy and gasping, with a wheeze to it like his throat was dry, the same as the
gritty desert sand. He led her for a half mile through and around small groups of
people and halted beside a large outcropping of rock that provided shade for a
scruffy looking gang of men and women.

A big dark haired man stepped forward, holding a sharp pointed rock in
his fist. He also wore a two day beard, perhaps three days. “What we got here?”
he asked. His question was asked in a pleasant tone of voice that contrasted with
his feral appearance. He reminded Lyda of Wolverines she had read about, only
bigger.

“Something to trade,” Boris said deferentially to the big man. Now he was
holding Lyda by both arms, forcing her to stand in front of him.

Lyda began to grasp what was going on now. There was a pile of supplies
being guarded by this group. Every one of the men held either a rock or a pocket
knife in his hand. Several of the women had armed themselves, too. She could
see what looked like red bricks stacked in piles beside open containers of water
that came in tubs made of some gray material. While she stood there a woman,
closely accompanied by a man wearing jeans and windbreaker and holding a
rock in his hand, leaned over one of the tubs and cupped water in the palms of
her hands and lifted it to her mouth. She did this several times, then stood up.
Her companion grinned at her like she was a prize he had just won from the coin
toss at a county fair. He reached out with his free hand and squeezed one of her
breasts. The woman winced but stood stoically. Then he led her around the stone
outcropping, his hand already sliding down under the waistband of her slacks.

“She’s too young,” the big man said, still speaking pleasantly, looking at
her, not the couple who had just left. Lyda detected an undertone to his voice,
like the trill of a clear mountain stream that held poisonous algae beneath its
surface.

“She’s a virgin, Big Bill. Never been had. Ought to be worth something.”
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Lyda made a violent effort to wrench herself out of Boris’ grip. She got
one arm free but not the other, and before she could use her loose arm to try to
claw or strike her captor, he had his forearm under her chin, pressing up so hard
that she couldn’t breathe.

The man named Big Bill laughed. “She’s a feisty one. All right. One brick
and all the water you can drink. Then go.”

“But...Big Bill...”

“That’s all. I could just take her.”

Boris relented. He shoved Lyda forward into the arms of Big Bill and
scurried for the water tubs. He drank hugely, got tossed one of the red bricks and
was told to leave. He was munching on it as he walked away, not looking back.

The red bricks are food, Lyda thought. So strange looking that they might
be from the aliens. Like the water tubs. But the food and water both should be
rationed. This isn’t fair. Her mind swirled with conflicting desires — for water, for
getting out of the grasp of this man’s arms, for a sudden need to find someplace
private to relieve herself. And what Boris had said about her being a virgin— did
that mean...

“Come along,” Big Bill said. “May as well get you broke in. There’s one in
the Rocky Mount gang as likes ‘em young. But me first. Ain’t never tried one as
young as you before.”

Lyda couldn’t avoid his meaning now. As he began pulling her toward
the back of the rock where the other couple had gone, she reached around and
bit down on one of his fingers that were clasping her upper arm and tried to
yank herself free.

“Goddamn!” Big Bill shouted, but he kept his hold on her.

Retaliation was swift. The hand Lyda had bitten grabbed her by the front
of her jacket. His other hand swung violently against her head with bruising
force, even though he hadn’t made a fist. For a moment Lyda felt only a dizzy
numbness, then the pain hit, like three dentists at once pushing needles into her
jaw. She felt the lip and cheek on one side of her head begin to swell. She licked
at the salty blood that began oozing from her mouth and felt tears coursing down
her cheeks.

Big Bill shook her like a dachshund shaking a gopher he had just dug
from the ground. “You do that again and I'll beat you so bad nobody will pay
you water, or food either. Hear?”

Pay? What pay? Lyda’s mind swung from thoughts of water to the
throbbing in her jaw to a sudden urgent need to urinate.

“You hear?” Big Bill repeated.

Lyda nodded, unable to speak. She wouldn’t bite again. I'll wait, she
thought frantically as Big Bill nodded and began dragging her along by one arm
while sucking on the finger she had bitten. I'll wait, then I'll hit him with a rock.

The couple who had gone behind the outcropping were still there, beside
a pile of the woman’s clothes. The man was on top of the woman, between her
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legs, thrusting with his hips, and then there was no longer a way to deny what
was going to happen to her.

Big Bill went about it methodically, stripping her clothes off while never
letting her out of his grasp, slapping her twice more to make her obey. She was
forced to the ground and then the big man was looming over her naked body,
grinning down at her like the Joker with Batman trussed up and helpless before
him.

Lyda didn’t want to remember the rest of it, but she knew it would stick in
her memory forever. It was so painful that she shrieked, so debasing that she
wanted to run forever until no one else was present to see her shame, and yet
through it all she kept a part of herself rational. She knew she would live through
it and she knew that someday she might have a chance to kill the man assaulting
her. She hoped she would. At the end, she got another painful slap across the
face when her bladder let loose and wet the top of Big Bill's pants and bottom of
his shirt.

He rolled off her and got to his feet. “Damn little bitch, I ought to not give
you a fucking thing to eat or drink,” Big Bill said, rubbing a dirty handkerchief
over the wet spots on his clothing.

“I couldn’t help it,” Lyda mumbled between sobs. She was crying openly
now, unable to help herself. Maybe if I tried to talk to him I can find a way out
this, she thought. Then she remembered something about another gang. It
probably wouldn't help to talk. Painfully and bitterly she got to her feet. She
turned her back and began pulling on her clothes, first using the bottom of the
legs of her jeans to wipe at some of the blood and other matter stuck to her
thighs. She stuck her panties in the pocket of her jeans, hoping she could wash
first before putting them back on. All the while she was trying to think of how
she could get away. She didn’t think she could stand for this to happen again,
not unless they beat her unconscious first. At least she wouldn’t have to know
when it was happening that way.

Big Bill pushed her inside the circle of men and women around the food
and water supplies so that she couldn’t run. Lyda didn’t want to run, not right
now. She wanted to drink; her mouth hurt and was still bleeding inside and she
knew she should eat even though she had no appetite. She intended to escape
from Big Bill’s clutches as soon as she could and this might be her last chance for
food and water for a while.

Lyda was made to drink from the tub of water that one of the men told
her was for hand washing. Then he guffawed as if something were funny when
she bent to drink. The water had an odor like a pair of old gym shoes worn too
long without socks. Nevertheless, she drank until she was pulled away form the
tub. A woman handed her one of the red bricks while avoiding her gaze, as if
Lyda might plead for help that she couldn’t give.

The food ration was surprisingly good. It had a taste and texture
somewhat like milk chocolate with other bits that burst when they were chewed
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and reminded her of the beef jerky she had eaten once on a camping trip with
Mom and Dad. That memory brought tears to her eyes. She brushed them away
and continued to eat. Already, she was thinking that the idea of a home with
parents and police and a cozy bed was something she should put away in a safe
place in her mind and not think about again until it was safe to remember.

She finished half of the brick of food, then surreptitiously tucked the rest
into the other pocket of her windbreaker, not knowing whether they would take
it back if she didn’t eat it all.

Lyda found that she was allowed to walk around, but always inside the
cordon of guards watching the food and water. Once when she tried to slip
away, she was clouted by a stick being carved on by one of the men.

“You wait, girl. Big Bill is selling you,” he snarled. He went back to
working on the stick, a green limb taken from what she had heard was a
mesquite tree. It looked as if he were trying to make a knife out of it, one bigger
than the Swiss army knife he was using. Lyda eyed the knife —and the stick, but
decided there was no way she was going to get either one of them. She circled
around the site again and discovered the cesspit by its smell. There was only one
guard there, a woman with bedraggled hair and wild eyes.

Lyda used the facilities, such as they were, a simple hole in the ground.
She took a handful of sand to try to clean with and to scrub away the dried
remnants of the previous assault. It worked well enough that she tried it on the
inside of her jeans that had become unavoidably soiled from wearing them. She
got most of the blood and semen off them, but decided to keep her panties in the
pocket of her jacket for now.

It had been noon as nearly as she could tell when she’d awakened. Now it
was nearing the end of the day and Lyda felt her face and hands stinging from
sunburn. Fortunately, she had kept her jacket on to avoid someone stealing it.
She had already seen several instances of roving gangs attacking smaller groups
of people who were probably just arriving, and stripping them of everything,
right down to the bare skin. As the shadows cast by the big outcroppings grew
longer, Lyda kept quiet and observed rather than ask questions. All through the
afternoon, the shadow of another impending assault hovered over her and she
could think of nothing to do to prevent it. She wasn’t strong enough to resist, nor
did she have a weapon of any kind.

I'll kick whoever tries it, she thought. She knew where boys were
vulnerable from tittered conversations by girls at school. She thought that men
wouldn’t be much different. But what then? Big Bill had talked about...what?
The Rocky Mount gang, that was what he said. That implied enough members
for protection against others —and to do what they pleased with her.

Lyda almost began crying again, but wiped at the forming tears with her
hand and told herself that crying wasn’t going to help, not in this situation. As
she walked in the same circular path she had already traversed several times, she
stumbled over a piece of rock jutting from the sand and fell to the earth. It drew a
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laugh from a couple of adults nearby but she was close to the ground and saw
what they hadn’t: the rock was loose. She scuttled over to it and remained seated
beside it. Carefully, she worked the rock completely loose from the crumbly soil.
It was as almost as big as her fist and slightly longer. She tucked it away in the
side pocket of her jeans. It might not be much, but it was better than nothing.
That still left her problem, though.

Lyda drank some more water, this time being allowed to dip her hands in
a relatively clean tub. Just then there came a warbling noise similar to the
gobbling of a turkey she had heard once. She looked for the source of the sound,
and she saw then where the food and water were coming from. An apparatus
somewhat like a kitchen stove, only larger, was tucked into a recess in the
outcropping and partially hidden behind the stack of food bricks. As she
watched, a door opened, just like an oven would have. It was filled with the red
food bricks. The inside of it tilted and they spilled out onto the ground. At the
same time, a stream of water exited from a suddenly visible orifice and fell into a
waiting tub. A woman and two men, obviously the designated food gatherers,
had rushed over as soon as they heard the noise. The woman began gathering
the bricks of food, while the two men waited until the tub was full, then they
picked it up, grunting with the effort, and moved it to where the others were
being guarded. As soon as it was out of the way, the orifice began extruding a
pasty gray substance that dropped down and began to take on the form of a
water tub. It glistened as if wet for a moment but once its shape had been
attained, the sheen quickly vanished and it was the same dull gray color as the
others. Finally, another door opened and a roll of some kind of green and brown
colored cloth fell to the ground.

Now Lyda knew where the seats some of the gang sat on came from, and
where what she had thought were mattresses had their origin; they were both
upended tubs that apparently could be shaped somehow into different forms.
And once she saw the bolt of cloth, she could look around and see that it was
being used here and there as windbreaks or coverings for the “mattresses.” Food,
water and shelter. The aliens were providing the necessities but apparently
leaving it up to the captives to sort out the distribution. It’s like an open range
200, she thought, where the animals are fed and watered but the biggest and
fiercest ones eat and drink first. At least that was what it looked like, but she
knew there could be other reasons it was being done like this. Maybe in other
areas of the desert the allocation of supplies was controlled by more fair-minded
individuals.

Had her situation not been so desperate, Lyda would have been fascinated
with the process. As it was, she wondered how to go about getting possession of
one of the empty tubs to sit on, or perhaps shape into something to lie on. As the
sun dropped lower, a breeze sprang up and the temperature began dropping. It
was beginning to look as if she were going to have to spend the night with this
gang before her “sale” and all she had to protect her from the elements was the

17



Darrell Bain

clothes she was wearing. She had a sudden flash of memory, something about
deserts being colder at night because of drier air. She pulled her jacket tighter
about herself, very glad now that she had put it on before being captured.

Lyda asked for, and was given another food brick, albeit reluctantly.
While no one was watching, she switched the new one to her pocket and began
eating the remains of the old one. It still tasted fine. While she sat cross-legged in
the sandy soil, chewing on the food brick, she again turned her mind to the near
future and the certain prospect of being...raped. Yes, raped was the word. That
was what Big Bill had done to her. She shifted her body to try getting into a more
comfortable position and felt how sore she was now that the immediate pain had
faded. How could she possibly suffer another assault like that? She fingered the
rock in her jeans pocket. Maybe if I fight, it won’t happen she thought. No, that
hadn’t helped with Big Bill; it had only made it worse. She touched her bruised
and swollen face and lips. But there must be something she could do, like one of
her favorite heroes, Honor Harrington. Honor always managed to triumph over
her adversaries —but it usually only happened at the end of the book. Lyda
suspected that her trials were just beginning.

As if to prove the notion, the sudden noise of shuffling feet and the sound
of voices raised in argument brought her to her feet. She listened for a moment,
trying to see through the increasing darkness. A half dozen men had come up to
their camp and were talking with Big Bill. She heard words like “not enough”
and “she’s young and prime” and other phrases she would just as soon forget,
except that she couldn’t. Her “sale” was obviously underway.
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Chapter Three

Lyda tried to sneak away while most of Big Bill's gang members’ attention
was concentrated on the visiting supplicates but it didn’t work. A big lumbering
man she had seen slapping a woman earlier in the day grabbed her and held
onto the back of the collar of her jacket while the negotiations continued.

She never learned what her “price” was nor whether it was paid before
she made her move. All day she had been running escape scenarios through her
mind; in fact, every time the memory of Big Bill stripping her clothes from her
and images of the humiliating and painful debasement that followed entered her
mind, she thought of escape. During the day she watched as one of the giant
transports had come down and loosed more captives a mile or two away. She
reasoned that where it landed must be the center of the confinement area, but
where was the edge — or was there one? Surely there must be, she thought,
otherwise, everyone would have left. Nevertheless, if she could get loose she
intended to run in the opposite direction from the transport and hope she could
find a refuge. Or maybe a protector who wouldn’t rape her in return for food and
drink.

Lyda felt the big man’s hands on the collar of her jacket. She shifted her
shoulders, causing him to tighten his grip, but there was method to her

movements. As
she shrugged, she slid open the zipper of her windbreaker and at the same time

spoke to
the big man to conceal the sound of the zipper.

“You're choking me! Let loose!”

The grip on her jacket eased. Lyda’s pulse raced. She took a deep breath
and lunged forward, slipping her arms from the jacket, leaving the man holding
the jacket instead of her. Immediately, she took off running into the night, lit only
by stars. She darted around and under several sets of outstretched arms. Before
most of the gang knew what had happened, she was racing away, free for the
moment.

Lyda ran, praying that she wouldn’t trip, at least until she got well away.
She was fortunate in that she knew the way she intended to go and thought there
was nothing in that immediate area to hinder her, not even one of the big cacti
towns to run into. Shouts and yells of rage followed her, and the sound of
pounding feet in pursuit gave wings to her flight. Her feet were being bruised
and cut but she didn’t slow down, not for anything, not until she was well into
the surrounding desert. Even then, it took a bad tumble from a small mesquite
bush she didn’t see in time that finally did slow her down. After that she trotted,
wary of any other persons and going slow enough to avoid other encampments
like the one she had just escaped from.
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When Lyda did finally stop long enough to catch her breath, she became
aware of how cold the night air was on her sweaty body, especially without her
jacket. Earlier in the day, after cleaning her thighs and her jeans one more time
with sand, she had put her panties back on. Now she was glad she had; her groin
was the only place on her body that was even halfway warm. She wrapped her
arms around herself and went on, trying not to shiver. After what seemed like
ages, the moon rose over the horizon, in half-full phase. Together with the
myriad stars visible in the thinner air, and away from city lights, the desert
seemed to glow in a dim, surreal light.

It got colder and colder as she traveled, and people became fewer and
fewer, the ones she could see anyway. She suspected she passed many who were
huddled down for the night. She thought of her warm cozy bed back home and
shivered violently but never gave a thought to going back to Big Bill or risking
capture again by asking one of the other groups for shelter. Better to freeze. The
cold night wind made that seem like an increasingly likely proposition.

Finally she slowed as she neared another of the rugged cluster of rocks
thrusting up from the desert floor. She wondered if she could find a hideaway of
some sort in the rocks, out of the wind. Maybe even a cave or a cubby hole where
her body heat wouldn’t be blown away from her into the night. She approached
cautiously, aware that it wasn’t necessarily humans she had to be scared of.
Earlier in the day one of Big Bill’s ruffians had killed a small rattler that lost its
caution while slithering slowly toward a mouse busily feeding on a dead
scorpion. And there had been the howl of coyotes as dusk approached. The
desert wasn’t lifeless. She pulled the rock from her jeans pocket and held it
ready, thinking it was a poor weapon to defend herself against an adult, or a
pack of coyotes, but she was too cold to care. She crept on.

She worked her way into the rocks and found some blessed relief from the
cold wind. She was so intent on what might be in front of her that she failed to
see the body on the ground until she stumbled on a soft obstruction and knew
immediately that it was something living. Or maybe dead. She kept her feet, just
barely, and managed to swing her hand holding the rock in a hard arc just as the
figure said something unintelligible and rose from the ground. She connected
solidly with its head and it fell.

“I give up, don’t hit me again,” a scared female voice said.

Lyda held the rock ready. “Be quiet.” She looked around fearfully, hoping
the noise hadn’t awakened someone more dangerous.

“Who are you?” The voice asked in a whisper.

“I'm Lyda. Who are you? No, stay down or I'll hit you again!” Lyda
ordered in the strongest voice she could manage while still trying to stay quiet.
She was trembling and scared.

There was silence for a moment while Lyda examined the woman as best
she could in the darkness. She was a small person with short hair, but looked to
be an adult. Lyda felt guilty for a moment for hitting her, then stifled the
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thought. So far, adults had proved to be worse enemies to her than the spider
things or the aliens who ordered their movements.

“I'm...why, you're just a child!”

“Well, I'm a mad child,” Lyda said, threatening with her rock. “Who are
you? Is there anybody else around here?”

“No, I'm alone. I've been hiding here with my baby.”

Lyda hunkered down out of the wind but still kept her rock handy, even
though she wasn’t quite as fearful as before. She wondered how the woman had
survived, how she was getting supplies.

“Do you have any water? Or food?”

“There’s a little seep back in the rocks. It's muddy, but drinkable. I had
some food in my backpack when the...the spiders herded us out of the park and
into their spaceship.”

“Park? Where were you?”

“On vacation. We were planning on going hiking in Oak Creek Canyon
and picnicking at Slide Rock. That’s the reason for the backpack. My
husband...my husband was killed, I think.” Her voice broke.

Lyda shivered again. It was very cold. She could see well enough to tell
that the woman was dressed much more warmly than herself. She wondered
where the baby the young woman was talking about was.

“You didn’t tell me your name.”

“I'm sorry. It's Ginella. Ginella Sparks.”

“Where’s your baby?”

“Over here. She’s been sick since we were brought here.”

Lyda saw a small, unmoving bundle several feet beyond the woman. And
for the first time she noticed the smell, like a dead animal or some very ripe
garbage.

On impulse Lyda walked around the woman and toward the baby. The
smell grew stronger.

“Don’t wake her,” Ginella said.

Lyda leaned down and touched flesh as cold and lifeless as a slab of roast

that had
been sitting in the refrigerator overnight. Abruptly she knew there was no
chance of waking this baby. It was dead. She looked back at the woman who still
sat with her arms around her knees. Lyda didn’t know what to do. She had read
of people who refused to accept reality but this was her first experience with one.
She started to just leave, then changed her mind. This was probably a safe place
to spend the rest of the night and she didn’t think she could face the wind again.
It was cold enough without it. She would deal with the woman in the morning so
long as she didn’t cause trouble tonight.

“Do you have anything I can borrow to wear until morning?” Lyda asked.

Ginella fumbled in her backpack and handed her up a flannel shirt. Lyda
gratefully accepted it and pulled it on. It was too large but that made it even
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better. The tail was long enough to sit on and give some added warmth. She
leaned back against a rock and was surprised to find that it was still faintly
warm. Of course! The rock still retained some heat from the daytime sun.

Ginella didn’t seem inclined to talk and Lyda wasn’t in much of a mood
to. After a while the smell of the dead baby faded as her nostrils became
accustomed to it. She gradually stopped shivering and finally dozed and didn’t
wake again until the first rays of the morning sun hit her face, rousing her from a
nightmare of a dozen men closing in on her, their intentions horribly apparent.
She shook her head and looked around. The woman and her baby were gone.

W08

Lyda stood up and gazed into the distance. She orientated herself by the
sun and looked back the way she had come, or thought she had come, the night
before. In the remote distance she could see part of one of the giant transports
rising from the desert. It was either the same one she had seen the day before or
another, bringing more people. She turned, and now she could see something
new, a green shimmering band in the opposite direction. Curious, she started
that way, then stopped when she felt her body beginning to tingle. She squinted
her eyes and saw what looked like bodies scattered in a rough line along the
periphery of the shimmer. She backed up and the tingling sensation stopped.
This then, must be the limits of the desert prison. It looked like death waited on
anyone who tried to force their way past. She turned back the way she had come.

With just a little searching, Lyda found the seep Ginella had talked about.
It was right at the level where an uprising rock met a damp sandy area that
expanded for a few feet then began narrowing again. Five yards from the rock,
the ground was as dry as the rest of the desert. She saw signs of digging and
handprints in the sand, along with tracks of small animals leading to little holes
they had dug. She squatted and began digging with her hands. A satisfying
amount of muddy water began to fill the hole she dug. She drank first, then shed
her clothes and washed as best she could, shivering in the shadowed alcove
where the sun hadn’t yet reached. Then she sat down and ate her other food
brick and wondered what to do next.

W08

A little later that morning Lyda began cautiously working her way back in
the direction she had come from. After going only a few hundred yards, she
stumbled over Ginella’s body and the decaying corpse of her baby. She stared at
the sight for long moments. The woman had used a sharp piece of rock to scrape
ragged gashes across both wrists, then sat quietly and bled to death.

I guess she finally realized her baby was dead, Lyda thought. I will never
do that, though. No matter what happens. Not even if the men catch me again.
I'm going to live and someday I'm going to fight the aliens for what they’ve
done. And I hope I get a chance to kill Big Bill along the way. He’s a bad man.
She started to move on, then stopped. She stood and pondered for long
moments, then hating herself, but knowing it was needful, she stripped Ginella’s
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jacket and shirt from her body, trying to avoid looking at her face with its dead
glassy stare. She took the shoes even though they were two or three sizes too
large, then explored the back pack. It contained several packages of trail rations,
a set of metal utensils to eat with and most importantly, a small revolver and a
handful of loose cartridges. She wondered why the woman hadn’t just used the
gun on herself. It would have been much quicker and simpler, but perhaps she
hadn’t wanted their bodies to be disturbed, or maybe she was so deranged by
then that she fixated on her wrists and forgot all about the gun. The whole thing
was new and strange to Lyda, like all the other happenings. Strange and horrible
and frightening.

That led to another thought. The seephole was a source of water that no
one controlled and now only she knew about. She thought about burying the
bodies by scraping at the soil with her hands but finally decided that if she left
them where they lay, it might discourage others from coming close to the water
source. It was a cold thought, and that was new to her, too. She hadn’t had to
make decisions like this before and it was disconcerting. But I want to live, she
thought. But not like those bad men and women that captured me and were
going to sell me like a piece of meat. I won’t ever be like that, she decided with
fierce resolve. Never, never never!

Lyda walked on out of range of the bodies to where she could no longer
smell the baby’s corpse and found a little round rock to sit on. There she thought
of what she must do. Dad had always said thinking and working should be done
by priorities, the most important things first. He taught her to do her homework
like that and she found no fault with the system. Homework and this situation
were far removed from each other, though. There was so much to think about—
and there were things she must do if she wanted to live and remain free of the
gangs that had apparently taken over the source of supplies necessary to survive.

She fingered the revolver. That would probably help if she dared to use it.
She didn’t know whether she could shoot anyone or not, except maybe Big Bill.
Priorities. While thinking, she began fashioning a crude holster for the gun with
the paring knife from the utensil set and the tail of one of her shirts. She fixed it
so that it was concealed in the pocket of the jacket but where she could get to it
quickly if it became necessary. While she was doing that, it occurred to her that
all the men and women and especially the kids couldn’t be as bad as the ones she
had first met. There had to be lots of good people here. The problem was finding
them and deciding who to trust. Mom always said you should trust people until
you found out otherwise, but Lyda didn’t think that dogma applied here; trust
the wrong man or woman and she was likely to wind up behind a rock again,
being stripped and raped or sold or forced into other unspeakable acts in order
to eat and drink.

But how about kids? Surely they wouldn’t be like that? Most of them,
anyway. And even if a few of them were, she could cope with them much more
easily than adults. There were other kids like her around, without parents and
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probably being abused in some ways, even if not quite so starkly as she had
been. Others would have sought out adults to protect them. And she had seen
some of them still wandering freely, like herself now. That would be even better.
She could find them and maybe get them to band together for mutual protection
until trustworthy adults could be found. She liked the idea and decided to try it.

Lyda took a small sip from the half liter of bottled water she had found in
the back pack. It had been unopened. She would save it for emergencies and
come back to the seep at night to drink. There was something else she must do,
too. Somewhere in this vast expanse of desert Mom might be wandering around,
just as she was. She needed to try to find her once she felt more secure, despite
the suspicion deep down inside that she was probably dead, too.

And last, she and whatever kids or good adults she could find or recruit
had to have a source of food and a means of defense from adults like those she
had encountered. Keep the seephole a secret. Go back there at night and avoid
being followed. Find a source of food and find other kids or adults to help.
Figure out a way to defend themselves. Find Mom if she were alive and here. She
went back over the list of priorities in her mind until she was satisfied, then set
out again, this time not a senseless wandering but a quiet and cautious
reconnaissance with definite goals in mind. She felt better now, if not entirely
optimistic or unafraid.

poTe
Lyda almost stumbled over the family. She had been working her way
closer to one of the big transport ships that had replaced one that had taken
silently to the skies earlier. She vaguely thought that maybe new arrivals
wouldn’t be so mean and that maybe there was one of the supply mechanisms
nearby. She was getting hungry again.

The man and woman and what looked like twin boys about her age were
all sitting in the shadow of a big stone shaped like misshapen teepee. As she
came around it she saw the man’s legs stretched out in front of her at the last
moment. She stopped just in time. The man heard her and scrambled to his feet.
As she backed up, the rest of the family came into view as they stood up, too.
They were dressed in casual clothes except that all of them wore light jackets.

“You scared me,” the man said with a weak grin. He was small and slim,
hardly taller than his companion and not much bigger than the two boys.

Lyda didn’t answer. She wanted to be friendly, but she was leery now. Big
Bill and his gang. The Rocky Mount gang, whoever they were. The crazy woman
with the dead baby. She was rapidly learning that some people no longer acted
rational in stressful situations. She fingered the revolver in her pocket,
wondering whether to show it or not.

It was the woman who impelled her to a decision.

“Harry, don’t be absurd. She’s just a child, and she’s scared, too. I can
tell.” She took a step forward. Lyda backed up, then the woman got a good look
at her face in full sunlight. She gasped.
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“Child, what happened to you?”

“I got...beat up by a man.” Lyda didn’t feel like telling the whole story,
not to anyone.

The woman smiled tentatively. “I guess you got away, then. Is that how it
works here?”

“I don’t know for sure,” Lyda admitted. “Just stay away from anyone
named Big Bill.”

“How long have you been here?”

“Just one day and night.”

“Well, that’s longer than us. We came in when that big carrier landed
early this morning. We left that area because no one knows what to do. There’s
no...no bathrooms or food or...”

“I know,” Lyda said. “There’s some sort of machines that give out food
and water, but the only one I've seen so far is controlled by a bad gang. They
won't share.”

“What’s your name?”

“Lyda Brightner,” she said, still keeping her distance.

“Well, I'm Dorothy Shatner and this is my husband Charlie. The two boys
here are Patrick and Jacob. They got separated from their family when the
invaders came to San Francisco. We met the boys on the ship and are taking care
of them until we can locate their parents. Listen, sit down out of the sun. We
won't hurt you.”

Lyda decided to chance it but she picked a spot as far away from the
others as possible while still getting some shade. It felt good.

“Where are those food machines. Do they give out water, too?” Charlie
asked.

“Yes, they give food, water and some kind of cloth. I only know where
one of them is and we can’t go there,” Lyda said. “I think there’s another one but
it’s controlled by a Rock gang of some kind. I don’t know where it is, but I don’t
want to go there, either.”

“Well, what do we do?”

Lyda felt a sliver of despair course through her, making her feel sick. She
was only eleven years old and an adult was asking her what to do? She bit her
lip, feeling the swollen flesh there. She recovered, thinking back to her session of
sitting on the rock, assigning priorities. “We have to get together with enough
people to control a food machine, if we can find one.” She paused, then added,

“ And when we do, we're going to be fair about giving out the food and water
and cloth.”

“Can we go now? I'm thirsty,” one of the boys said. Lyda had forgotten
which one was which. They both looked exactly alike.

Lyda decided that they might as well. She was thirsty, too, but she didn’t
want to show her water bottle yet. She would share if these people proved
trustworthy but it wasn’t necessary yet; if they came in this morning, they
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wouldn’t die of thirst for a while, even as hot as it was. She got up. “I guess we
may as well start looking.”

“What do the food machines look like?” Dorothy asked.

“Sort of like big ovens. The one I saw was half hidden by one of these big
rock formations. And they give off a kind of warbling sound like a turkey
gobbler when the food bricks and stuff are dispensed, but the noise isn’t real
loud. You have to be close to them to hear it.”

“Which way?” Charlie asked. His voice had a whine to it, like a little child
not wanting to be put to bed yet.

Lyda decided that she didn’t like Mister Charlie Shatner very much. He
didn’t seem to be either helpful or authoritative, like her father had been. Dad
would have already done something instead of just sit in the shade and wait on
someone else to take charge. Shatner didn’t act like he would be dangerous,
though. That was one good thing. Lyda looked around the flat expanse of the
landscape. As she tried to decide which way to go, she saw the transport that
had landed earlier rise into the sky, but this time none came down to replace it.
She didn’t know what that meant, if anything. Maybe the aliens had enough
people here now for whatever they planned to do with them.

She could see big crowds of people milling around near where the
transport had been. They looked small in the distance. To the right of the crowd
of refuges and a bit nearer, there were fewer people. In the distance, a roughly
circular boulder sat by itself as if it were a ball that had been thrown into a
sandbox then abandoned. It was a long way from them, but she could see few
people in between, either. She pointed.

“Let’s try that big rock. If there’s nothing there, we can start looking at
others.”

“Why do we have to go so far? Why can’t we go back to where the people
are? Maybe someone has already found some food and water.”

“Shut up, Charlie,” his wife ordered. “I think she knows what she’s
doing.”

Lyda wasn’t so sure, but at least she was doing something, not just waiting
for manna to fall from the sky. She let Dorothy Shatner and her husband take the
lead while she hung back with the boys. Maybe they had some gumption.

W08

During the trek to the ball shaped rock, they passed several other groups
of people, ranging from couples to a dozen or so men women and children. Lyda
spoke to Mrs. Shatner as they approached the first group.

“Mrs. Shatner, I want to find a food machine first before we start talking
to any other people.”

“Call me Dorothy,” the woman said. She smiled and brushed sweaty
blond tresses of hair away from her face. Her husband glanced at her, started to
say something, then saw her face. It told him to keep quiet without her having to
speak at all. They passed each group with watchful caution, not speaking.
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Lyda tried talking to the boys. Jacob would answer questions and
gradually began to open up but Patrick spoke only in monosyllables, if at all. She
wondered whether he was in shock, but had no way of telling for sure; she
hadn’t talked to any other children here who had been ripped away from their
parents by aliens from space. She did learn to tell them apart— Jake wore a red
jacket, Patrick yellow.

Jake, as she learned that he preferred to be called, was eleven years old,
the same as his twin. Almost twelve, he emphasized. He asked Lyda why she
had gotten beaten up.

Lyda leaned close so that the Shatners couldn’t overhear. “Don’t trust
adults until you get to know them.”

Jacob nodded. Patrick acted as if he hadn’t heard, though Lyda thought he
had.

They continued to walk. The landscape remained the same —swaths of
grit and sand, small and medium rocks and here and there larger stone
formations growing up from the desert like oversized pottery shards. Occasional
mesquite and creosote trees and patches of the tough grass filled in the rest. The
big rock came nearer. At first Lyda thought no one was there but then as they got
close she saw that someone had beaten them to it. The figure resolved itself into a
tall bearded man with a partially bald head. The beard was poorly trimmed. His
expansive forehead was blistered a bright red from too much sun. He had some
of the alien cloth draped around his shoulders like a toga and was munching on
one the alien food bricks. He stared at them belligerently.

“Go away. I got here first.”

“It doesn’t belong to you,” Dorothy said.

“Yes it does. Possession is the law. Go away.”

Surprisingly, both the Shatners looked toward her for direction. Lyda
thought something must be wrong with them. With Charlie, anyway. Didn’t they
know she was only an eleven year old girl, in secondary school only through
skipping a couple of grades?

Lyda examined the balding man. His clothes were dirty, giving a good
indication that he had been taken captive at least a couple of days ago. He must
have wandered here, found the machine and then stayed. Lyda took a step
forward and spotted the supply dispenser, like the other one set in an alcove of
the rock. “You have to share. There’s enough there for lots of people. You should
be making friends so the gangs don’t run you off.”

“Go away, I said.” The bearded man raised himself to his full height.
“Leave me alone. I got here first.”

Lyda saw that there was no reasoning with him. She fingered the butt of
the revolver in her pocket but finally decided the man must have just gone a little
crazy. A gun might make him worse. On the other hand, she didn’t intend to
leave, not if she had to stay here and face him by herself. She glanced around and
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noticed that there were some small stones broken off from the larger one. She
bent down and picked up one in each hand.

“You're going to share or we’re going to fight you,” Lyda said, trying to
keep her voice from trembling. Damn it, why did she have to be the one to take
charge? Why didn’t the adults do something?

The bearded man dropped the food brick to the ground, letting both his
hands hang free. He took a step forward.

Lyda raised her arm as if getting ready to throw the rock at him. “Stop.
You stop right where you are or I'll...I'll hit you.”

Surprisingly, he halted his advance. “You're a mean kid. How come your
parents let you be like that?”

“These aren’t my parents. Now move away. We're going to get some food
and water.” She threatened with her rock again.

Pouting, he allowed the Shatners and the boys to pass.

“Let the boys go first,” Lyda said when she saw Charlie bending over the
single tub of water in sight.

Charlie continued to dip water with his cupped hands.

“Go make him stop, whatever your name is,” Lyda said to the man in
front of her.

Surprising her again, he did. He strode over to where Charlie was
drinking and yanked him away by his collar. “Women and kids should go first.
Don’t you know that, mister?” He looked to Lyda for approval. “You can call me
Willy. My real name is Williard, but I don’t like it.”

Lyda decided that he wasn’t very bright but that was all right. He
appeared to be controllable. In fact, he was now acting as if he wanted someone
in authority to tell him what to do. She watched as Dorothy and the twins drank,
then accepted a food brick each from Willy. Charlie looked on resentfully.

“You can drink now, mister,” Willy said to Charlie. “You can eat, too, but
we have to share. Ain’t that right, kid?”

“That’s right, but my name isn’t kid. It's Lyda Brightner. I'm from Texas.”

Willy was impressed. He smiled ingratiatingly. “I bet that's how come
you're so mean.”

“I'm not mean,” Lyda said. “I just want everyone to be fair. We have to
watch out for each other now.” Charlie stepped past Willy and began dipping
water to his mouth. I'll have to watch out for Charlie, she thought. Why does
Dorothy let him act like he does, I wonder? Why are so many people here so
mean and crazy? Is this what happens in a disaster?

Another thing that struck her as strange was how she was reacting now,
almost like a different personality was emerging from the horrible traumas she
had suffered. Lyda had never thought of herself as a strong, forceful person,
though she knew she was intelligent and curious. Mom and Dad had told her
that much. And she realized she was on the edge of becoming a teenager. She
had been looking forward to the experience. Her breasts had started to grow
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several months ago but she hadn’t begun menses yet. But now...how was she
supposed to know what to do in this kind of situation when even some of the
adults were helpless? She sighed, determined not to give in to despair when a
memory of Dad’s death momentarily blurred her vision with tears. I guess I just
have to learn how to cope with it, she told herself, like I've done so far. At least
I'm not crazy or a thief or a coward or a...a rapist. I know right from wrong. I
know how people are supposed to act even if they’ve forgotten how. If I have to
pretend like I'm grown up already, I'll try to do my best. And Big Bill better not
try to stop me!
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Chapter Four

While the others were resting in the shade, Lyda drew Willie off to one
side to talk to him. He came willingly, like a newly obedient puppy.

“Willie, how often does the oven open for the food and water and cloth?”

“Oven?”

“The machine the food and stuff comes out of. It looks like a big oven to
me.”

“Oh, yeah. I guess it does. Well, it gave me some before dark yesterday
and then it did the same this morning. It made a noise when it came out.”

Lyda didn’t have a watch but by looking at the sun she could tell that it
was getting late. “What else is there around here? Are there any bad people?”

“Not here by my rock—Dby our rock. We have to share, right? There’s an
old road over that way.” Willy pointed. “Maybe the bad people live down it?”

“I'll go look,” Lyda said. “You stay with the others and make sure they’re
good, okay?” She grinned and Willie returned it, displaying several missing
teeth. He hurried back to the rock and the shade it provided from the evening
sun.

Lyda found the old road a hundred yards out into the desert where there
was nothing to see for miles except occasional rocks and small bushes. There
were relatively fresh tire tracks. She followed the road for fifteen minutes then
gave up. It could go on for miles. On the way back to where she had started
exploring the road, she found a discarded plastic water bottle with the cap still
on and picked it up. Once it was rinsed out, that would give her two, a reserve
for emergencies. She was nearing the rock again when she heard the gobble of
the supply dispenser. She quickened her pace, wanting to get a closer look at
how it was done, but by the time she got there it had already finished. Willy was
dispensing food and water like a faithful prole who had learned his place in
society and was happy with it.

After eating, Lyda asked Dorothy what they should do about a place for a
bathroom. She didn’t know exactly what arrangements should be made, but she
did know from reading that in disaster situations, illness from lack of sanitary
facilities was a big problem. Even Big Bill had designated an area for waste, but
she thought there was more to it than that. While Dorothy went over to talk with
Charlie and Willy about it, she was able to examine a bolt of the alien cloth for
the first time. It was slick on one side and absorbent on the other and came in
rolls about three feet wide and a good many yards long. The material was too
tough to tear but Lyda was able to use the paring knife to cut some of it in thin
strips six inches long or so to use for toilet tissue and for washing and cleaning.

She showed Jacob what she was doing and he volunteered to help. She left
him with it when the others came back toward her.
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Dorothy saw what she had done with the cloth. “Oh, Lyda. You're a
genius! That will be a big help, especially for us women. By the way, I marked off
a couple of areas for...bathrooms, but I think we need to dig holes or trenches,
like the army does. How can we do that?”

They keep asking me, Lyda thought. Why don’t they think of things
themselves? I can’t do everything. She didn’t vocalize her thoughts, though.
Instead, she suggested that Charlie and Willy carry one of the tubs of water Willy
had secreted around to the “bathroom” area to be used for washing. That still left
two full tubs of water. After that she told them that as soon as they emptied a tub
of water she would show them how to shape it into useful items. The first would
be a big scoop to dig holes for waste.

“Why don’t we just pour one of them out?” Charlie suggested.

Lyda thought of how thirsty she had been the day before. “No. We'll
probably need it.”

“What for? There’s only six of us? There’s plenty.”

“Because tomorrow we’re going to find some other good people to help us
protect this place. They’ll need water, too.”

“Why should we share? Let them find their own place.”

Lyda was disgusted. Didn’t the man have any sense at all? “Because if
there’s not enough of us here, sooner or later a gang will take it from us,” she
explained patiently, like a teacher repeating a lesson to one of her students not as
smart as the others. “Besides, I bet some people are going hungry and thirsty. We
should help them if we can.”

Charlie looked away, not convinced. He went over to where Jacob was
still cutting pieces of cloth and squatted down by him. After a minute Lyda
heard him say “Let me see that knife, boy.”

Jacob started to hand Charlie the knife.

“No!” Lyda shouted. “Leave him alone. Besides, that’s my knife.”

Charlie snatched it from Jacob’s hand and stood up. He grinned without a
trace of humor.

“Charlie, give the boy back his knife!” Dorothy said sternly, a note of
exasperation in her voice.

“Why? I can use it better than him. And I might need it to protect us.”

Lyda thought it more likely he would use a knife to intimidate or hurt
others before he would protect them. He was the kind of person who thought of
himself first. She knew she had to get the knife back.

“Give Jacob the knife,” she said, trying to keep her voice from trembling.

“No.” He turned to Dorothy. “Why should we let that kid tell us what to
do? I'm not going to take orders from her.”

Lyda knew she could take out the revolver but like the extra water she
now carried in the dead woman'’s backpack, she wanted to save it for
emergencies. Besides, anyone could give orders with a gun; she didn’t want to
start doing that. She stared at Charlie, hoping Dorothy would intervene. When
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she didn’t, Lyda took a deep breath and felt a reservoir of confidence welling up
in her. She was competent. Some other adults must also be, but these weren't. It
was up to her to handle this situation. “You can either do what I say or you can
leave.”

“You can’t make me leave.”

“Yes I can. I can even kill you if I have to, but I'm not going to yet. Me and
Willy and Jacob can take that little knife away from you. But if we have to, then
you're going to leave. Do you understand?” She continued staring at him after
she finished speaking.

Charlie looked from her to Willy’s big framed body and back to her. He
gave her a sickly grin. “I was just kidding. Here, kid. Go ahead and cut some
more cloth.” He dropped the knife to the ground beside Jacob and went over to
get a drink of water, trying to act nonchalant about the whole episode.

Lyda wasn’t fooled. She knew she would have to watch him. She also
knew she could make him leave, but apparently there were lots of adults like
him around. She was just going to have to learn how to cope with them. What
she couldn’t figure out was why Dorothy was married to him. But then there
were lots of things adults did that puzzled her.

Just at dusk, two children wandered up to their camp, a well-developed
girl a few years older than herself and a boy about fourteen, she thought. They
were very hungry and thirsty. Lyda showed them which tub to drink from and
where the sanitary area was. They accepted her authority, apparently without
much thought. They were probably glad to have someone take care of them,
Lyda decided.

Dorothy was over on the other side of the rock with Charlie and had been
for a while. She had heard their voices occasionally, sometimes becoming loud
with argument. Lyda was introducing the new arrivals to Willy and the boys
when they returned. She added them to the introduction. She gave first names
only, deciding that was simpler. For reasons she didn’t quite understand, she
finished with both her first and last names. “And I'm Lyda Brightner.”

The girl was named Maryanne and the boy Bart. Both of them had been
captured in El Paso, they said. They had been at a mall and had no idea whether
their parents had been taken or not. Lyda saw that they were dressed for
summer.

“Jacob, please cut enough cloth for them to wrap around them tonight so
they won't get cold.”

“Sure,” Jacob said. His brother Patrick sat down beside him and held the
cloth to make the cutting easier. Lyda saw that as a hopeful sign. Maybe Patrick
was coming out of shock.

“I got cold last night. Can I have some?” Charlie asked.

Lyda looked at his light jacket. “All right,” she said as a peace offering. If
Charlie was going to be tractable she would try to work with him. When Patrick
was finished, she retrieved the knife.
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During the night, Lyda woke to the sound of shots. Someone else had a
gun—and was using it for something.

08

Over the next few days, Lyda found herself growing into her leadership
role. It became easier as the others accepted her authority, but she still had
moments when she was alone and unsure of herself and where she wished
someone like her father was with them —a strong man who could help her, or
take over running the camp.

The morning after hearing the shots, she sent Maryanne off with her two
spare water bottles to where she said that she and Bart had passed several adults
who had been turned away from another group guarding a supply machine.
Before leaving, Maryanne got her aside and whispered, “The woman told me not
to go near them; the men were trying to trade food and water for sex. I'm glad
we found you. I was getting so hungry and thirsty I thought it might start
sounding like a good idea before long.”

It would never sound like a good idea to me, Lyda thought. Although I
guess if I got thirsty enough, I'd have to. To Maryanne she said “No one here is
going to be forced to do anything like that. Everyone has to help keep order,
though.” Privately, she hoped the adults would cooperate, including the new
ones she sent Maryanne to rescue.

While Maryanne was gone, there came the sound of more gunshots in the
distance, faint but definite, and she thought she could hear screams and yells
mixed in with them but she wasn’t sure. Lyda didn’t know what the sounds
meant, though she suspected it was two groups fighting over supplies. She
wondered why aliens would go to all the trouble of capturing humans and
transporting them to the desert then not provide enough food and water and
shelter to keep them going. It was a puzzle that she had little time to think about
because her group kept growing.

The adults Maryanne brought back later that day provided proof that
there was indeed fighting. The four men and five women were weak and badly
dehydrated. Only with the aid of the two water bottles to revive them had they
been able to make it to her camp at all. Curiously to her, the women appeared to
be in better shape than the men.

Once they had all slaked their thirst and begun to eat, they were recovered
enough to tell their tales. They had all been taken from around Houston at the
same time, soon after the invasion. All had been working on the ground floor of
a small office building and been herded into a transport by the spider mechs
when they ran outside to try to return to their homes. One man wearing a sports
jacket and a necktie he used as a headband spoke for all of them after Lyda asked
them not to all talk at once. He had given his name as Gary Brooks.

“It's been bad,” he said. “There are hordes of people west of here and not
enough of those food and water machines to feed them all. Me and Jimmy here
tried to set up some kind of rationing system and it worked the first day or two.
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After that, the bullies came, men and women both.” He rubbed at his eye,
blackened and badly swollen. “We tried to fight, but some of them had hammers,
like maybe they had been on a building job somewhere. They took over. The first
day, they handed out a little bit of food and water, so long as you did exactly
what they said, then when they saw there wasn’t enough for everyone, they
separated out the young women and ran the rest of us off. I wish to hell  had a
gun.”

“Someone has one. I've heard shots,” Lyda said.

Gary nodded. “We did, too. That’s why we came this way. We were
hoping to find another one of those machines that give out the goodies but...”
He shrugged and looked around at Lyda’s group, still sitting separately from the
newcomers. “By the way, thanks for sending Maryanne for us. We would have
died otherwise. Who did that? Who's in charge here?”

“Iam,” Lyda said. “And I sent Maryanne after you.”

“You?”

Lyda stood up and looked directly at him. “Yes. Does that bother you?”

Gary examined her curiously, but with no hostility. He appeared to be in
his early thirties and had a pleasant face and short brown hair just long enough
to part. Presently he said “Kid, you saved our lives. I won’t argue with you.”

“My name isn’t kid. It's Lyda Brightner. I'm in charge because I've been
through worse than you have and I hated it. No one is going to do that to me
again. And here, we share and share alike, and if we have to we're going to fight
to keep it like that.”

Gary grinned painfully. Lyda saw that he had a split lip like hers. “That’s
fine with me, Miss Brightner. I don’t mind taking orders from someone that
knows what they’re doing, even if they are young enough to be my daughter.
And if we have to fight...well, it’s better than dying of thirst, I can tell you that.”

And other things, Lyda thought. She made eye contact with all of Gary’s
group, remembering something from the past. Dad had told her once that it was
important to look at someone directly when you talked to them, especially if you
were telling them what to do. Most of the adults nodded agreement. Two or
three looked unsure but not disagreeable. Lyda was satisfied and told them to
rest for a while then she would have something for them to do.

Lyda knew that there might be problems later. In fact she was almost
certain of it. She didn’t think many adults would like taking orders from a kid,
not for long —unless she produced results to show them why they should. Late
in the evening refugees from the fighting she had heard in the distance began
arriving and she became very busy.

T

Lyda found herself with more duties than she could handle. The new
arrivals were surly and little more than a mob at first. She had to stand by the
food and water with Gary on one side and Willy on the other, with all three of
them shouting over and over again, “Women and children first, women and
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children first!” She thought for a moment she was going to have to show her gun
to keep order, but a line finally formed.

“Maryanne! Come here!” Lyda shouted once she could take her eyes away
from the additions to the group.

Maryanne came running. “As they finish drinking and get their food,
show them to the sanitation area, will you?”

“Sure. I'll get Bart to help. Okay?”

“Great. Thanks.” She turned to Gary. “They’ll have to have some shelter.
Some of them will get really cold tonight. Does anyone in your group have
scissors or a knife to help Jacob and Patrick cut some more cloth?”

Gary called to one of the women who had arrived with him. Somehow she
had held onto her purse and miraculously, it contained scissors. Lyda put her to
work.

As soon as the crowd cleared away from the area of the food machine,
Gary motioned her to follow him. Lyda went with him until they were far
enough away not to be overheard.

“Miss Brightner, you're doing fine, but maybe I can help more if you'll let
me.”

“Sure,” Lyda said gratefully.

Gary rubbed at his black eye. “I haven’t told you but I was in the military,
the army. And I've seen how those water tubs can be pressed into different
shapes. We have a couple of empties now. We should use them to dig slit
trenches for the latrines.”

Lyda nodded. “I had planned on digging holes. What's the purpose of the
slit trench?”

“They just make it easier to, uh, use and easier to back-fill as they get full.
I'll get a couple of guys to do that, if it's okay with you.”

“Sure. What else?”

“Well, you're a smart girl but you just haven't lived long enough nor have
enough experience to know a lot of things, even though your instincts are right.
You're doing fine, but you're going to need to delegate some things and not
spread yourself too thin. That's standard technique in the army and the business
world both.”

Lyda was offended, but only for a moment because she knew he was
right. “I guess that makes sense. Sort of like a teacher appointing kids to do
different things in the classroom, huh?”

“Somewhat, but in this situation, you need to delegate authority as well as
responsibility. The two go together. It won't help to put someone in charge of the
water, for instance, unless you back them up and let the people know they have
the authority —and that they’re acting for you. See how it works?”

Lyda thought about it. What he said made sense —but could he be
trusted? Well, it was obvious that she would have to trust some people. Gary
appeared to think like her father always had. Dad usually made good decisions
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even when she didn’t like them. “Uh huh. I don’t know the people who came in
with you very well yet. You'll have to help me choose who to delegate to.”

“Talked myself right into that one, didn’t I? All right, I do know most of
these people and we need to get it set up soon. There’s nothing worse than a
mob.”

“Willy is a good man, even if he isn’t too smart. And he will do exactly
like you say if I tell him to.”

“Fine. There’s a couple of the guys and one of the women who won't
mind taking some responsibility, too, if you ask them. The others will follow
along, I think.”

“Good. Let’s go do it now. No, wait a minute. Priorities. What duties need
to have someone in charge? There’s no sense telling someone they’re the sand
monitor or in charge of the new shoes department.”

Gary laughed. “See? I told you that you had the right instincts. Let’s get
together with your aides and the ones I mentioned and sort out what needs to be
done. They may have some suggestions, too. Is that okay?”

“Uh huh. Thanks. I'm glad you're here, Gary.”

“One more thing. I've been calling you Miss Brightner for a reason.
Anyone in a position of authority needs a title. I'll get others to start doing it too.
How’s that?”

Lyda thought about it for a moment and nodded. As they went to gather
up Maryanne and Jacob and the ones Gary thought would work out, Lyda
reminded herself that just because she found herself in charge of a bunch of
adults that didn’t mean she could order them around like servants. Adults
wouldn’t stand for it. Even kids would rebel if she got too big for her britches.

08

There was another round of shots after dark. Lyda thought they sounded
nearer but couldn’t be sure. A wind had come up and the blowing dust made it
hard to even tell from what direction the noise came from. It made her think of
something that had come to mind earlier then got lost in the press of other
duties. The first thing next morning, she asked Gary to get a couple of the other
men who had nothing to do as yet and start them breaking some of the bigger
scrap rocks into fragments. Ones that came out pointed could be used as hand
axes like she had seen on a National Geographic program once. Others could be
used as weapons by simply throwing them. She even took one of the sharp
stones herself, despite the comforting feel of the pistol in her pocket.

Two other scared, tattered women stumbled into camp late that morning,
pointed toward them by a man and woman Lyda had sent out to look for
refugees not already belonging to one gang or another. Lyda gave the tired
women water and a food brick and took them aside while they ate and drank
ravenously. She had Maryanne listen with her. They told of fighting between
several groups, one led by a monster they called Big Bill who was making slaves
of young women. Lyda wasn’t surprised at that. The two women had run from
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one gang when Big Bill’s minions attacked it, only to be captured and raped by
men from another. They had managed to escape after dark and had been
wandering all night.

Lyda assured them that nothing like that would happen here so long as
she were in charge. After that, she found Gary and told him to start organizing
for a fight, men and women both. She knew now that one would come sooner or
later. Their camp was situated by a stone outcrop similar to ones where other
supply ovens were found. The gangs would come to them once they controlled
others in the vicinity. Or perhaps even before that. The next morning when she
woke up, Gary came to tell her that Charlie was missing from the morning roll
call he had instituted. She had appropriated a spot away from the food machine
but still in sight of it, a little alcove in the big rock that she made into her “office”.
The others had named it for her and it was already a symbol of her leadership.

“What does Dorothy say. Have you talked to her?”

“Ilooked her up before I came to you. She says they had an argument and
haven’t been speaking since.” Gary shrugged. “I guess she’s right; I haven’t seen
them together the last day or so. No big loss, if you ask me.”

Lyda wasn’t so sure about that. “It depends on where he went. I had
hoped we could keep this place to ourselves for the time being and bring others
in gradually. If he goes to one of the gangs...”

Gary rubbed his whiskers. “There’s that. Anyway, Dorothy told me she
was getting ready to leave him before all this happened.”

“That’s more than she told me,” Lyda said.

“Yeah. Lots of things adults talk about you don’t hear. Not necessarily
trying to keep secrets from you, but some of them still think of you as a child.”

“I am a child,” Lyda said, suddenly on the brink of tears. Angrily, she
shook her head. “I hadn’t even had a date yet, but damn it, no sooner than I was
dumped out here I got...raped, and then...then I was going to be traded like a
piece of meat to a damn pervert of some kind, like the ones who kidnap little
girls and kill them after doing all kinds of bad stuff to them. I'm having to grow
up sooner than I thought I would.”

“So that’s how it was. Miss Brightner, all I can say is that I'm sorry as hell
it happened to you. And listen — you are growing up fast. Kids have to in this
sort of environment. Just try to remember that most people are okay if you give
them a chance —but most people also will also go whichever way the wind
blows. You're the wind right now; most of the folks here will follow you because
you're doing a good job regardless of your age. Stay with it.”

“I intend to,” Lyda said. “I'm not going to let anyone go through what I
had to that first day, not if I can help it.”

Gary was silent for a moment, thinking. “You know, it wouldn’t hurt to
let everyone know what happened to you—and that you managed to not only
escape, but get this place organized and functioning like groups should. It would
help enhance your status.”

37



Darrell Bain

“I guess it’s all right. It’s not like I have to go to school tomorrow and face
the titters and talk like one girl I knew had to. Her folks finally moved away
because of it.” Lyda sighed. So many things to think about.

Gary made a motion to leave but Lyda stopped him. “I didn’t get a chance
to talk to the new people the scouts brought in after we got them settled down.
What do you think of them? Are they good people?”

“Sorry, I should have informed you. Yeah, me and Jimmy talked to most
of the men and Maryanne talked to the women. They’re just regular folks for the
most part, and a lot of them are still grieving for lost kids or wives or husbands
or so on, like most of us.”

Lyda suddenly felt small. She had been so absorbed in her own trauma
and the pressing demands after her ascension to a leadership position that she
hadn’t had time to think much about her own lost parents —or to dwell on the
fact that most of the people in her camp must have had members of their own
families missing or killed. “I'm sorry, Gary. I should have thought of that.”

“What?”

“That most everyone has had something bad happen to them, or to
someone in their family. I'm not the only one, but I've been thinking like I was.
That’s wrong.”

Gary nodded solemnly. “Maybe, but perfectly natural. And you’ve been
acting to protect others, which shows what’s been in your mind. Like I said at
tirst, your instincts are right even when you don’t know why you're doing some
things. I can tell you for a fact, that’s rare. You're a good person. Don’t ever
doubt it.”

“Thanks, Gary. Mom and Dad always tried to teach me right from wrong,
even when I didn’t always listen very well.”

“They did a good job. Listen, I need to get going. I'm going to break us up
into squads today and run through some practice defensive measures. Why don’t
you give me an hour or so, then come watch and supervise.”

“You don’t need supervision for that. You know a whole lot more about it
than I do.”

“The folks will like it if you're there. And you need to see what we’re
doing, if you don’t mind me saying so. You'll learn a bit about how to organize
units for fighting.”

“You're right. Call me when you’re ready. I'm going to talk to Dorothy
and see if she has any idea about what Charlie was thinking when he left.”
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Chapter Five

“He says he knows where there’s another food machine, Big Bill. Do you
want to see him?”

Big Bill sat regally on an upturned tub shaped into a seat, surveying his
domain. He still held a rock in one hand that was streaked with dried blood. He
kept it in sight to let even his toadies know that he didn’t mind using it. The fight
with the Rocky Mount gang was over. They wouldn’t be back, but neither did he
want to pursue them. Let them have their little spot. He already had enough
problems, what with deserters, recalcitrant women and a shortage of supplies.
He needed to branch out, find easier pickings, get the losers organized, then
maybe go back after the Rockies and take over their food and water source.

At first this had seemed to be a drop made to order for a tough ex-con.
The strong rule the weak, always, when no other authority is present. He figured
a former con would have easy pickings but it wasn’t all a good ballin’ layout like
he thought it would be at first, despite the lack of porch monkeys like he had to
live with inside, hatin” you cause of your white skin. The food bricks were okay,
but they only came in one flavor from each spot. To get variety you either had to
trade or conquer. Same as the women; variety came there the same way. He
preferred to conquer if he could. He didn’t give a damn right now what the
aliens had in mind for them in the long run. He just wanted to spread his rule far
enough so he wouldn’t have to worry about other gangs. Big Bill had learned
quickly, the first day after his capture. Control the food machines, control the
people. That was the key here. The absolute key, and sharp rocks made good
iron when that was all you had to work with.

“You want to see this dude or not, Big Bill?”

“Yeah, bring him here.”

The man was weak minded, but he had some interesting information.
“There aren’t many people there, sir, and the place is being run by a little girl.”

“A little girl?”

“Yes, sir. A little girl name of Lyda. She’s got a big dummie that’s like
retarded but he does what she says and there’s another one or two that she’s got
buffaloed. That’s how come she’s able to be in charge.” That wasn’t strictly true
of course, but how would this boss know?

“Lyda! You said her name is Lyda? How old is she? What does she look
like?”

“She’s uh, about eleven or twelve I guess. Long red hair.”

Be damned, Big Bill thought. The goddamned kid that fought him so hard,
then escaped before he could turn her over to John Rockner — after the Rockies
had already paid for her. “Where is she?” he demanded.
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“What do I get for it?” Charlie asked. He had seen Big Bill’s reaction to his
revelation. “It ought to be worth a lot.”

“It'll be worth a goddamned mouth full of iron if you don’t spit it out
right now. I'll give you what you deserve after I hear you out.”

Charlie flinched, sorry now that he had left. Even if Dorothy quit him, the
brat had at least kept him supplied with food and water. When Big Bill began to
rise from his seat, his sharp rock grasped tightly in his fist, Charlie pointed
hastily. “It’s over that way. You can’t see from here, but there’s a big round
looking rock sticking up from the sand. That’s them.”

“How many men?”

“I—maybe four or five, I think. That’s all.” He didn’t mention that men
and women both were being organized for defense, nor that Lyda had been
bringing more people into her camp every day. He wanted his news to be worth
a good reward.

“Put him on ice, Bone. We'll take him with us. If he told us anything
wrong, I'll personally crush his wimpy fucking skull.”
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CHAPTER ONE

“Shut it down! It's running wild!” Wesley Jones shouted to an assistant
technician. “No, wait! We've got something!”

Jones kept his eyes on the gauges, hoping he didn’t blow up half of
Nevada trying to bring the object from another alternity to the earth. Nor did he
want to land it right on top of them. It was big! “Hold it...hold it...now!”

The wild humming roar of the generators wound back down to silence.
Wesley ran to the window where others from the team were gathering. He
pushed through the crowd and looked outside.

“My God,” he breathed. “We did it. And we not only did we do it—we
captured an airliner from another world!”

Gilbert Collins moved quickly, not taking time to congratulate Jones. It
wouldn’t do for this to get out. Not until they figured out where the plane was
from. He picked up the phone “Security to the control room now!”

Within two hours, the Boeing jet had been moved into the confines of a
building big enough to serve as a hangar. The stunned and confused crew and
passengers offered no resistance as they were sequestered for questioning.
Indeed, they seemed pleased just to be alive.

Before they were allowed to leave, Collins gathered up every scientist and
technician involved in the experiment and extracted another secrecy oath from
them, and this one he worded in terms scary enough to silence a politician
running for reelection.

“Word of this project and the results you see outside, that airliner, is not to
be divulged to anyone, under any circumstances. I give you my word as head of
this agency that if there’s a leak, I'll personally break the person responsible —
and that’s before I have him or her locked up for the rest of their lives. Now let’s
get busy; we’ve got a huge amount of cover up work to do.”

There was no dissent. Since Collins had taken over the Advanced
Research Projects Agency, every employee knew he was a bear for security. The
passengers were secreted in apartments of the huge underground cavern
originally constructed as a bomb shelter. Only after all that had been taken care
of were the very few government officials who were aware of the experiment
notified and also reminded of the need for secrecy.

T

In the predawn darkness blanketing the Kingwood suburb of north
Houston, Linda Vesprie heard the thump of the Houston Chronicle hitting the
sidewalk. She sighed with pleasure. Perfect timing, her coffee should just be
ready. Linda lived in a different time zone than most people. Her internal clock
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had her out of bed right before five, regardless of whether she was taking the day
off, on vacation, or had just stayed up later than usual the night before. While
most of the city still slept, she showered and dressed —today was April
thirteenth, so her choice was her green mini with the scalloped neckline. She had
started wearing the dress on the thirteenth day of every month five years ago.
She’d worn it on August thirteenth when she’d signed her first book contract and
now she wore it on the same date every month. Her mother and father had been
the only ones to catch on to her little quirk and she had taken some teasing from
them.

At the thought of her parents, a fragment of last night’s dream surfaced;
her younger sister laughing and smiling as she hugged the ratty teddy bear she’d
had since she was two. She remembered the entire scenario only vaguely,
something about wavering lights and her parents beckoning to her. Pain touched
her, bringing a tightness to her chest. She thought a psychologist would probably
say the dream was manifested by the upcoming anniversary of her parents” and
little sister’s deaths. It was five years ago this month that their plane had gone
down. She slipped the dress over her head, gave herself an appreciative look in
the mirror, and was ready to read the paper and get her caffeine fix up to an
acceptable level before considering what else the day might hold.

Today it held little, other than the urge to put away the article she had
been working on and see if this were the day her new novel might come
together. She poured her first cup of coffee and carried it into the den and set it
on the side table by her favorite easy chair, then headed for the front door to
retrieve the paper. Another thump sounded outside, louder than the first, as if a
sandbag had been dropped onto the sidewalk hard enough to split it open.

Now what could that be? Impelled by curiosity, she went a little faster.

She unhooked the chain and punched off the alarm, then unlocked the
deadbolt, wishing for the thousandth time she lived in a security-controlled
development rather than in this suburban house, but so far, she had been unable
to sell it. The real estate market had taken a nosedive just about the time her
divorce and property settlement became final.

Linda flicked on the porch light and pulled open the door. Outside, on the
tiny covered entryway, she scanned for the paper in the orange glow of the
recessed light. Her gaze traveled up the sidewalk, then stopped as abruptly as a
car hitting a brick wall. The paper was there, but it was half-covered by the arm
of a recumbent figure crumpled in a heap as if her bones had suddenly collapsed.
The body was female; she could tell that much from the length of the straight red
hair that resembled her own and the fact that it covered part of the swell of
breasts.

She must have fainted, Linda thought. But what was she doing here at this time
of the morning? And who she? Had she been kidnapped and raped, and either gotten
away or been dropped off here? She ran forward and knelt by the fallen woman,
trying to remember the primary principles of first aid from high school health
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class more than a decade ago. The only procedure surfacing was to check the
pulse. She grasped one of the woman’s wrists and twisted it around. The hand
felt cold and clammy, like a thawed, raw chicken breast, and had as little muscle
tone. There was no pulse she could detect. I'm not doing it right, she told herself,
even as the chilling skin began to suggest she hadn’t found a pulse because there
was none to find. She felt her heartbeat speed up like the ripple of a drum being
tested before the opening number. She brushed locks of hair from the woman'’s
shoulder and eased her upper body over a little in order to see if she was
breathing. The woman’s head lolled into full view, face slack and lips parted,
eyes half open but unmoving, as if suddenly frozen in the midst of a blink. A
gold crown glinted from inside her mouth, like a barely discernible candle seen
through a thick fog.

She stared, mesmerized. It was like looking down at her own face,
complete to the scattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose! There was the
same gold crown where she’d broken a tooth years ago, even the same straight
red hair, worn long enough to hang below her shoulder blades. Dizziness began
deep down inside her, as if she had just stepped off a tilt-a-whirl at a carnival.
Finally, she remembered to breathe again. As she pulled fresh air into her lungs,
she saw it wasn’t just the face and hair that was like hers. The woman was even
built the same; slim, a narrow waist and breasts a little too generous. She even
wore the same dress —short, green, and sleeveless, with a scalloped neckline.
With trembling fingers, Linda looked inside the dress’s neckline, her stomach
taking another dive when she read Liz Claiborne. The motionless woman even
had matching white belt and low-heeled shoes, something most women didn’t
bother to do anymore. The skirt of the dress had ridden up an outstretched leg to
mid-thigh and was bunched under the other one bent beneath her. A white purse
lay a short distance away. It matched the one she carried when she wore her
green dress.

Tentatively, she reached out and placed a hand on the woman'’s breast.
She could feel no breathing, no rise and fall of her chest. The drum roll of her
heart went into percussion mode, pounding hard enough that she felt a pulse
beating at her temples. What to do? CPR? Oh God, why hadn’t she ever learned
the technique? No, wait! First call 911 and then try. She got to her feet and rushed
back inside. She fumbled with the phone, dropped it and then misdialed once
before managing to get the right number the second time.

“She’s not breathing! I think she’s dead! My address? My address...” Her
mind went blank. Beside her on the table was this month’s electric bill and she
grabbed it and read off the numbers.

As soon as she was assured an ambulance was on the way, she dropped
the phone, not bothering to disconnect the call, and ran back outside. She knelt
again by the still form, extended her arms and pushed on her chest. It was like
pressing down on a slab of cold meat. She shuddered and pushed again and
again, then paused, wildly hoping she would see the chest rise with the intake of
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air. It remained still. She bent over and blew into the slack mouth. It was
horrible, as if she were desperately trying to reanimate her own dead body. She
was still trying, tears of frustration and fright streaming down her cheeks when
the ambulance arrived, followed shortly by a patrol car.

03

It had been a quiet night in Houston, especially in the police precinct of
the Kingwood subdivision. Detective Frank Winston was catching up on some
paperwork and hoping the peace would hold until eight o’clock when he went
off duty. He didn’t mind calls earlier in the night, but he always hated to get
caught right before the end of his shift. For a homicide detective, that usually
meant no sleep until the following night, if then.

Frank saved one document and began searching his case files for another.
If the quiet held, he might actually get caught up on his paperwork for a change.
He had just found the next file he wanted when the phone rang.

“Detective Sergeant Frank Winston,” he said.

“Sorry to break up your study time, but we’ve got a strange one you
better go look at,” the 911 dispatcher, Judy Perkins, said.

“They’re all strange. What’s so unusual about this one?”

“We got a woman claiming she found her twin sister dead on her
doorstep.”

“What’s so unusual about that? Twins die the same as everyone else.”

“She says she hasn’t got a twin.”

“Back up. You just said —”

Judy interrupted him with a merry laugh. She sounded like a teenager
over the phone, belying her real age of nearly forty. “She told the officer the body
looked exactly like her. Is that strange enough for you?”

Frank relaxed. “Not really. Two to one, it’s not that much of a
resemblance.”

“No bet. That is what she said, though.”

“Okay, give me the address and locate Slick Willie for me. Tell him I'll
meet him in the parking lot. “Slick Willie” was William Grafton, his partner. He
got the nickname from an uncanny resemblance to a former president, and a
penchant for avoiding being pinned down to a concrete position on anything
other than his girlfriends. Frank had been partnered with him for more than a
year now, but he never developed a rapport with Grafton like he had with his
previous sidekick. Grafton was shooting for fast track promotion and refused to
take chances, preferring to investigate strictly by the book and pass the buck
when controversy developed. Frank was just the opposite. He didn’t mind
controversy; it made the job more interesting. Being single and well heeled
financially made him more or less immune to the pressure for promotion and
upward mobility. Frank’s money came from an inheritance and insurance payoff
received when his parents died several years ago in a plane that had disappeared
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over Nevada. He cared little about the rampant politics most big city police
departments are prone to.

As he headed toward the parking lot, the musing about his partner
sparked another train of thought. Not being hot for promotion was the major
reason for his breakup a year ago with his fiancé, Lieutenant Inez Carmera of the
Federal Liaison Office. She wanted him to assert himself, without offending the
brass, and refused to listen to his contention that the two attitudes were mutually
incompatible.

Frank found Slick Willie Grafton already standing by their car with the
doors open. He knew immediately the previous occupants must have been
smokers. Willie professed to hate cigarettes, but Frank thought it was more a
matter of being politically correct than a real aversion to them. At least his
partner complained only mildly and not very often when he smoked in the car.
With a slight smile, he pulled out his pack and lit up, just to pull Grafton’s chain
a little.

“Hey, Frank. Judy says we got a puzzler. You know anything yet?” Willie
asked.

“According to the complainant, a long lost twin dropped dead on her
doorstep an hour or so ago. You can believe as much of that as you want to.”
Frank slid into the driver’s seat of the car. He turned the key. Once they were
underway, he cracked the window a few inches to let out his cigarette smoke. He
didn’t mind being accommodating; he just wouldn’t let anyone intimidate him.

As a wan sun claimed the day, Frank turned onto Kingwood Drive and
from there picked up the Eastex Freeway heading north. A half mile further, he
turned back into the subdivision, turned again and began searching for the street
number.

Finding the right number wasn’t necessary. A patrol car and city
ambulance identified the area much easier. As if that weren’t enough, a thin
crowd of the curious circled the area, dressed in either hastily donned clothes or
robes.

Frank checked with the uniformed officer first. He flashed his badge.
“Winston, Homicide. You the one that called?”

“Yeah, but I didn’t report it as a homicide. I just said the complainant
insists that’s her twin, but she says she doesn’t have one. You figure it out.” He
pointed to where the paramedics still worked over the body.

“Any LD. yet?”

“She carried a purse, or at least there was one lying beside her. My
partner’s checking it now.” He pointed to the patrol car. The driver’s door was
open and Frank saw a female officer with short blond hair going over the
contents of a pale white handbag.

“Where’s the complainant?”

“Inside her house. She’s kinda shook up.”
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Frank said, “ Willie, why don’t you go see if the uniform found any I.D.
while I check with the woman inside?”

Willie looked closer at the blond officer. He grinned, then went over and
flipped out his badge.

Frank headed toward the house, pausing momentarily to check with the
paramedics. They appeared ready to call it a no go. One of them looked up. “You
the detective?”

“Yes. Winston, from homicide.”

“Homicide? She wasn’t murdered. More likely a stroke or heart attack.
Anyway, she’s gone, no response at all. You may as well call the coroner.”

“Just hang on a few more minutes. Maybe we can ship her direct without
the coroner coming here.” He eyed the slack body and could see no signs of
trauma. If Willie brought back a good I.D. and he could convince the live woman
it wasn’t her twin lying there, they wouldn’t be all that late signing out for the
day.

The door stood open, letting in the early morning humidity, but the
woman he spotted inside didn’t seem to notice. Just inside the entrance, she sat
huddled in a chair beside a dining table, clutching a coffee cup. Her hands were
trembling.

Frank knocked on the doorframe and then louder the second time before
he managed to get her attention. When she looked up, he could understand how
she could have imagined the dead woman was her twin, especially in the
predawn light. There was the same long red hair and freckled nose and slim
figure.

“Ms. Vesprie? I'm detective Frank Winston. May I come in?”

The young woman gathered her body into an upright position. She let go
of her cup with one hand and waved to a dining room chair. “Have a seat. And
it's Miss or Mrs., not Ms. I hate that, or even better, call me Linda. I'm not a very
formal person.”

Frank smiled. A woman after his own heart. “Thank you. I just need to ask
you a few questions and I think we’ll be able to clear this up.”

“That’ll be a good trick, unless you suddenly discover a duplicating
machine on the premises. Would you like some coffee?”

Frank scrutinized the woman carefully, but could detect nothing other
than nervous tension, which he thought was very close to becoming hysteria. He
debated with himself only a moment and then accepted. One more cup on top of
all the others he had consumed through the night wouldn’t hurt. “Yes, thanks.”

Frank had no sooner accepted the coffee and taken his first sip when
Willie came inside, carrying a white purse. He set it down on the dining table
and stared frankly at the woman, letting his gaze rove over her body. She
ignored him and concentrated her attention on the purse, as if it might suddenly
sprout teeth and horns.

He glanced up at Willie and asked, “What did you find?”
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“Good ID. Driver’s license, credit cards and checkbook, all for Linda
Vesprie. And this.” He handed Frank a folded slip of paper. There were six
numbers printed in blue ink.

“Oh my God.” She reached out her hand. “May I see that?”

Frank held the paper out so she could read the numbers.

“Where was it in the purse?” she asked.

Frank looked at Willie.

“The side zippered pocket,” she said without waiting for his answer.

Willie nodded, his eyes narrowing.

“They’re my lottery numbers. I play them once a week. I had them in my
white purse’s zippered side pocket.”

Willie frowned. “How’d your purse get outside?”

“That’s not my purse. Mine is right inside the door.”

“You must have forgotten you took it outside,” Frank said.

“No I didn’t.” A hint of exasperation tinged her voice.

Frank stood up. “Let’s go see.” She was obviously sincere, but also
obviously mistaken.

Linda Vesprie led them back to the entrance. She pointed to the table
beside the door and a white purse. She crossed to it, opened it, extracted a
package of cigarettes and lighter, then turned to face Frank.

“See for yourself,” she said.

He looked inside the purse and pulled out an oversized wallet and flipped
it open. A Texas driver’s license was prominently displayed in the name of Linda
Vesprie. The exceptionally good picture matched her appearance, or would have
if she was wearing makeup. Below it was a rack of credit cards. Frank shuffled
through several of them. All listed Linda Vesprie as the cardholder. The checks
were hers as well. He set the purse back on the little table and raised his brows
inquiringly. This was a new one on him.

“I told you,” Vesprie said.

“So you did.”

She took a drag from her cigarette and blew the smoke out. Willie
wrinkled his nose while Frank sniffed appreciatively.

“Willie, tell the uniform to call the Coroner and forensic team.”

“You want forensics for a heart attack victim?” Willie frowned.

“That’s right.” Frank started toward the dining room.

“Wait a minute,” she said. “Take a good look at me.”

It took a moment for Frank to get the idea, and then even as he was
enjoying the scenery, it dawned on him. “The dress you have on is the same as
the woman’s outside.” Stranger and stranger.

“It's exactly the same dress.”

Frank thought a moment, made a mental note, and then said. “ Miss
Vesprie—"

“Linda.”
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“All right, Linda. It certainly does appear to be identical, but let’s leave it
for now. We may want to pursue it later, but for the moment, I'd like to check the
contents of your purse with the one outside. With your permission, of course.”

“Sure.”

Frank discovered that the two purses held identical contents so far as he
could tell.

When he returned, Linda asked. “More coffee?”

“May as well. This looks as if it’s going to take longer than I thought.” He
felt his breast pocket. “Do you mind if I smoke?”

“Not a bit.” She brushed an errant strand of hair back over her shoulder
and pushed the ashtray to the center of the table. While she poured coffee, Frank
lit up gratefully, thinking that as long as he had to work overtime, at least it was
on a case with someone who apparently cared little for political correctness. That
was one of his pet peeves and another of the reasons for his breakup with Inez.

Frank rubbed his chin and realized he needed to shave again. “Miss, uh,
Linda, I need to ask you a few questions. All right?”

“Sure, go ahead. Maybe you can figure it out. I sure can’t.”

He noted the latent hysteria had faded and she appeared much calmer
now, as if turning the problem over to the police was automatically going to let
her off the hook. He wondered if the earlier hysteria had been faked and made
another mental note to listen to the recording of her 911 call. This was a strange
case, not yet even classified as a homicide, but he thought the woman had to be
involved somehow.

“Let’s get a little family history first. Parents” names, brothers and sisters,
addresses and phone numbers. Okay?”

“That won’t take long. I don’t have any brothers or sisters now. My only
sister and my parents died in a plane crash several years ago.”

Frank jerked his eyes up from his pad and stared at her. “What?”

Linda looked at him curiously. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, other than I lost my parents the same way, only it wasn’t a
crash. Their plane disappeared on a flight to Australia.”

Now Linda was startled. Her eyes opened wide, returning his stare. “Oh
my God! I'll bet it was the same one.”

“You said ‘crash’.”

“Well, it must have crashed. It certainly never landed at any airport. When
was yours?”

“Five years ago this month. A private jet, a Boeing 747 owned by Lone
Star Atlantic Oil Company.”

“It was the same. Now what—how...?”

He heard the hysteria begin to creep back into her voice. “Take it easy. It’s
nothing more than coincidence,” Frank said soothingly. He didn’t believe in
coincidences, not ones like this. But what else could it be?

11
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“I suppose the fact that the body out there, which just happens to be
identical to me, is a coincidence, too? Or a purse with my six lottery numbers
written on a slip of paper inside the same zippered pocket I keep mine in? Not to
mention everything else in the purse that matches.”

Frank’s mind coiled in tangles as it tried to go in several paths at once. He
backed up mentally and started over.

“We don’t know yet that the body is identical.”

“You think I don’t know my own body when I look at it? And the dress—
it's my “thirteenth” dress.”

“What?”

She waved her hand at him. “Nothing. I tell you, she could be my twin
sister.”

“You said you don’t have a living sister.”

“Right. Now what?”

“Let’s start over. Give me your parents’ names and last address.”

Linda recited the information while he wrote it down. That’s the first
thing to follow up on. The most likely explanation was her mother had borne a
child before marriage and given it up for adoption, a child who bore an amazing
resemblance to her half-sister. Or could it be a real twin? Unlikely. He guessed a
woman giving one twin up for adoption would also give away the other. It
wouldn’t hurt to check though.

“Do you know where you were born? The city and name of the hospital?”
he asked.

“I was born right here in Houston. I don’t remember the name of the
hospital, but I have a birth certificate. I can get it for you.”

“Do that, please.”

While she was gone, Willie poked his head in the door. “Mac and her
team are here.”

Frank nodded, knowing that Maggie MacFerguson would do a thorough
job. “Good. Tell Mac to treat the body as if it was a homicide. Hair and fiber
analysis, cosmetics, the whole works, including DNA scan. Then I want samples
from in here. Carpets and so forth, and I want a really thorough sampling of a
particular dress. In fact—" He turned to Linda as she came back into the room
carrying her birth certificate. “ —Miss Vesprie —Linda, I mean, may we borrow
the dress you're wearing? We'll return it, though it may be a while.”

“What on earth for?”

“To compare the two. Maybe get a line on where the other one was
purchased.”

“You might know it. All right, I'll go change, but I want it back before the
thirteenth of next month.”

There it was again — the thirteenth. “Why do you want it back by the
thirteenth?”
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