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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



Alien Infection

13

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.

***

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. I 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/ll, 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. 

***

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 change, 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 disease�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. I 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.

***
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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.

I laughed. “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



Darrell Bain

28

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.
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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

first 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 I-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—I 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. I 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,
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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?”

“No.” 
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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



Alien Infection

47

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? I 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, I thought. I 

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, I 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," I 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 I wanted to see what had fallen. I frowned when nothing appeared out 

of the ordinary from where I stood. I opened the screen door and stepped outside. I 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, I 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 I 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 I thought it 
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must be an errant weather balloon, then I 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 I 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. 

 I thought it was just becoming transparent at first, perhaps part of a stealthy design, until I 

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. I 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," I 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 I 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 I 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. I don't remember feeling any fear. I 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 I 

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. I stepped forward, then climbed over two featureless 

suitcase-sized bundles that had remained after the shell disappeared. As I 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 I 

looked, a nictitating kind of membrane slowly descended over the eyes. Was it dying? I had no 

way of telling. I continued on to where I 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. I 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 I could do for it there.  

 I 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 I 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. I 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. I 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. I 

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 I 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. I 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, I told myself, and then "Aren't you a freaky looking sucker?" I 

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 I 

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 I found that I could probably lift the creature into my arms, I 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. I 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. I 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. I doubted if it was trying 

to talk; the noises it was making were probably involuntary, since its eyes were still closed. I 

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

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. I stepped hurriedly aside, while making a mental note that 

I had to find out how that was done!  

 "Is that superpowers or tech?" I 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? I had no way of knowing and was fearful of prying into what I didn't understand. I 

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 I 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. I 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, I 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. I 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, I had been standing all that time as if 
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mesmerized, and in a sense I suppose I was. I 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 I guess that's how I reacted.  

After the death of Lyle, my twin brother, I 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 I felt I 

needed to figure out or wad up into a tight ball and bury it away, never to think of it again. I 

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 I loved deeply and without reservations to 

an uncaring universe, I had to get away, from everybody. Everybody. I 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. I 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 I cared to be part of? The 

conflicts of the world were almost more than I could even consider at that point in my life. My 

mental and emotional state was a total wreck. I was, plainly put, a mess. 

 But in order to avoid thinking about the picture that really mattered then, namely me, I 

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 I could? It appeared to me that the conflict between 

fundamentalist and secular Islamic practices was going to be decided in the fundamentalists' 

favor. I 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 I 

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 I 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. I 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.  

 I thought about a drink but decided to keep my mind clear and set some coffee to brew. 

While it was dripping, I 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 I 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, I 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. 

 I poured coffee and sat down in one of the easy chairs where I 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 I 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 I considered my options, I decided there was a good chance I 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? I 
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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, I 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. I voiced 

the big screen on the wall into action. It was already set to a news channel. I 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, I 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. I 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 I got smart and changed channels to one I 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. I 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 I couldn't find out much more than I had from the first one. And right then it hit me, 

and damn my stupid mind for not thinking of it earlier. Maybe I 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 I had thought patterns resembling a drunk physicist when I 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, I began straightening the room here and 

there, then sat down to go through yesterday evening's mail. I had left it lying on the kitchen 

table where I 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 I 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 I earned freelancing, plus the payoff from the insurance company of the 

drunken driver that killed Gwen, I 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 I was very careful and 

assiduous with my non-impact exercise programs. The only thing I had regrets about is that I 
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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 I heard a 

noise over the newscast I 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? I 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 I 

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 I brought my fresh coffee over to the easy chair 

and set it on the side table. I started to sit down but then wondered if my alien guest might be 

hungry or thirsty. I 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. I set the 

glass on the coffee table and fetched the water pitcher. I demonstrated how to pour, probably an 

unnecessary gesture. I 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 
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swallowing motions, leading me to think it was probably taking in some nourishment, or 

possibly medicine. When it seemed to be satisfied, I decided to get busy. 

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

 It repeated my action and said, "Cresperian," speaking slowly. If it had said, "Take me to 

your leader" instead, I 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. I 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 I 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 I confused it. By the time I realized it was speaking of 

species while I 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 I 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, I 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. I had already 

managed to explain the idea of what a computer was, so I 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 I pointed out the bathroom in case it had needs along those lines. I lay 

down on the couch, instead of my bed, to sleep. I wanted be nearby in case it needed me. 

 For the time being I 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 I was dozing off I 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 I 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 I woke up for an hour. Occasionally while I was awake, I saw him take a 

drink of water or sustenance from the case still sitting on the floor, which I 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 I had trouble remembering what was going on, then I 

blinked and it all came rushing back into my mind, just as it did every time I 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 I was happiest about. 

 "Good morning, Jerry," I 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." 

 I do snore occasionally, especially when I'm tired, so I 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. 
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 "Thank you. Are you tired? Do you need to rest?" 

 "No, I 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. I 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 I 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, I 

did, as well as a shower and some coffee to get me going. I started the coffee brewing, then said, 

"Excuse me. I need to shower and brush my teeth, and then we'll talk some more while I 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 I could hardly contain myself until I could get back and talk 

some more with him. Whatever else I had expected of an alien, I never thought I'd meet one who 

learned so rapidly or was so agreeable with whatever I happened to suggest. 

 Not wanting to waste time cooking, I pulled down a box of sweetened Cheerios for 

breakfast. While I spooned them into my mouth we talked, with me sometimes having to finish a 

bite before answering. 

 Once my bowl was empty, I 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 I 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, I 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 I correct or way off base?" 
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 "Off base?" He hesitated before continuing. Just as I opened my mouth to explain, he said 

"Yes, I 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 I 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 I will be able to explain in more detail." 

 I breathed a huge sigh of relief. "Okay," I said and gladly left it at that, now that I 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 I 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 I 

had touched on a taboo subject. I 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, I thought to myself. One sex just to have the 

babies while the other two have all the fun. Of course, I had no idea of their sexual practices at 

the time, or even if they had sex in the fashion we did. For certain I 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," I 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, I thought our lifetimes were far too short. I hated the thought of death, 

the negation of my ego, and being non-religious, I 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. I think I 

must have troubled or embarrassed you. I didn't intend to." Damn my big mouth. Why can't I 

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 I thought that 

would please you, since you're alone--that is, you have no companion present. Wife? Partner?" 

 "I was married," I told him. "My wife died in an accident several months ago. If you're 

becoming a female simply to please me…well, I don't see what difference it would make. I'm 

sure I 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 I thought I had said something wrong. 

 "I see that I still have failed to make myself understood. I apologize for that. What my 

transition means is that when it is complete I will look like a human female. In fact, in all 

respects I 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? I 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, I don't see how you can possibly do it." 

 He, or I guess I should say she, answered, since I began thinking of the alien as female 

from that point on. At any rate I 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, I 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 I 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 I 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 I could do would never be detectable. 

Even so, as human, I 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." I think I kind of 

held my breath until she answered. It turned out that my suspicions were correct.  

 "I believe so, although I can't say how many. As our ship broke up, hundreds of lifeboats 

escaped, but very few survived. I 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." 

 I should have figured it out without her help by then, but I 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. I 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 I 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 I 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." I 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?" 

 "I see no other recourse. Judging from what little I 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. I 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 I 

know, it should be an extraordinary experience, since I 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 I?" 

 "Certainly. I'll do whatever I 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?" 

 "I was so busy trying to keep my boat operational that I only remember flashes of a few 

trajectories. I know of one that probably came to rest hundreds of miles east of here and I believe 

another ship probably landed in the United Kingdom, although I can't be certain. Other than 
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those, I 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 I 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." 

 "I see." And I 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," I said, thinking momentarily of Gwen. As if this alien could ever match her! I 

didn't say that, though. No sense in getting her aggravated at me. "In fact, I 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. I 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, I 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. I 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, I only need to get within a couple of hundred 

feet to…zero in, I think is the term, on the anatomy I'm interested in. In case you're wondering, I 

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 I 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?" 

  

 25



Travis S. Taylor and Darrell Bain 

 

Chapter Three 
 

 If ever a man wanted to play God, here was my chance. I 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 I 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 I could ever 

be attracted to an alien masquerading as a human female, as Jeri apparently thought I 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 I had to peruse some pictures of nude females to give her an 

idea of what I 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, I got a into window of MILFs that wouldn't go away no matter how 

many times I "clicked X" on it. I 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. I 

quickly noted that Jeri was captivated by some of the acts pictured, even though I hurriedly 

scanned past them or closed them out. Finally, I 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 I had added to the pile myself over the years, but 

before I was married. I had gone through them once or twice and separated out the ones I 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 I mention that already? 

 I 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). I 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 I 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. I wasn't quite ready for 

it. Hell, I was even trying to avoid it. I 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 I 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 I correct so far?" 

"Well, yeah, religious and moral beliefs. All morals aren't necessarily derived from 

religion, though. I 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 I 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, I 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 I truly understood more about the 

underlying math of quantum physics and the connectedness phenomenon, I would have argued 

that any good mathematical proof can eventually be overturned with a new understanding or 

axiom. But I 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," I started to say but then hesitated. Up until the loss of my brother and my 

wife I thought I was pretty sure about things, religion-wise. But these days I wasn't sure I knew 
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anything about anything. But Jeri perhaps knew more than I did about humanity as she had really 

been researching our species. I was already pretty much aware of how much she'd learned. 

"That's one way of putting it, I 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. I wasn't certain if it was rhetorical or not. 

And I 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." I thought 

for a moment. "In fact, I could probably do it for you. It's right up my line and I 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 I 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." I 

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 I was relatively free of the most 
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objectionable kinds. I 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. 

 "I understand," she replied. 

 "Well," I started, remembering that I 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?" I 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 I 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 I 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," I 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 
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religious ones, if I 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 I 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 I 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. I 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 I began imagining then, I wondered how I would feel, existing in a culture 

where almost a hundred percent of the other sex was twice as strong as me, where I 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 I 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 I feel if I had to sometimes act contrary to my nature in order to get along? 

Hell, I 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. I 

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 I 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 I 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 I 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 I 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. I didn't quite understand that but let it go, thinking she 

must know what she was doing. If not, we were both in trouble! 

 I sipped at my drink and remembered the bottle was almost empty. There were other 

items I 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. I needed to get out and see some other humans just to assure myself I 

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 I 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 I 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," I 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," I 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. I couldn't keep from thinking what an 

old history teacher of mine had drilled into me when I 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?" 

 "I 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 I 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 I 

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, I 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 I 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 I drove was so strange at first that I kept wanting to reach over and assure 

myself there was really someone beside me, but after a while I got used to it. I took us to 

Hatfield, the nearest town with a super Wal-Mart, a pretty fair drive from home. I 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. I 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, I 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. I had to just take wild guesses when it came to buying clothes for her. I felt 

downright ashamed that I couldn't even use Gwen's sizes as a guide, because I 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 I 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 I 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. I might as well have saved the money I'd 

spent for the permit for all the good it was doing me the first time I needed it. I 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. I don't want any problems," I 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 I 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." I 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. I 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, I would probably have muttered something about 

how my tax dollars would end up paying for his hospital bill because I 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 I quickly realized what I 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 I 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 I had faced them down. I was way more concerned 

for Jeri than for my own safety, and I 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?" I asked and poked my head in the window.  

 She didn't reply and I 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 I hadn't. A few male shoppers who had seen what was going on after I 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. I 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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 I 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 I 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." I 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. I appreciate the help," I told them and smiled as they turned away. 

Then I rushed into the car, nervous that Jeri might have been scared out of her mind. Once into 

the driver's seat, I 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. I believe I've had my first encounter with thieves. A 

strange process, one I'll have trouble adjusting to, I fear." 

 "Yeah, me too," I said shakily. By then I was pulling out of the parking lot and felt I 

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. I was afraid it might be more common than I had thought from 

my studies. You saw such things in a war? Were you an observer or a participant?" 

 "I was in the army." 

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

 "Yes," I 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, I 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. I 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. I also admitted I 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, I have a difficult time grasping all 

the aspects of human culture I'll have to adjust to while living among you. However, I still 

believe becoming human is my best option. I'll simply have to learn as rapidly as possible." 

Again I assured her I'd help, and I 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 I 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. I 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 I turned onto our lane, Jeri dispensed with the invisibility cloak and put it away. It 

was a mistake, but I wasn't expecting company, either. Who would believe their eyes if they saw 

us, anyway? 

 39



Travis S. Taylor and Darrell Bain 

 

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. I 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 I 

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 I thought it was because 

of how close I came to having a mashed UPS truck cluttering up the backyard. Then I 

remembered Jeri. I turned, intending to tell her to get invisible quick. She vanished before I had a 

chance to say anything. The woman closed her mouth with the scream unuttered. 

 When I 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, I don't know what you're talking about. Monster?" 

 "I saw it!" 

 Acting like a patient parent trying to soothe a confused child, I 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. I waited on her to 

satisfy herself there was no monster hiding inside, but damned if I know what I 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. I really am out of it 

today. I'd better drink some more coffee. I keep a thermos in the van." 

 I was glad she said that or I would have felt obligated to offer her some. She brought me 

the package, some books I had ordered. I signed for it and she drove slowly away. As she turned 

the corner of the house I 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. I overlooked the fact that you might have visitors." 

 "No problem. It's a rare thing, but I 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, I 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 I was 

dreaming away. I 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. I 

was damned glad Jerry Springer wasn't around any longer or I 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. I 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. I 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 I 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, I 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. I guess I 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 I 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 I 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, I 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, I could be more helpful, but 

unfortunately, I have no way of knowing. There were some other relative youngsters aboard and 

I 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 I 
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knew well might, if they survived, go in almost any direction under the right, or perhaps I 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. I 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. I had to ask, because we need to take a trip." I 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 I 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, I 

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 I 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 I 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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I debated with myself over whether we dared to wait until her transformation was 

complete. Finally I 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. I pushed the subject aside, 

not sure why I 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 I 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 I thought it would. It had been a number of years 

since I had dealt with the Little Rock underground and my old contacts might no longer be 

active. I 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 I had lived before I sold out and bought this place. While we were 

packing, I 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 I 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 I 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. I 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, I 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. I 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. I 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 I

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 I

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 I

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. I

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 I 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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* * *

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 I 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."
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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!


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.
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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
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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…I don’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



Savage Survival

15

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



Darrell Bain

16

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
zoo, 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
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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.


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.


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.


 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.


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—by 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.


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 I 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?” 

“I am,” 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.


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.


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?”
“I looked 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.”
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“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
first, 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.


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



Darrell Bain & Barbara M. Hodges

6

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.


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 I.D. 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?
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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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He watched her face flush and then she told him about the book contract,
the thirteenth and the dress. The information made him tense. Just how many
people knew that particular bit of trivia about Linda Vesprie? Who would know
that on this day she’d be wearing that dress? And those numbers—the lady on
her way to the morgue had come by some intimate knowledge concerning Linda
Vesprie. The question was, who was she, how did she know, and why had she
ended up dead in this front yard?

Linda’s expression became uneasy as she turned away from him. “I’ll go
change and be right back.”

As soon as she was out of hearing, Willie erupted. “Frank, what the hell
are you doing? Someone’s playing a fucking joke. Probably your redhead.”

“That body out there is no joke.”
“This case stinks. Why don’t we call missing persons?”
“Good idea, go do that. See if there’s a matching description. And Willie—

how about we keep it quiet about Linda claiming the body is identical?”
“Linda is it? Why keep that quiet?”
“You know, the media will go crazy with this thing if they get a line on it.”
“They probably already have. They’re here.”
“Maybe not. Had the ambulance left before they came?”
“Yeah. They didn’t talk to the paramedics, but they’re already working

the crowd.”
The remark reminded Frank of something else that needed to be done.

“Why don’t you start getting the names of the neighbors, too, and see if anyone
heard anything or knows anything unusual about Miss Vesprie?”

Willie shook his head, but went off to comply.
Linda returned, clad in jeans and blouse. Frank collected the information

from her that he could. It wasn’t much. She had heard the paper being delivered,
followed shortly by another thump. Whether it was the body falling to the
ground or not, she couldn’t say; she had only presumed it was.

“When you tried CPR, was the body still warm?” he asked.
Linda frowned. “I’m not sure. I think it was. It certainly wasn’t cold,

though it felt like it was. Do you know what I mean?”
“Yes. A lifeless body always seems to have lost heat, no matter how

recently deceased.”
“Is there anything else?”
Frank considered for a moment and then shrugged. “Nothing else I can

think of at the moment. I’m going to have the forensics crew in here shortly, then
I have to go.” He yawned, despite the enormous amount of coffee he had
consumed during the night and morning.

“Can I go put some makeup on before your crew starts sampling things?”
He smiled. “Why not? I’ll wait a few minutes before I send them in.” He

pulled out his card and handed it to her after writing his home number on the
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back. “If you think of anything else that might have a bearing on this, call me.
Anytime, okay?”

“Will you be back?”
“I’m certain I will, if for no other reason than to compare stories of our lost

plane. Would that be all right?”
“Yes, I’d like that. It’s always seemed such a hole in my life, not knowing

what really happened.”
“We’re not likely to find out, but it’s such a coincidence that...”
She smiled wanly. “Yeah. Such a coincidence.”
Frank suddenly thought of something he had omitted. “Oh—we’re going

to need some prints and a blood sample from you, if you don’t mind.”
“Not at all. I want to find out what this is all about as much as you do.

Where should I go?”
“The precinct building. I’ll be glad to take you, if you don’t mind waiting

until this afternoon.” Frank surprised himself with the offer, but the coincidence
of both sets of parents dying on the same plane was too much to resist. And
Linda’s appearance probably had a bit to do with the offer, he admitted to
himself.

“What time?”
“I have to get some sleep before I do anything else. How about two

o’clock?”
“We can wait that long, I guess.”



Shadow Worlds

15

CHAPTER TWO

Linda watched the dark-haired detective leave and then went back to her
bedroom. Rose blush, brown mascara and pink lip-gloss were the extent of her
makeup. Face ready, she headed for the door, nodding to the two forensic
technicians just entering. She stopped abruptly as she realized she didn’t know
where she was going. Working at home was still new to her. Besides...she opened
the door a crack and saw the yellow tape still surrounding the area where the
body had lain. She shuddered and headed for the back exit. She had to get out
for a while.

“Lock up when you leave,” she told the CSI techs.
Once in her Lincoln Towncar, also part of her divorce settlement, she

drove aimlessly up and down the Eastex Freeway. Her thoughts drifted back to
the time of her parents’ disappearance. Her geologist father had worked for Lone
Star Atlantic, one of the big oil companies headquartered in Houston. He had
been part of a geological survey crew leaving for a year to work in the outback of
Australia. Spouses were allowed on the trip as long as the employees paid part of
their expenses. Facing a year separation, the Vespries and many other
dependents had opted to accompany their spouses. It would have been better if
they hadn’t.

A couple of hours after reaching cruising altitude, the jet abruptly went
silent and was never heard from again. No explanation for its disappearance was
ever found. There was some spoon-fed drivel about the jet going down in Lake
Mead and deep water and strong currents, but Linda didn’t buy it. Airline parts
were always recovered whenever humanly possible. Her belief was that Lone
Star Atlantic had bought off the National Transportation Safety Board with a
political contribution way up the food chain, leading to the closed mouths and
quick shelving of the disappearance to avoid a much bigger settlement. There
was nothing she could do to prove it. Like other relatives and friends of the
passengers, she had grieved, but eventually got on with her life. Daniel
Reynolds, her ex, had been a stockbroker with a huge talent and an even larger
ego, a fact she had discovered after only two years of marriage. She had stuck it
out for another year after her parents’ deaths and then called it quits.

She had worked for a magazine for a while, then decided to try to make it
as a freelance journalist a year ago and so far, was pretty well self-supporting in
a field notorious for low pay. When not working on assignments, she wrote
fiction. So far, she had been offered two contracts, each as a combination e-book
and trade paperback. They were selling all right but not nearly well enough to
repay the sweat and effort she had poured into them, a common enough
phenomenon in the publishing field. Sometimes, she wished there was
something else she liked to do as much that paid better. But there wasn’t and that
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was that. She had loved to write since grade school and now that she could
afford to follow her dream, she intended to.

What’s happening now is scarier than any novel I could dream up. She shivered.
If it weren’t for the lottery numbers and dress and duplicate identification, she
wouldn’t be so afraid. Well, not exactly afraid, but certainly apprehensive. She
just hoped the DNA sample and fingerprints would rule out a twin—though that
certainly wouldn’t explain everything!

As traffic increased with the morning rush hour into Houston, she turned
back for home. When she got close, she was relieved to see all the forensic and
police people gone, but disconcerted to find the yellow police crime scene ribbon
still outlining the area around her porch. Not able to use the front, she went into
the house through the garage with the morning events still tumbling around in
her mind. She waited nervously for two o’clock.


While Frank slept, Slick Willie stayed awake long enough to call first, then

drive back and touch base with Inez Carmera. He didn’t intend to leave himself
hanging out in the breeze while Frank had them involved in a homicide
investigation before they even knew whether or not it was one—all the funny
business of look-a-like, dresses and “twins” aside.

 Willie knew Inez was attracted to him and he felt the same way about
her. He’d stayed clear while she was engaged to Winston, and held back when
she’d aggressively played the field after their breakup. He knew the routine. She
had to prove she was still desirable, but now she had settled down and it was
time to make his move.

She liked to joke that her attraction to him was because he had even fewer
moral values then she did. He thought there was a lot of truth behind the joke.
Inez liked to think of herself as “pragmatic”, a euphemism for being willing to go
along with the inevitable without making waves—and profiting from it if
possible.

Inez’s door was partially open when he arrived. He tapped lightly to get
her attention.

“Come on in and sit down, Willie,” Inez said. “Tell me about this case.
From what I’ve already heard, your partner smells a puzzle.”

He sat down and slouched back in the chair across from her desk. Part of
his attraction to her was because she was one of the few persons in the
department he could relax around. Even though she was nominally his superior,
she was out of his chain of command, being more of a coordinator between
federal investigative offices and the Houston Police Department. Her position
did carry weight though. Hers was the hand that could extend or withhold
federal help in particularly bothersome cases—and also the one who could
initiate an investigation within the department. “It’s either the biggest gag, or the
screwiest murder I’ve seen since moving into homicide,” he said. “Even Internal
Affairs never had anything this bizarre while I was with them.”



Shadow Worlds

17

“Was the body really a twin to the complainant?” Inez asked, leaning
forward in her chair and propping her elbows on the big note calendar on her
desk.

He shrugged and pursed his lips. “They sure looked alike, given that one
of them was dead and the other alive. I’ll let you know later whether the
identification is authentic. And hey—you might want to kind of keep an eye on
our friend, Frank. I think he likes the br—uh, woman.”

“He does, huh?”
He watched her eyes narrow. Was she feeling a little jealous? The thought

irked him. Never mind. He’d remove any lingering feelings she had for her old
flame.

“Anything else in particular?” she asked.
“I heard him and the Vesprie woman talking about an airplane crash from

a few years back, but he sent me off before I understood what that was about.”
“An airplane crash? What could that have to do with a twin corpse

plopping down on a doorstep?”
“Nothing that I know of. Just thought I would mention it.”
“Well...thanks. Keep your ears open on this one for me, Willie. I have a

feeling there’s more to this case than what’s apparent so far.”
“I will.” Willie flashed her his best smile, the one he practiced daily in

front of the mirror.
Inez escorted him to the door of her office and paused briefly before

opening it. She reached out to touch his chin and winked, insinuating future
liaisons of a more intimate nature. Willie kept his expression bland and saw a
moment’s confusion wrinkle her brow. Yeah, let her wonder. They’d played this
game before. And it was time to change the rules.


Frank felt a peculiar little jump in his heartbeat as he pulled up in front of

Linda’s home a few minutes before two o’clock. He had dreamed about the plane
crash during his few hours of sleep. In it, the aircraft hadn’t crashed, but entered
a black vortex shot with lightning. A violet nimbus had surrounded the jet, and
from within, he heard the cries of the terrified passengers.

When he woke, the dream was still vivid, unusual for him. He figured the
coincidence of Linda’s parents and his being on the same plane had kicked it off
and doubted it meant much of anything. Still...

He ducked under the yellow tape and rang the bell. Linda opened the
door, dressed in tight-fitting jeans and a green top which molded her breasts in a
most attractive fashion.

“Hi,” Frank greeted her. “You look nice.”
She smiled. “Thanks. Can we leave this way?”
“Sure. And this will be gone by tomorrow.” Frank lifted a section of the

yellow tape for her to duck under. He followed, admiring the way the snug
denim cupped her backside.
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“Have the fingerprints from...have they been processed yet?” Linda asked
as soon as they were seated in Frank’s gray-blue Toyota and headed for the
freeway.

“I put a rush on them, but probably not. It can be done in ten minutes, but
first you have to get someone off his duff to send them in. Don’t worry,” he
grinned. “I’m just as anxious as you are to see the results. Hell, I even dreamed of
that damned plane crash.”

“I did too, early this morning. What was your dream about?”
He recounted his dream and saw Linda’s face lose some of its color.

“What’s wrong?”
“Do you think that’s how it happened?”
“Beats the hell out of me,” Frank said. “Don’t worry about it. I’m not.”
He asked her about her family again. Maybe she had recalled something

more.
“I don’t have any family. My younger sister was on the plane with the

folks,” she said. “She was only fourteen. I’m sorry. I already told you that, didn’t
I?”

“Don’t worry about it. This thing has stirred up memories for me, too,
even though all I lost were my parents. They were both with the State
Department, going along to work out some issues with the oil discovery.”

“My dad was a geologist. Doesn’t sound like a connection there, does it?”
“No. They probably didn’t even know each other.”
“Yeah.” A car nosed in front of them, narrowly missing his Toyota’s

fender. “Damn traffic. The rush hour’s starting already. I’m about ready to move
to the country.”

“We lived in the country up near Lake Livingston when I was small, then
Dad got into the oil business and we had to move closer to Houston.”

“We lived farther north, but still in east Texas.” A sudden thought hit
Frank. “You know, I’m wondering now how we missed being introduced, or at
least seeing each other at the briefings for relatives Lone Star Atlantic held after
the crash. Did you go to any of them?”

“Only one, and I didn’t see any point in going to any more. And I sure as
hell didn’t need any ‘grief counselors’.”

Frank detected the tone of aversion in her voice. “Sounds like you don’t
much care for them.”

“I did some research for an article on grief counseling once. It’s become a
pop industry and a lot of kooks have gotten into it. Besides, there’s some
evidence that grief counselors do more harm than good.”

Frank smiled. The more he talked to Linda, the more things he found they
had in common. “I only went to one of the briefings myself. When this fat guy
came up and stuck a card in my face and said he represented the best grief
counseling available, I almost punched him out.”
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Linda laughed. “Sounds like you got the one they tried to fob off on me.
Hey, we’re here.”

“So we are.” Frank said.
Inside the building, Frank led them from the lobby and then down a

hallway to one of the first floor cubbyholes where he and Willie maintained their
office. He made fresh coffee before taking her into a spare interview room and
beginning the formal proceedings. He smiled in apology as he read her the
standard Miranda rights and informed her the interview would be taped.

The interview gained him little, which he’d expected, but the formalities
had to be observed. By the time they were finished and back in his office, it was
already after four.

Slick Willie still hadn’t come in, but Inez Carmera had. She stood in
profile, talking to Detective George Wilson. She straightened, her gaze meeting
his, as he and Linda passed.

Frank’s mouth set in an unsmiling line as she approached his desk. What
had he seen in her, other than her looks? Her lack of morals before they’d split
up had gradually eclipsed his feelings for her, and now her surface beauty was
just about all he could see. She was his superior. In fact, she had gotten promoted
over his head right after their breakup, ostensibly because of her knowledge of
federal justice regulations and the workings of the Washington bureaucracy.
Personally, he thought she had gotten the promotion because of a connection at
headquarters, but whatever resentment he might have felt was long gone. He
was just glad that she wasn’t in his direct chain of command.

He nodded as she stopped in front of him and then eyed Linda
appraisingly. “Hello, Lieutenant. Can I help you?”

“You might start by introducing me to your friend. Or should I say
suspect?”

“Neither. Just a complainant.”
“Oh yes, the famous twin homicide case. What have you learned so far?”
“Nothing the feds would be interested in. And it hasn’t been classified as

a homicide yet.”
Inez turned away from him and spoke to Linda. “I’m Lieutenant Inez

Carmera.”
“Linda Vesprie.” For an endless moment, the two women stood no more

than two feet apart, staring at each other.
Inez broke eye contact first. “See you around, Frank,” she said as turned

and walked back down the hall.
Linda turned her glance to him. “What was that all about?”
He felt his face heat. “Inez and I were engaged a while back. I guess she

still feels a little uncomfortable when she sees me with someone else. No—sorry,
I didn’t mean it that way. It’s not like we, uh—”

Linda laughed at his discomfiture and his face burned hotter. “Never
mind, it doesn’t matter,” she said.
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He hurriedly glanced at his watch. “Tell you what, let me see if the
fingerprint data is ready yet.”

Frank had asked for Linda’s prints to be compared to those of the corpse
as soon as possible. Since they didn’t have to be integrated into the national
database, it shouldn’t have taken long.

“I’m for that,” she said. “I’ve been wondering and worrying ever since
this whole thing started. How could a body identical to me just appear? It’s
unreal. I would say impossible, but here I am talking to you about it.”

“Yeah. Strange.” He called the ID section. “Hi, it’s Frank. Have you got
anything on the prints I gave you yet?” He rustled some papers on his desk and
read off a number to be certain they were talking about the same ones. “You
have?” There was a long pause. “No shit. No, no, nothing as long as you’re sure.
Thanks, Jack. Let me know if anything comes up on the national comparison.”
He paused a moment, then hung up.

Linda raised her eyebrows inquiringly.
“Your prints match those of the corpse, barring a very slightly different

wear and tear that Jack says appear to be recent. You were right as rain. You
have a twin. Or I should say, you had a twin. You must have been separated at
birth, except...”

“Yes,” Linda said quietly. “Except for the purse, ID, lottery numbers and a
matching dress. How do you explain all that?”

“I don’t, or rather I can’t, at least not now. And damned if I know how to
even go about trying. I can tell you I checked the hospital records and they show
a single birth. You.”

“Well, that’s a relief in one way and scary in another. How can this be?”
“Maybe something will turn up with the evidence we collected around

your porch.”
“Do you really think so?”
“I’d have to say probably not, since what we did find looked perfectly

normal for front porches and yards.” He smiled. “Look, don’t take this as a
come-on, but I’d like to get together with you again, informally, to compare what
we can about the plane crash.”

“Okay. Why don’t you call me?”
“Better still, how about tomorrow? I won’t have to worry too much about

sleep. I have tomorrow and the next day off.”
“I thought you worked nights.”
“No, I was just in the barrel when your case came up.”
“Barrel?”
“Catching the night cases. We take turns.”
“Oh. Why don’t you come over about eleven or so and I’ll make lunch?”
“Thanks, I’d like that.” Frank gave her his best smile. “But right now I

have some work to catch up on here, so let me run you home.”
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Inez stymied Frank’s intention of not letting the news of Linda’s prints
matching those of the corpse on her doorstep get out. Unfortunately, the case had
already gained enough notoriety within the department that it was a lost cause,
especially as Inez had developed feelers within the precinct, not t o mention
headquarters as well. And the ID section was particularly vulnerable to her
contacts since that was the place she interacted with most often when liaising
with federal departments, most notably the Homeland Security departments of
the FBI and NSA. She heard of the matching prints no more than an hour after
Frank did, then immediately called her contact with the FBI office in Houston
and made an appointment with Burl Jenkins, the Special Agent In Charge. She
gave out just enough information to make him curious. She was at his office in
downtown Houston an hour later.

Burl Jenkins, a short, squat man with dark hair and bushy eyebrows,
greeted Inez warmly. Like Willie, he hoped for more than business contacts with
Inez, but also like him, he had so far been unsuccessful. Regardless, Jenkins was
completely professional when it came to matters affecting the Bureau—or which
might affect it.

“So what’s the deal, Inez? You said something about a dead twin
matching a live one, but shouldn’t. What gives? And why get me involved?”

Inez smiled. “What if the case involved a privately owned 747 Boeing jet
that disappeared a few years back? Would that make you sit up and take
notice?”

Burl leaned forward in his chair. “Damn straight. Anything having to do
with terrorism is always top priority nowadays.”

“I didn’t say it involved terrorism. And the case is still developing. What I
know so far is that the woman whose purported twin dropped dead on her
doorstep, as well as the detective catching the case, both had parents on that
plane. Is that a coincidence or not?”

Burl rubbed his chin with his thumb and forefinger. After a moment of
silence, he spoke. “That’s carrying coincidence a bit far in my book. What else?”

“The dead girl’s clothing matched what the live one was wearing at the
time and purses from each contained the same items, including identification
and credit cards.”

“Sounds like a setup to me.”
She frowned. “The whole thing is just too peculiar for words.”
And that’s what has her panties bunched up, Burl thought. She likes everything

to be ordered and not only correct, but politically correct. “Well, what do you want me
to do? I can’t see a valid reason for us to get involved just yet.”

“For now, I just wanted to keep you informed. What you might do in the
meantime is find out what the government has on the disappearance of that jet.
Maybe there’s something to it that would help explain the body.”

“I can do that much. Check back with me tomorrow, okay?”
“Fine. How about lunch?”
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“Okay. I’ll be here around noon. Or would you rather meet somewhere
else?”

“Here is fine.” Inez got to her feet, revealing a flash of thigh.
Burl admired the slice of pale skin, but knew she’d offered it as a payoff

payoff for his showing up. She departed with a self-satisfied smile. Yeah, he'd
push some buttons and have everything about the missing plane by tomorrow,
but it wouldn’t necessarily be for her benefit.


Frank’s mind had worked in a similar vein. Before going to bed for some

much needed sleep, he called an agent with the National Transportation Safety
Board who had befriended him at the time of the plane’s disappearance. While
the investigation proceeded, they had found compatible interests and had a
drink or two together a couple times. He was fortunate and caught him on the
first ring.

“Hi, Russell. This is Frank Winston. Remember me?”
“Of course. What can I do for you, Frank?”
“I was wondering if anything else ever turned up on our plane.”
“No, not really. There isn’t much we can do about a jet that just

disappears and we never found its remains. Or even any debris for that matter. “
“I always did have trouble believing that story, Russ.”
There was silence on the other end of the line and when it stretched on,

Frank continued. “Look, Russ, I know there are always things you guys don’t
make public, particularly to relatives if it’s, uh...”

“Gruesome? Yes, we try to spare them from that sort of thing. Is there
anything in particular you’re after?”

“Sit still and listen for a minute, then you tell me.” Frank described the
abrupt appearance of the body and then revealed both he and Linda had lost
family on the plane.

“Strange,” Russell Terkit said. “About as strange as…” His words broke
off abruptly.

Frank was on it like a cat on a lizard. “As strange as what, Russ?”
“Hang on a minute and let me pull up the file.”
Frank waited impatiently through two or three minutes of silence before

Russell came back on the line.
“All right, Frank, there is something peculiar here that’s never been made

public. I can let you have it if it’s part of a formal investigation. Is it?”
“Not exactly. Or not yet.”
“Never mind. I’ve always thought it should have been publicized anyway.

Just remember you didn’t get it from me, okay?”
“I don’t even know you.”
“Good enough. Are you by a fax so it doesn’t go any further?”
“Use my home fax.” Frank relayed the number.
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It seemed like hours, but he was sure it was only minutes later when he
heard his dedicated fax boot up.

The data ran to three pages, including Russell’s cover note at the
beginning.

Frank, following is a transcript of conversation picked up by
another jetliner. We never could make much out of it. An analysis
follows. Good luck. Russ. BTW, voices were ID’d and assigned
later.

Captain: Targets, two o’clock, moving to our ten...you have a tally on them, Chet?
Copilot: Yeah, I see ‘em...I think they’re closing with us. They aren’t showing up

on the TCAS… What the hell are they?
Pilot: I think those are damn Foo fighters! I thought the whole idea was bullshit...

Where the hell did they come from?
Copilot: I don’t know, but I think we’d better give them some room… Suggest we

break left!
Pilot: It’s getting bigger… God, look at the lightning!
Copilot: Break left! Break left! We’re gonna hit!
Pilot: I’m—ah, shit!
Copilot: It’s—
Analysis suggests violent thunderstorm was the problem and what the pilots

viewed was the phenomenon of ball lightning. But meteorologists deny it could form at
that altitude so quickly. Fortuitous satellite observation noted “fuzzy” anomaly, which
obscured earth observation near point of disappearance. Photo-interpreters unable to
classify “fuzzy” spot.

NTSB best analysis is that aircraft remained intact after lightning destroyed
communications capability and electronics. Aircraft then probably descended and sank
into Lake Mead where deep water and strong currents made recovery impossible.

There were several more pages of data, including a passenger list and an
index of next of kin of all passengers. There had been two hundred fifty
passengers, plus the two pilots, the engineers and six flight attendants. He
glanced at the addresses of the next of kin. They were from all over the United
States, even some from France and Italy, but a good half of them were from the
Houston area. There was a separate note on the bottom sheet.

Frank, please destroy both my notes. FYI, we made up the part about deep water
and strong currents prohibiting recovery. There was absolutely nothing to recover, but
someone from Homeland Security intervened and prevented us from talking about it.

Foo fighters, Frank thought dreamily. Christ, I haven’t heard anything
about them in years. He knew enough about ball lightning to know that no one
knew much about it. He guessed that said a little about him. He knew about
UFOs, but didn’t believe in them, and had heard his granddad talk about some
World War II off-the-wall sightings of balls of fire that tailed jet fighters in the
1940’s, but he knew little about phenomena of this nature.
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Frank set the papers aside and made a note for their resident computer
expert to trace and look for other occurrences similar to Linda’s “twin” body. He
even debated about calling in and getting that underway immediately, but in the
end, was just too tired. He went back to bed.
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CHAPTER THREE

Despite the circumstances, Linda looked forward to seeing the detective
again. It wasn’t because he was a hunk, although he wasn’t hard to look at with
those penetrating, long-lashed brown eyes. And he had a nice smile. Nope, it
wasn’t that, she assured herself, it was only because it was the first time in a
while she would be cooking for a man in her home. She wouldn’t admit it to
another soul, but she was just old-fashioned enough to miss it. She hoped he
liked chicken because that was what she was cooking, a Cornish game hen split
in half, wings discarded, then broiled in butter with green peppers, celery,
potatoes and onions. It had been her mother’s favorite recipe. She’d added a
salad with caramelized walnuts and crumbled feta cheese and French bread to
go with it. And wine, since he wouldn’t be on duty.

The ingredients ready, she put everything on hold and opened a bottle of
Chardonnay.

When the doorbell rang promptly at eleven, she felt a little flutter inside as
she went to answer it. Relax, she told herself firmly. This is just a meeting to
compare notes.

Frank wore faded jeans, boots, a dark blue T-shirt and a lighter blue
windbreaker. He had a brown bag in his hand, which looked suspiciously like a
bottle. “Hi. I brought a little something to contribute to lunch.”

“Come on in,” Linda said, taking the wrapped bottle. She led him into a
room of the house she hadn’t shown him on his first visit, the only room she had
gotten decorated to her satisfaction so far. It was a large den serving as both
dining and entertainment area. The room was bright and airy. Sunlight streamed
in through long, narrow wooden blinds screening a patio door. A tall green plant
filled one corner. Overstuffed chocolate brown chairs faced each other with a
brown and tan plaid sofa between them. Framed photos of seascapes hung on
the walls. The kitchen was beyond, exposed by a wide opening over a bar. She
set the bag down on the dining table and pulled the bottle from it, then laughed.

“What’s so funny?” Frank asked, puzzled.
“Look.” Linda pointed to the identical brand she’d purchased.
Frank examined the bottle, then shrugged and grinned. “Great minds?”
“As good an explanation as any. Let’s go into the kitchen and you do the

honors. We can have a glass or two before I start lunch, unless you’re really
hungry.” She handed him a corkscrew.

“I can wait that long.”
“Good. As long as we’re both off-duty, we’ll just assume the sun has

reached the yardarm, even if it really hasn’t.”
Frank opened the bottle. Linda poured, then led him back to the den area

and indicated the couch with a wave of her hand.
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Frank looked around as if he felt slightly guilty about something. Linda
raised an eyebrow, then thought she knew. “Let me take your jacket.”

He removed it, revealing his shoulder holster and grinned. “I guess you
wouldn’t mind if I took this off, too, huh?”

“Um, yes. I suppose I knew police were armed when off-duty, but it was
sort of an intellectual knowledge.”

Frank hung his jacket on the coat rack by the entrance and then removed
his weapon. “No kids around, I take it?” he asked before hanging it up, too.

“No, but thanks for asking. You can’t be too careful.” She grinned. “I keep
mine out of sight in my purse when I carry it.”

 “You’re licensed to carry?”
“Yup, ever since I saw a carjacking with my own eyes. I’ve been a little lax

about taking it with me lately but I believe I’d better start again, considering
what happened here. Besides, that carjacking made a believer out of me, not that
I ever objected to the concealed weapon law. I think there wouldn’t be so many
violent crimes if more responsible citizens went armed.” She stopped talking
abruptly, realizing she was getting uncomfortably close to babbling.

Frank seated himself and leaned back. “So long as you qualify it that way,
I agree.”

She saw it in his face; he was wondering about the best way to approach
the subject he’d come to discuss. She beat him to it. “Where should we start?
Before the crash, or afterwards?”

Frank eyed her as she sipped her wine. “Why don’t you tell me a bit about
yourself first? Or if you prefer, I’ll be the one to jump.”

Linda smiled. “I don’t mind, especially since there’s not much to tell. I was
married once, it didn’t work out. It turned out he not only played fast and loose
with the truth when dealing with his customers at the brokerage, he did the same
with me. After my parents died, he wanted to use my settlement money from
Lone Star Atlantic to invest in some crazy scheme or another. I wouldn’t go for it,
and things went downhill from there. No kids. I stay busy with freelance writing.
No current male friend. There, how’s that for a quick summary?”

“Good enough. But you said, ‘after my parents died’. I’m beginning to
wonder.”

“Oh Lord, Frank, please don’t hold out hope after all this time.”
“Sorry. I’m not, really. It’s just there were some peculiar circumstances

about it. I’ll tell you what I can later. In the meantime, I’ll give you a summary. I
was a Marine for four years and I’ve been a cop ever since, other than college. A
degree in criminology with a minor in science. Never married. No brothers or
sisters. No significant other right now. We parted company over a year ago. It’s
not an unusual thing on the job.”

 “What do you do for pleasure?”
Frank laughed. “Maybe I shouldn’t say this, considering what we’re going

through, but my chief pastime is reading science fiction.”
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Linda’s mouth dropped open. “Omigod, wouldn’t you know it?”
“Yeah,” he said. “I take it you’re not a science fiction fan?”
“Quite the contrary. I not only read it, I write it.”
“Ouch. That’s what I get for assuming. Have you published much?”
“Just some short stories so far, and two electronic books with a limited

print run to follow.”
Frank appeared lost in thought for a moment and then slapped his

forehead. “Hey, now I remember. Two months ago, Dream World Tales. You
wrote that little story I liked so much, Alternity Inspector. Hey, can I have your
autograph?”

“How about another glass of wine instead? I’m not famous enough to be
giving out autographs. In fact, I’m not famous at all.”

“Keep writing like you did in that story and you will be.”
“Thanks. Have you ever tried writing?”
“Yep. Gave it up. Too much like work.”
“I wish more people realized that.”
“No one can really appreciate another person’s job unless they’ve actually

tried it. And speaking of jobs, part of mine is to find out more about...the body, I
guess we have to call it. The deceased? Twin? Whatever, I need more
information.”

Linda had her back to him as she refilled their glasses, but he caught the
sudden stiffness of her body.

“Sorry. I could have phrased that better,” he said.
Linda shrugged as she turned around, holding both glasses. “Well, that’s

what it was—a body. And I don’t care if it is identical to me—other than being
dead, of course.” She gave him a wry smile, then continued, “I don’t feel any
connection, or relationship, I should say. What really bothers me is it’s so...so...”

“Inexplicable?”
“Exactly.”
Frank took his glass from her hand and sipped, leaning back on the couch.

“Well, I’ll confess I’ve never run across anything so bizarre. Which means, let’s
work a bit while we drink.” He smiled, then began a series of questions about
whether there had been anything unusual she’d noticed before the flight,
anything afterward, or anything at all that might help shed light on the event. He
went at it from several different directions, finally exhausting any further
possibilities and depleting another glass of wine. “Enough,” he said. “We’re
getting nowhere. And I don’t know about you, but I’ve had about all the wine I
can stand on an empty stomach.”

“Me, too,” Linda admitted. “Relax, and I’ll get lunch started. My, it’s
almost one o’clock already.”

While Linda busied herself in the kitchen alcove, Frank found the
television zapper and clicked on to the local news channel. It was already over.
Not being addicted to soap operas, he tried another channel. He caught just the
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end of the story; but, had his wine glass been anything other than empty, he
would have spilled it as he surged to his feet, listening intently.

“...Claims never to have had a twin and has no idea how or why an
identical body appeared in his bedroom. A Dickinson Police Department
spokesperson said a thorough investigation is underway, including DNA and
fingerprint analysis.”

Frank was familiar with Dickinson. It was a small city southeast of
Houston, on Interstate 45 leading to Galveston and the Gulf of Mexico. Even as
he took out his phone and began dialing, he was willing to bet the person
involved had relatives on the lost flight. What had the person’s name been?
Henderson? Yes. He tried to think whether he had met anyone by that name in
the aftermath of the plane’s disappearance, but couldn’t remember. He turned
toward Linda as he suddenly noticed her presence.

She held a dripping spatula in her hand and stared at the television with a
look on her face approaching horror. He went to her and took the spatula from
her hand and set it on the cabinet. Abruptly, she moved against him, body
trembling.

“Easy, easy,” Frank said softly. “Don’t let it get to you.”
Linda lifted her face, eyes glinting with tears. “I know Jim Henderson.

He’s a good friend. We went to school together. His brother was on that flight.
Frank, my God, have we fallen into some kind of twilight zone?”

Before he could answer, his cell phone rang. His lips twisted into a
mirthless smile as he listened to orders to come back on duty.


Since Dickinson was not within the Houston Police Department’s

authority, it took a bit of negotiation before Frank and Willie were allowed onto
the crime scene—if indeed, a crime had been committed, something Frank was
beginning to doubt. Just as he had convinced the Dickinson detective to allow
them entry, Captain Hilcroft, their own precinct captain, showed up. For a police
captain, he cut a good figure with his slender build and silvery hair. Frank also
knew he had an intellect approaching genius—a fact not known to many on the
force—and that he loved police work so much that he had no political ambitions,
a godsend to his superiors. He had only reluctantly accepted promotion to
captain and still tried to get out of the office as much as possible.

“Captain Hilcroft,” Frank greeted his superior.
“Lieutenant Winston. Sergeant Grafton. So, do you think we have little

green men throwing bodies around?”
Frank shook his head with a soft laugh. “I don’t know what to think just

yet. And since when am I a lieutenant?”
“Since you passed the test. It wasn’t going to become official until next

month, but I talked the chief into letting you get the jump on time in grade. I told
him you were an expert on little green men.”
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“Thanks bunches.” A year or two before, the captain had somehow found
out Frank was a science fiction fan. Grafton had teased him about it, but now he
looked positively disgusted at being newly outranked.

Hilcroft shrugged and smiled thinly.“ Captain Merkins called me after his
detective compared notes on the dead body and the live twin. They’re identical,
at least in appearance. How about your case? Anything new?”

Frank thought of the disappearance of the airplane that had taken both his
and Linda’s parents. Should he mention that? Giving a mental shrug, he decided
to let Hilcroft in on the correlation—and incidentally, to allow Willie to become a
party to it.

“There’s something new all right, sir, but damned if I can make sense of it.
I found out that Linda Vesprie’s parents and my own were both lost on the same
plane; the 747 owned by Lone Star Atlantic that disappeared over Nevada a few
years back.”

While Willie’s face wore a puzzled frown, Frank could practically see
Hilcroft’s brain go into high gear, sorting the data out to see if it made sense.
Finally, he shook his head. “I don’t see how it can be anything other than
coincidence. Unless there’s something else?”

Willie had no more than begun to look relieved, when Frank said, “There
is, sir. Linda Vesprie knows the family here. She went to school with the live
twin—and his brother was lost on the same plane.”

Dead, solid silence told Frank this revelation was making an impression.
A frown line appeared between Hilcroft’s eyebrows. Willie’s mouth hung open
for a moment before he remembered to close it.

Hilcroft finally spoke. “All right, it’s no longer a coincidence, though I’ll
be damned if I know what it is. But right now, no word of this to anyone,
especially the media. Understood?” He stared with deadly seriousness at the two
detectives as if they might be reporters in disguise.

“Yes, sir,” Frank said immediately.
“Grafton?” Hilcroft moved a step closer to Willie.
“Oh. Uh, yes, sir, I understand.”
Hilcroft continued staring for a moment, then said, “Be sure that you do,

Sergeant. Be very sure. Come on now, let’s go see the crew here.” He let Grafton
get a little ways ahead, then put his arm briefly around Frank’s shoulder and
whispered “Frank, if you have a dead twin that shows up on your doorstep,
you’d better start writing science fiction instead of reading it.”

Frank chuckled, but there was little humor to the sound he made.


As they approached, the door to the frame and brick house opened. The
man in the doorway blinked once at the sight of a HPD captain’s uniform, then
his face relaxed. He came down the steps and held out his hand.

“Captain Hilcroft?”
“That’s me.”
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“I’m Detective Arnold Myers. I’ve been expecting you.”
“Great. This is Lieutenant Winston and Sergeant Grafton from the HPD.

They’re handling our case. Is there any place inside to sit down?”
“The family’s still here, but they seem to be nice folks. I don’t think they’ll

mind.”
Hilcroft considered. “How about your shop? Maybe that’d be better. We

can compare notes without letting anything else leak out.”
Myers shrugged. “Sure. I’ve got my car here. Follow me.”


“Almost the exact same pattern,” Hilcroft said after the briefing at the

Dickinson Police Headquarters. “Except Henderson didn’t hear the body arrive.
He first found out about it when he went back into his bedroom to get dressed.”

Frank pushed himself away from the conference table and crossed his
legs. “Yes, sir. But what does it mean?”

“Damned if I know, but since the prints have been matched here, I think
it’s time to bring some more talent into the business.”

“What sort of talent?” Detective Myers asked suspiciously, as if his
competence were being tested.

Hilcroft looked pensive. “Some scientists who deal in quantum theory, for
starters. And perhaps the National Security Agency and the FBI to go along with
them.”

Frank frowned. He knew a little about quantum theory, but he couldn’t
quite imagine how it applied here—and he sure as hell didn’t like government
agencies interacting with police work, except in very obvious situations and in
clearly defined ways. He had the utmost respect for Hilcroft’s razor-sharp mind,
though.

“Stop frowning, Frank, you’re still going to be involved.”
“How can you be sure? You bring in Homeland Security, and with the FBI

and NSA both, no telling what will happen. Next thing you know, they might
sequester us under Cheyenne Mountain and never let us go, or wrap us up in
little white jackets and deposit us in a padded room.”

“I think I can guarantee that won’t happen,” Hilcroft said with a smile.
“However—and this applies to everyone—there’s already been enough
publicity. Our case is still under wraps. If we’re real careful, curiosity about this
one will die down after a while.”

“I couldn’t help it,” Myers said. “The Henderson guy talked to a reporter
for the local paper and it went downhill from there.”

“No one is blaming you, but please don’t spread it any further.”
“I don’t think that will help,” Frank said after some thought.
“Why not?”
“Because I don’t see any reason why it should stop. So far, we have two

dead twins. It’s as if someone is trying to create matches for relatives of the
people in the plane crash. What happens when we get a live one?”
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Hilcroft mused for a moment, like a professor asked an unexpected
question in class. Then he brightened. “In that case, we’ll just damn well ask the
live one what the hell is going on.”


After returning from Dickinson, Frank asked for a private audience with

Captain Hilcroft. As soon as he was admitted to Hilcroft’s office, Frank began.
“Captain, I think we should bring the relatives of the victims of that plane

crash into the picture, particularly since…”
Hilcroft held up a hand to stop him before he went any further. “Frank, I

have no control over what goes on in Dickinson. The media already has that one.
If another gets out, we won’t be able to accomplish anything with all the
publicity. And I really don’t like the idea of alerting all the relatives to the
possibility their dead identical twins might suddenly appear on their doorsteps. I
can’t see the point of upsetting them when we don’t yet know that it’s going to
happen.”

“I think it will continue. But don’t ask me why, because I can’t give you
any reason in particular. Besides, Linda already knows. I was at her place
comparing notes on our family history when the story broke. Why not keep her,
at least, in the picture?”

“Linda, is it?”
“Well, she’s not a suspect anymore, if she ever was one. Is there a problem

with being on a first name basis with her?”
Hilcroft grinned knowingly. “None from where I sit. But let’s still try

keeping a lid on this for a while. Okay?”
“As you say, Captain. Now I think I’ll finish taking the rest of my day

off.”
“Be sure you’re somewhere we can contact you.”
“I always am.”
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CHAPTER FOUR

Gloom pervaded the senses of everyone sitting around the conference
table in the control room. The reason for this was displayed on several huge
screens attached to walls on opposite sides of the central table so the half dozen
men and women present could observe while debating what to do next. Not that
there was much choice.

Gilbert Collins, Director of Quantum Research Applications, leaned back
in his plush seat and stared at one of the screens. It pulsed. The gray light within
it wavered and then cleared, causing him to turn to Wesley Jones.

“We’ve established the link,” the young genius behind the quantum
research and the one who had conceived Project Survival, announced. “It’s
stronger this time.”

Collins nodded his head while thanking his lucky star that Wesley Jones
had come aboard. He had an intellect so far outside the bell-shaped curve that
the normal genius was a moron in comparison. Besides understanding the weird
and counterintuitive aspects of quantum theory as well as any human mind was
capable of, he also was an expert in computer theory. Collins knew no one but
Wesley could have designed the computers and programs that controlled the
project—and ultimately, controlled the very future of many world lines. Project
Survival would be a near impossible goal if not for him.
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Chapter One

The small city of Masterville is located in extreme northern Arkansas, near
the border of Missouri in the heart of the Ozark mountain range. It sits at the
bottom of a valley which is surrounded by rather large foothills. The hills grow
even larger in the distance, rising finally to heights of several thousand feet
before turning into rounded mountains, worn down by time. The valley, and the
city it enclosed, might never have been noticed, or at least come into public
awareness, had it not been for an obscure government clerk who worked as a
statistical analyst for the Census Bureau. He was a career civil servant and
conscientious to a fault. His name was Harry Beales and he had spent most of
twenty years in the same office, sifting data from census figures as if the fate of
the nation depended on what he wrought from his tables and graphs and rows of
numbers appended to obscure facts. However, the fate of the nation paid Harry
no mind until well after the turn of the century, when the Census Bureau
computers became sophisticated enough to sift out some anomalies, which Harry
then noticed. 

Other, more modern computers might have picked up on the figures
earlier but Harry had no access to them, and he was the only person in the
bureau whose job description specifically directed him to search for
unexplainable blips. Even after the new computers were installed, it was several
years after the census had been completed before the amoeba-like distribution of
data was completed and found its way to Harry’s desk. He could then begin the
plodding search for unusual facts and figures from the last census that he was
responsible for finding.

Give Harry his due. He recognized the first little oddity buried in the
wealth of newly updated files and he followed up on it relentlessly. What he saw
first was that in the small little city of Masterville, high up in the Ozarks, the
national divorce rate didn’t seem to apply. There were very few divorces in
Masterville. Not only that, as his curiosity was piqued and he looked further, he
saw that there weren’t that many marriages, either. Both facts were anomalies
and Harry was very good at anomalies. That was his job, after all. He searched
some more.

Harry thought that the low divorce and marriage rate would indicate a
greater percentage of people with different last names living together and that
turned out to be the case. He knew from previous census data that as a rule,
those households where couples lived together without benefit of marriage
should have fewer children in residence, regardless of which parent they
belonged to, or whether the offspring belonged to both. That turned out not to be
the case; there were more, not less. Apparently the citizens of Masterville cared
little for marriage but lots for children. About this time, he noticed that it was
near five o’clock, and bureaucrat that he was, he called it a day. The next
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morning he plodded back to his figures.
During the course of that day, Harry discovered several other

disconcerting facts. Following up on family statistics, he keyed into Department
of Human Resources files and found that, contrary to his expectations, very few
of the unwed mothers in Masterville were on welfare or Medicaid, or ever had
been; in fact, most of them lived with the father of their children. This led him
back to educational levels, an indication of income. These women had an average
of three years of college and an average income even higher than that bit of data
should indicate. He thought then that the racial balance in Masterville would be
skewed toward a lower percentage of minority groups than average, but again
the facts were contrary; the racial classification was about average for that area of
the country. By this time Harry began developing a personal rather than a
professional interest in the cluster of statistical aberrations. His curiosity was
highly aroused, even though he was only doing what he was paid to do. It was
simply that his work had finally become interesting rather than routine. He
became so involved in his study that he actually put in more than two hours of
overtime that day before remembering he was working for nothing. Overtime
wasn’t authorized in his department. He hastily shut off his computer terminal
and locked his little cubbyhole of an office and went home to his statistically
normal wife and two children, a boy and a girl. 

Usually, being a considerate husband and father, Harry tried to spend
some time after work with Bertha, his wife, and John and Mary, their two
children. After that, he watched TV, scanning over the several hundred channels
his receiver would accept while looking for an interesting program.

This evening though, Harry was distracted. Right after dinner he zapped
into a bland, uninteresting movie and left the channel selector alone while his
mind wandered. Later, in bed, he found that he couldn’t sleep; the problem from
work kept intruding. In all his years as a statistical analyst, rising slowly but
surely from GS-6 to GS-13, he had never seen anything like the data he had
pulled from the computer files over the last two days, and he really didn’t know
what to do with it. The figures kept turning over in his mind like a school of fish
slowly breaking the surface of a tranquil lake, rising and falling back into the
depths, leaving only ripples behind. He finally slept, but badly.

The next day being Saturday, Harry was off work, of course. He rose, red-
eyed and irritable at his inability to sleep during the night. He showered, shaved,
had his usual breakfast of bacon and eggs and toast then went out into his garage
and began tuning up the lawnmower. Winter was over and tufts of St. Augustine
grass were beginning to send out green tendrils in the front yard.

The mower wouldn’t start, perhaps because Harry wasn’t paying much
attention to what he was doing and didn’t tighten the sparkplug securely enough
after replacing it. A little later he came back into the house, washed up and
informed Bertha that he was going back to the office to catch up on some work.
Bertha stared at him. Harry had never gone to work on a Saturday as long as she



Strange Valley

7

had known him.
“Harry, dear, is anything wrong?” She asked.
“No, honey,” Harry said. “Just a little problem at the office. I’ll be back

soon.”
Before Bertha could question him further Harry departed in their new

van, purchased after his last promotion. Once on the way, he drove faster than
normal, anxious to get to work for the first time he could remember,
notwithstanding that it was his day off and that he certainly couldn’t expect to
get paid for his time. Nevertheless, he entered his little office and booted up his
computer terminal with all the enthusiasm of a four year old turning on Saturday
morning cartoons.

Harry did not return home soon. Once ensconced at his desk he forgot all
about what time it was. Following up on the facts he had already gathered, he
flung his net wider and discovered that his data applied not only to Masterville,
but to surrounding towns and villages, spilling out into the broad valley for
miles around before beginning to taper off to more normal findings.

Once he had the anomalous area pretty well mapped, Harry began a
search for other statistical aberrations within the plat. They were not hard to find,
once he began looking, and knew what he was looking for. Crime seemed to be
almost nonexistent in the valley and the surrounding area. Masterville had never
accepted any government grants for parks or sewer systems, no government
money to maintain or develop historical sites or any of the other programs
congressmen were so fond of grabbing for their districts to help them get
reelected. Federal and state welfare programs were being utilized hardly at all.
Masterville College, a private school, had never accepted a government grant.
Both of the Masterville hospitals, and its single nursing home, operated entirely
without government funds, not even Medicare reimbursement.

Indeed, neither would have been reimbursed by the government because
they had never applied for Medicare or Joint Commission accreditation, a
prerequisite for government help. Harry checked and found that both hospitals
and the nursing home were inspected by the state, but that was all, as if the
directors did only the minimum required by law.

This fact led Harry to check on the public schools. None of them were
registered with the federal nutrition program or for school lunch funding or any
other federal or state program other than those specifically prescribed by law.

This induced Harry to search out income distribution for the whole
population, not just the plethora of unwed mothers. He found that income
followed a normal bell-shaped curve, but the curve itself was shifted somewhat
to the right when compared with national figures.

Valley residents earned more, on average, than would be expected for that
area of the country and its industries. Home ownership also turned out to be
much higher than in other parts of the nation, though he was hard put to find
much financing by government programs. The local banks appeared to hold



Darrell Bain

8

most of the mortgages on homes in the valley. These facts made him wonder
whether he had misread the minority population statistics. He went back to
them.

No, they were about normal for that area of the country, but the minorities
in Masterville seemed to get along unusually well in life, as if no one there cared
about their color or origin or religion. That didn’t seem right, given the
contrariness of human nature, but when he delved into other files he was
accumulating at an astounding rate, he could find very few instances of
discrimination suits or racial unrest, not as far back as he could check. In fact, he
could find very few lawsuits of any kind when he decided to check into that area
of Masterville’s business and sent out electronic feelers for the data. Stranger and
stranger, he said to himself, as intrigued as a small boy who has just discovered
tadpoles or garden snakes.

The next thing Harry delved into was religious affiliation, and there he
soon found another glaring blip. The most common religious preference of the
inhabitants appeared to be “none.” Although that was implied data rather than
hard figures, since a number of people typically marked none on their census
forms. But he also determined the fact that there was a dearth of churches in
Masterville. There were far fewer than usual for a city squarely in the middle of
the “Bible Belt” of America, an area stretching from the Appalachian Mountains
to the Midwest, where religion played a great role in most communities and the
lives of their citizens.

By the time Harry had pulled all these bits from the files he had gathered,
he was becoming excited. There seemed to be no end to the phenomena. At this
point, impelled to action by all the statistical abnormalities, Harry did something
which was specifically forbidden to government employees: he began looking
into political affiliations. In order to get into this area, he had to use a few
techniques which were generally known but almost never used by the computer
operators. The techniques bordered on the illegal.

Ordinarily, he wouldn’t have thought of doing such a thing, but by this
time he was far gone in his research. He hooked into the voting rolls of
Masterville County and discovered that a very high percentage of registered
voters listed themselves as independent rather than giving a party affiliation.
Feeling guilty, he began checking local, state and national election results from
Masterville. He found that most of them, and most especially the local elections,
had all been very one-sided, almost as if the citizens had agreed beforehand on
what the results should be or whom they should vote for.

Harry worked most of the day. He turned up other peculiarities, none of
which would have caused alarm taken alone, but added to all the other oddities
about the valley, were disconcerting to a degree. Average life span was several
years longer than in the rest of the state or nation. Illegal drug use was very low.
Enlistment in the armed services was high, though there appeared to be few
military retirees from Masterville on government rolls. Interracial marriages,
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where there were marriages, were high. Most residents had been born in the
valley, and apparently intended to die there. It took a while to ferret out the data
from obscure sources, but Harry found that Masterville apparently did not cater
to the tourist trade. There were few motels or hotels in the area, unusual for
being so near other highly rated vacation spots. 

This last datum made Harry wonder how the residents of Masterville
supported themselves. It took a while but eventually he discovered that the little
city supported many cottage industries specializing in products which were
usually imported from overseas. Masterville charged higher prices but produced
such quality goods and niche items that they found a ready market. He smiled to
himself when he found that one little factory employing a dozen or so persons
was making a good profit by hand sewing shirts in the old sizes of neck and arm
length rather than the three standards from overseas, small, medium and large.
Harry remembered gritching to Bertha about how he could never find a shirt that
fit right anymore. He happily book-marked that data for his personal use later.
Someone in Masterville was making a good living supplying that want, it
seemed, and he intended to add his business to their list of customers.

There were more bookstores per capita in Masterville than would be
expected, and fewer Movie theaters and game rooms. The city supported a
publishing house which specialized in books of fiction and nonfiction which
didn’t quite fit the mold of the big New York Houses, and checking their web
site, Harry saw that they were making no attempt to imitate the giants; they
simply looked for good literature to publish, and were doing so at a profit,
though few best sellers had come from their presses. There were also a couple of
ebook publishers with thousands of titles in each of their catalogs. 

 It went on and on, but finally Harry had to call a halt. He had skipped
lunch entirely and it was already past time for dinner. Reluctantly, he shut down
his computer then locked up and went home.

Bertha insisted that Harry stay home and attend church with her Sunday
morning and mow the lawn that afternoon. Harry would much rather have been
in his office sitting at his work station, but he did as she asked. Besides, he
needed time to think about what to do with his findings, and the monotonous
rounds of the mower (which he had fixed) gave him leeway to consider the
problem.

Masterville and the valley in which it sat was a strange place indeed if his
data was accurate, and he had no reason to doubt that it was. By the time the
yard was mowed level and Harry came in for dinner he thought he could sum
up his thoughts in one short sentence: Masterville was just too good to be true.
There must be something wrong there, though for the life of him, he couldn’t
figure out what it might be. He just knew that such serene, peaceful prosperity as
the valley seemed to typify was as out of place in present day America as an oil
derrick on the White House lawn. He made up his mind to see someone about it,
which he did on Monday morning.
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Harry Beales should have had a place in the history books, or at least a

footnote for being the first to uncover the gentle mantle of peace and prosperity
hovering over Masterville Valley, but he was after all only a GS-13 clerk and his
role in the subsequent investigation was soon forgotten by those higher in the
hierarchy of government service. Perhaps Harry would have wanted it that way.
Once he turned his findings over to others, he went back to working his normal
hours and channel surfing from his easy chair and mowing the lawn on Saturday
mornings. Eventually he put the whole episode out of his mind and didn’t think
of it again until it became national news. Others did no such thing.
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Chapter Two

“I don’t get it,” Daniel Stenning said as he finished reading the condensed
version of the Masterville data. He tapped an impatient finger on top of the stack
of papers. He looked around the table to see if anyone else agreed with him.
Besides himself, there were three other persons in the NSA briefing room located
in the bowels of the headquarters building in Washington. Opposite him, the FBI
liaison shrugged, but said nothing. To his right was a woman, an NSA field
agent like himself, but one whom he had never met. She ignored him and
continued perusing the report.

“What is it you don’t get, Daniel?” his boss asked. Mandel Crafton hada
chisled face and hard flinty eyes that he used like a weapon.

“First of all, I don’t see what this business has to do with national security.
And second, why is it stamped secret?” He tapped the papers again. “Most of the
data here is available to anyone who cares to sift through the census statistics or
look it up on the web.”

Crafton’s eyes focused on Daniel like an invisible laser, hunting for a hint
of insubordination. He hadn’t wanted him on this case; though mild-mannered,
the agent was far too successful at his work for Crafton to think of him as
anything other than a potential competitor. Better to use someone like Shirley
there, whose loyalty to him was unquestionable. She had already pinned her
career to his rising star. However, he hadn’t had a say in Stenning’s presence. His
own superior had specifically ordered him to assign him to the case. Given
Stenning’s previous history of successful operations, it made him believe his boss
already thought there were wider implications to the assignment than he had
voiced, and wanted one of the best field agents on it right from the start.

“It’s not up to field agents to question an operation, Daniel. And as far as
the secrecy goes, no one else other than that little stat clerk and his superior have
made all these connections. They have been ordered to stay silent until we
determine what’s going on here.”

“But why? I don’t see anything about Masterville that’s really
earthshaking. So what if the population is a little different? From what I’ve
heard, some of those communities up in the Ozarks and Appalachians have been
inbred for generations. Maybe that’s the reason. Besides, they seem to be getting
along fine as they are and not hurting anyone. Why go in and make people start
wondering about it?”

“Maybe too fine,” Shirley Rostervik said from beside him. She turned to
him and smiled to take the sting out of the contradiction before addressing
Crafton directly. Daniel sensed a layer of incipient sexuality beneath the smile,
but it did little for him, even as attractively blond and slim as the other field
agent was. Sometimes he wondered about himself.
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Crafton allowed himself to return Shirley’s smile as she continued.
“There’s something strange about that place. Just look at the gradient map.” She
pulled a sheet of paper from the bottom of her stack and pushed it to the center
of the table. It contained a map of northern Arkansas and southern Missouri, the
heart of the Ozark mountain range.

 “See here, the anomalies begin tapering off the further away from
Masterville you go. After thirty or forty miles, you can’t tell any difference from
the normal population. It’s almost as if that city and valley are at the center of an
epidemic.”

“If it’s an epidemic, it’s been going on for a hell of a long time,” Daniel
said. “Previous censuses show the same pattern once you begin looking for it.”

“That’s the point,” Crafton interjected. “Whatever those people are up to,
it is part of a long range plan. Perhaps a conspiracy.”

“I really can’t see where they’re up to anything, much less having a plan,”
Daniel said, dropping his copy of the report onto the table in front of him. He
reached for the coffee pot and poured himself a refill. Crafton might be a bastard,
but his coffee was always excellent.

“That’s enough, Dan. Our superiors think there’s some phenomenon there
worth looking into and that’s all we need to know. You and Shirley have been
assigned to the case. You’re to go in there, posing as tourists and find out what’s
going on.”

“It seems to me we already know what’s going on.”
“Enough, I said.”
Daniel shrugged. He had said what he thought and was willing to let it go

at that. If the powers that be wanted him to go undercover into a happy,
prosperous little valley and unobtrusively question its inhabitants, then he
would do it, and do a thorough job while he was there. He looked across the
table at the FBI liaison agent. “Is the FBI going in, too?”

Crafton answered, looking smug. “No, it was just the first agency notified.
When the Attorney General refused them a writ, the problem was passed along
to us.”

No wonder the Federal agent looked so glum, Daniel thought. All he was
there for was as a hanger-on, just in case something illegal turned up that fell
under his agency’s jurisdiction. That government clerk, Harry something-or-
other, must have gone to the FBI first, or his superior had. But then the problem
had been passed on to the National Security Agency, and given the paranoia of
President Smith, it was no wonder an investigation had been ordered. Well,
whatever else, the operation would get him out of stifling weather of
Washington and up into the mountains where it was cool. And perhaps there
was a phenomenon in that valley not as benign as he imagined, though he
couldn’t begin to think of what it might be.

“We’re going to need some more information,” Shirley said, “Like the
names of all the prominent citizens, addresses and workplaces and so forth.”
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“I’ll have it for you tomorrow morning, along with your orders,” Crafton
said. “In the meantime, let’s move on. As Daniel said, this business has been
going on as far back as census figures go.” He looked down at a sheaf of papers
in front of him, thumbed through the stack, then glanced back up. “For instance,
in the Civil War Arkansas was a slave state, yet records show that most of the
men from around Masterville served on the Union side. Not only that, very few
slave owners lived in the area at the time. Doesn’t that strike anyone as strange?”

Daniel thought about it. “Not really. The valley is located up in the
mountains, not a good place for large plantations. That’s where most slave labor
was used.”

Crafton tossed it back at him. “Records show a normal proportion of slave
owners outside the valley. Besides, according to news accounts of the day,
sentiment in the valley was overwhelmingly pro-union.”

Daniel shrugged. He didn’t think that meant much, especially if the valley
people shared a common heritage, something yet to be determined.

Shirley spoke up again while brushing a strand of fine blond hair away
from her forehead. “Here’s the anomaly I think is the most significant: the valley
is smack in the middle of the Bible Belt, yet most of the population apparently
has no religious preference. Now why should that be? It doesn’t compute.”

“That’s one of the things you’re going to find out,” Crafton said.
“Why?” Daniel asked. “Or rather, let me put it this way: Wouldn’t nosing

into people’s religious beliefs get us into Constitutional questions?” He didn’t
bother mentioning that not only did he have no opinion one way or another on
the existence of God, he thought all religions were rather silly and had never
understood why anyone would believe in them.

Crafton stared at him, then answered, “We’ve already gotten a legal
opinion on that. There’s no conflict so long no attempt is made to change or
influence beliefs. Mr. Phillips is very interested in the why, though.”

Daniel had never met Murray Phillips, the NSC director, but he knew of
him. Like many of the current cabinet members subject to Congressional
confirmation, he was an avowed, born again Christian. With congress edging
ever further toward the philosophy of the religious right, and President Smith
already there, it was hard for any other type candidate to pass muster.

Worse, in Daniel’s opinion, four new Supreme Court justices of the same
ilk had been appointed over the last several years and the court was now
delicately balanced on the issue of separation of church and state.

Daniel thought that something like the present investigation, especially
with Phillips in charge, might well tip the balance if the proclivities of the valley
residents became public. He couldn’t help wondering, though, why such a high
proportion of non-religious folks should be concentrated in that one area.
Perhaps there really was something wrong there, but he decided not to comment
any further and simply wait and see what turned up. After that he would decide.
Over the years he had rarely prejudged a case. Sometimes he thought he had
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been born a natural skeptic.
Crafton gazed at Daniel as if his eyes could bore holes into him, then

dropped his scrutiny back to the stack of forms in front of him. He shuffled the
papers for a moment then looked back up. “I think that’s about it for now.
Daniel, you and Shirley get together this afternoon and get your stories together
so you won’t contradict each other. Probably it would be best to pose as a
married couple.”

Daniel caught the beginning of a smile from Shirley. Her beauty irritated
him for no reason he could discern. He thought of telling Crafton that he
preferred to work alone, then abandoned the idea. The cover would be
reasonable in the situation, a married couple on vacation. He just hoped the
investigation wouldn’t take that long. He began picking up his copies of the
background analysis.

Shirley’s smile brightened. “Shall we have lunch and get started while we
eat?” She knew of Daniel only by his reputation. Now she decided he was
handsome, too, with that short reddish brown hair and long-lashed brown eyes.
He was tall as well, and she liked that in a man.

Daniel glanced at his watch and saw that it was nearly noon. He
shrugged. “May as well. Any preference?”

“I know a place.”
“Let’s go, then.” He was already thinking of a reason why, as a married

couple on vacation, they would be lingering in the unobtrusive little city of
Masterville. 

Just as they were about to leave, a briefing officer called them back. They
spent an impatient hour with him, including ten minutes when Daniel joined
him outside for a cigarette break. Afterwards, they were presented with some
facts and figures about Masterville not mentioned in the initial brief, and were
given Credit cards for the Operation.


Daniel left his car in the parking garage and let Shirley drive. He raised

his brows at her when she stopped by a Lucullan Deluxe and popped the two
front doors open.

“I picked the right parents,” she said, sliding into the driver’s seat.
Daniel went around to the open passenger’s door and seated himself. The

new car smell of leather and plastic, oil and paint, upholstery and polish were as
pleasant as he remembered it from years ago, but the distinctive odor was long
gone from his little hybrid Ford Kitten, an aptly fuzzy name for its
environmental friendliness, although he had bought it for fuel economy rather
than a deep concern over global warming or ozone levels. Personally, he would
much rather be driving a big, well-cushioned vehicle like Shirley’s Lucullan than
his own, but they cost so much that he declined in favor of investing his money.

“Nice car,” he told Shirley as she drove away, heading east. Daniel hoped
she didn’t pick an inordinately expensive place to eat. Once they received their
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orders and an expense sheet from Crafton, it wouldn’t matter, but right now he
didn’t feel like spending three times what the food was worth in one of the
trendy Washington restaurants.

“Thanks. This little dive we’re going to doesn’t look like much, but the
burgers are good.”

“Burgers? Somehow that doesn’t go with a Lucullan.”
“Not to worry; we’re eating at Marvin’s because I know it’s just been

swept for bugs. I finished up a case there yesterday.”
“How come you’re being reassigned so soon?”
Shirley shrugged. “Guess they thought I’d fit the Op, same as you. Crafton

may act like an ass sometimes, but he knows what he’s doing.”
“That he does,” Daniel agreed, remembering a bust he had been in on

with Crafton. It had gone down bad but his boss never lost his cool, even with
one of his agents down and another wounded. Daniel couldn’t even remember
him raising his voice as he gave orders in a clear, concise voice devoid of even a
tinge of emotion, much less hysteria. Too bad he was so insecure that he worried
about underlings upstaging him, he thought, then wondered where he had
learned that bit of data. He couldn’t remember anyone saying anything like that.
He turned it over in his mind for a moment then dismissed the thought as
something dredged up from his subconscious, unprovable and therefore
meaningless.


Marvin’s café did look like a dive from the outside, but once past the

entrance it turned into a clean, neat diner, with numerous alcoves set with tables
and comfortable chairs with armrests. Daniel pulled a chair back for Shirley and
held it for her while she sat down.

“No one has done that for me in years. You must have been brought up in
the south.”

“Guilty. Mostly Texas, as a matter of fact. Sometimes my attitude gets me
in trouble, though. Not all women like the little amenities.”

“I don’t mind. I’ve been called a bitch before, but I can’t find a thing
wrong with good manners.”

Daniel seated himself, wondering again why he felt no attraction toward
the agent. He felt as if he should have, given her blond good looks and a figure
which was slim but possessed perfectly adequate curves. It was a puzzle he had
run across before and still didn’t know the answer to. He certainly wasn’t gay; it
was just that some women turned him on and some didn’t. Shirley apparently
was one of the latter. Well, it would make working together much simpler,
assuming she didn’t get the hots for him.

He let Shirley do the ordering, a relatively simple affair since all Marvin’s
served were hamburgers in various guises. He asked for a Coors draft beer to go
with it. Shirley asked for white wine. The drinks were there within a minute or
two of ordering.
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As soon as the waiter was out of hearing, Daniel leaned forward and
asked a direct question. “What do you think of all this?”

He got an enigmatic smile in return. “Actually, I don’t have a clue. It
should be damned interesting, though. I can’t wait to meet some of those people
in Masterville. They seem too good to be true, somehow.”

“There is that,” Daniel admitted, “but I still can’t see where national
security is being compromised.”

“Well, you know what the grapevine says about our leader: he sees a
conspiracy against America under every rock, and Phillips aids and abets the
paranoia.” 

“Yeah, I’ve heard that, but who knows, really?”
“It seems pretty obvious if you follow politics at all. Bobby Lee is a slick

one; he lets Congress do his dirty work, then just signs the bills and gives them
all the credit.” The media had tagged President Smith with a shortened version
of Robert E. Lee Smith during the presidential campaign.

“I don’t follow politics much.”
“You should. The country is moving way too far toward the

fundamentalist religious agenda. It’s getting scary. You didn’t hear me say that,
though.”

Daniel nodded and smiled mirthlessly. Shirley was going to stay on the
good side of Crafton and Crafton was staying on the good side of Murray
Phillips. The NSA director would prefer a theocracy rather than a democracy, or
so it was bandied about among lower echelon agents. As for himself, he simply
tried to do his job as well as possible and avoid politics, office and national both,
just as he had done in the Marines.

Daniel drew a finger across his lips in a zipping motion just as their food
arrived. He took a bite of his burger and raised his brows in appreciation. As
soon as he had the burger a few bites along, he asked, “Does posing as a married
couple in Masterville suit you?”

“So long as it’s a pose. You?”
“Crafton had the right idea. A married couple on vacation is likely to

arouse the least suspicion. We may have problems finding a place to stay,
though. There seems to be a dearth of motels around that city.”

“Terrell told me there’s a bed and breakfast listed right in the city. Why
don’t we try there?” Terrell was the briefing officer who had called them back
before they left the agency.

“Suits me. Do you have a number for them?”
“Yup. Wrote it down while I was going over all the data sheets. Here, you

call.” She handed him a slip of paper with a phone number below the notation,
Ruthanne’s Bed and Breakfast.

“Okay.” Daniel pulled out the new credit card he had been issued. “I’m
still listed as Daniel Stenning. What does yours say?”

Shirley set her wind glass down and rummaged in her purse. She held up
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the new card and chuckled. “It appears that we got married while talking to
Terrell. I’m Shirley Stenning now.”

“Sounds good.” Daniel pulled his phone out and dialed. A few moments
later they had reservations for a week, beginning three days from the present,
time enough for the drive to Masterville Valley.

“That was easy, Dan. How does it feel to be suddenly married?” Shirley
said, giving him a Cheshire Cat grin that promised further teasing if the
assignment didn’t become too serious.

Daniel simply nodded. He had never been married, even as a cover. This
operation promised to be interesting in more ways than one.
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Chapter Three

In another part of the Capitol President Robert E. “Bobby Lee” Smith was
conferring with Murray Phillips, down in the basement of the White House. It
was a small room reserved for NSA conferences and briefings, where he was
constantly reassured that the room was bug-free and that conversations there
wouldn’t be overhear or recorded, not even by nearby Secret Service agents.

For someone like Smith, that was a comfort. He would just as soon not
have what was talked about here ever get out, at least until it had been properly
spun and sanitized so as not to offend any more voters than necessary. His
agenda was advancing on several fronts nationally and he wanted to keep it that
way. He loved being President; he loved all the perks and power and respect,
and fully intended to continue enjoying them through a second term. And even
beyond that, if a constitutional amendment allowing more than two terms could
be passed in time. Even if not, it might still be possible if—

The President’s self-absorption with his future was broken by Phillips’s
discourse as he completed the standard NSA brief and began talking about his
plans for investigating Masterville.

“Can’t you hurry that along a bit faster, Murray? I don’t like what you’ve
told me about that place. A whole goddamn city that doesn’t believe in religion
or marriage? It’s fucking un-American!” Smith felt no inconsistency between his
language and his professed belief in hard core Christian theology, but he did feel
a tug in his gut at the very thought of a city as sizeable as Masterville that had
given him less than ten per cent of the vote. He ran his fingers through his shock
of fine, silver gray hair. Something was very wrong there and he intended to find
out what it was.

“It’s not quite that bad, Chief. Masterville isn’t large enough to influence
anything more than local politics. And I told Crafton to send two of the best field
agents in the store.”

President Smith stared at his NSA Director, a blocky man with dark hair
and a perpetual frown line between his brows. “You think it’s not that bad, huh?
Didn’t you go back over the historical records of that goddamned place? Their
attitudes and beliefs have been growing and spreading for decades. Some of the
little villages and towns further up and down the valley have been infected over
the years, and according to your own figures, the contagion is spreading faster
nowadays. Hell, I wouldn’t be surprised if they had agents in other cities, trying
to convert good Christians to their vile beliefs. Have you thought of that?”

Phillips hadn’t, but now he did. He taught an adult Sunday School class
whenever he could free himself up that early on Sunday mornings and the
thought of possible agents from Masterville proselytizing around the nation gave
him the willies. “Sorry, Chief, we just haven’t gotten that far along in the
investigation, but we will. I’ll put some more agents on the problem.”
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“Good, but don’t delay. It’s bad enough that we’ve got so many Jews and
Moslems in the country now without having to worry about some cockeyed
brand of atheism agitating the people.”

Phillips made a mental note to infiltrate several more agents into
Masterville, and also to begin tracking down the whereabouts of former
Masterville residents who had moved from the valley to other areas of the
country in the last few decades. It wouldn’t hurt to see what activities they were
involved in now. He made a swift mental calculation of how much manpower
that might require, and quickly saw an opening for expanding the agency even
further than he already had since Smith had secured his appointment. 

“I’ll probably need a supplemental appropriation to cover the costs of
investigating all possible agents who have left Masterville.”

“I can’t go to Congress; it would attract too much attention. I want this
kept quiet. There are too many goddamn bleeding heart liberals ready to jump
all over us for if they find out we’re investigating American citizens for no other
reason than that they’re different from the mainstream.”

“But these people are way different! They could pose a threat to the safety
of the nation!” Phillips exclaimed righteously. If the President believed it, he was
bound to convince himself of the danger, too.

“I know that and you know that, but we can’t control the press, not yet
anyway.”

“All right, but I’ll still need more money; either that or I’ll have to cut back
on some other operations. We haven’t licked the terrorists overseas yet and you
know how much of the agency we’ve got tied up with the discrediting and
agitation ops against the damned Moslems here.” 

“I know, and we have to stay on the Moslems. We’re making progress
there. Sooner or later we’ll chase them the hell back to where they came from. In
the meantime, I’ll transfer some money from my discretionary account then ask
for an increase in your budget next fiscal year. How’s that?”

“Great.” Phillips had paid particular attention to the President’s remarks
about not controlling the press yet. Did that mean he thought he might gain
control eventually? Wouldn’t that be great! So far as he was concerned, the
sooner those agitating reporters were brought to heel, the better.

“All right. Anything else? I’ve got a breakfast prayer meeting with some
of our congressmen at nine.”

“No, sir, not today. We can discuss China any time. They aren’t going
anywhere.”

President Smith chuckled as he unfolded his lanky frame from his chair.
He paused at the exit to check his appearance in the full-length mirror there,
made a slight adjustment to his bright green tie. It would be subtly suggestive at
the public signing of a Parks and Wildlife bill right after the prayer breakfast.
Never forget the spin he reminded himself as he left Phillips to the nuances of
investigating a whole city without the public catching on.
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Phillips picked up his phone and asked his secretary to choose four more
of the best field agents she could shake loose. What with all the investigations
Bobby Lee had the agency involved in, he didn’t have much more choice in the
selection, but it really didn’t matter. Next fiscal year he would have more money
and a bigger agency. And Bobby Lee was right in his reasoning. Whether the
American people realized it or not, the country was involved in a religious war,
and he and the President were going to win it, in America, at least. And after
that—


“They’re on their way,” Marybeth Chambers said, looking at her friend,

Lisa.
Lisa Berry smiled and nodded. “We got lucky, didn’t we?”
Marybeth didn’t return the smile. “If you call having our whole city

investigated by the National Security Agency lucky, yeah I guess we did.”
“Sorry, I didn’t mean it that way.”
Marybeth got up from her computer chair and went over to sit beside her

friend. “I know you didn’t.” She leaned forward and kissed Lisa on the lips. Her
lips lingered there for a moment. When Lisa began to respond, she broke the
kiss. “I know you didn’t mean anything by the remark. And you’re right; we did
get lucky, having them call us for reservations rather than staying outside the
city. At least here we can keep an eye on them.”

“Tyrone was right, wasn’t he?”
“He’s a smart man,” Marybeth said. “He told me that sooner or later

someone would pick up on how different we are. And that having a Bed and
Breakfast in town might be a good idea.”

Lisa examined her friend, thinking, not for the first time, that they looked
enough alike to be sisters, other than the fact that she had long brown hair and
Lisa’s was red, but equally long. Both had freckles chasing across their cheeks.
“Well, I’m glad he asked you to run it, and that you wanted me to help. But how
did he know–and you know, as far as that goes–that I wouldn’t spill the secret?”

“He trusts me. Besides, he’s a good judge of character. Shucks, you ought
to know; he hired you, didn’t he?”

“He talked to me for a few minutes after I had gone through all the
paperwork for the application to work there.”

There meant only one thing in Masterville: Beamer Research Company, a
private, unincorporated laboratory owned by Tyrone Beamer, the principal
employer in Masterville. Beamer Research wasn’t in the business of production
to a very great extent. It was a state-of-the-art genetics and molecular biological
research facility that brought products to the commercial feasibility stage then
licensed them out.

“But you’ve met him since then, haven’t you?”
“Sure. At the Christmas party last year, and I talked to him for all of five

minutes.” 
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Marybeth grinned. “He’s a good judge of character. He picked me, didn’t
he?”

Lisa grinned back. “Anyone would pick you. Are you still seeing him?”
“When he has time. It’s not like we’re living together. And he could have

a dozen more girl friends for all I know.”
Lisa was silent for a moment as she gazed around the parlor of the old

turn of the century home that had been converted into the small Bed and
Breakfast establishment. The decor was traditional southern, but of a time in the
past when rooms were more crowded with furniture and paintings, rugs and
shelved knickknacks. She turned back to Marybeth.

“It still doesn’t seem quite real. I mean really, practically everyone in the
city, including us, being that different from the general population? It’s like
something out of a science fiction movie.”

Marybeth took Lisa’s hands in hers. “It does take some getting used to,
but it’s not like we’re really so different. It’s more a matter of lots of small things
than something like having two noses or a brain that bulges out our ears. Hardly
anyone around here even suspects they’re different from the general population,
and even fewer know it for a fact, like you and me.”

Lisa giggled then turned serious again. “But why should the government
want to bother us? We’re not doing anything wrong.”

Marybeth’s grip on Lisa’s hands tightened. “It’s not that hard to
understand. Any minority who is different automatically becomes suspect.
Tyrone told me he thinks it’s a territorial thing, inherent in our genes, but I really
don’t know. We sure don’t have problems like that here. All we can do is try to
get along with outsiders now–if there is any getting along while Bobby Lee is
President.”

“That man scares me.” Lisa shivered, causing Marybeth to draw her into
an embrace.

“He scares me, too.” Marybeth kissed Lisa and moved her hand up to
caress her breast. She moved her lips against Lisa’s, murmuring “And just think:
if he had his way, what we’re doing right now would be a crime.”

Lisa didn’t answer, but neither did she draw away. Marybeth continued
caressing the other woman, moving her hand in a slow sensuous stroking motion
from her breasts to the indentation of her waist, over the pleasant curve of her
hip and back up again to her breasts. Presently, she broke the embrace and stood,
drawing Lisa up with her.

“Let’s go to the bedroom.”
Lisa nodded, flushing but acquiescent. Marybeth smiled to herself. Men

were fine but there was no sensation in the world to compare with making love
to a woman for her first time. This was going to be fun, and she could tell Tyrone
about the agents in the morning; they wouldn’t arrive for three days yet.


Tyrone Beamer sat at his huge old oak desk, an antique inherited from his
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grandfather. From his position, he could look down on Masterville and the valley
and today he was wondering how long it would remain so serene and peaceful,
not only in appearance but in actuality. The feds were coming, and with that
nutcase ex-preacher ensconced in the White House, there was no telling what
might happen. He still shook his head in disbelief every time he thought of the
past election, and it had taken place more than three years ago.

If Beamer looked to one side or the other of his spacious but not overly
large office, he could see doors. One led out into the alcove where Gina Lester
and Timothy Powers, his administrative assistants, held sway. The other led into
an adequately furnished four bedroom apartment where he stayed much of the
time when he had enough urgent problems that he didn’t want to waste time
commuting down from the side of the “mountain”, as it was called, even though
it was really only a large hill. Beamer Research sprawled on a flat expanse of
granite near the summit. If it grew much more, this space would be used up and
he would either have to build up or down. Or in some more-but he didn’t like to
think of the implications there. However, he didn’t anticipate much more
growth, nor did he want it. The bigger the company, the more attention paid to it
by various government agencies, and they were doing fine as they were. 

One of a bank of phones sitting to one side of the desk gave a muted ring
and began flashing red. Beamer picked it up. “Tyrone here,” he said, the way he
always answered, even if it might be Gina or Tim. But not this time.

“Hi big man. Marybeth here. I thought I better let you know. Two NSA
agents are due to check in here day after tomorrow. They’re calling themselves
Daniel and Shirley Stenning, but their real names are Daniel Stenning and
Shirley Rostervik; or perhaps I should say that’s the names on their paychecks.
God knows what they were originally. Anyway, they’re posing as a married
couple.”

“Field agents?”
“All the way. And very good ones, too, according to our source. He

steered them to us, by the way. You ought to give him a bonus.”
Beamer already knew that but didn’t say so. “Great. But as of now, let’s

not mention any of this on the phone or by mail again. You can expect to have
your place bugged within a day or two after they arrive.”

“Oh, my. Sound or sight or both?”
“Both, probably, but it shouldn’t bother you, exhibitionist that you are.”
“Ha! You should talk. Besides, it’s not me I would worry about.”
Beamer laughed. “Lisa? That didn’t take long.”
“It might have taken longer if you came down from that mountain more

often.”
“You can always come up, you know. Anytime.”
“I may before the bad guys get here. In the meantime, Lisa and I need to

get busy making this place look like a real B&B.”
“All right. Just remember, be careful what you say, but you and Lisa keep
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them razzled and dazzled. You can borrow Gina and Tim if you need them.”
“If you send Gina down here, I might keep her for myself. I like red hair.”
“Yes, I know,” Beamer chuckled, running his hand through the red hair

which he wore cut short and without a part.
“Devil. Talk to you later.”
“‘Bye,” Beamer said, then touched the button which would summon Gina

and Tim into the office. He trusted the feds, and the NSA in particular, about as
much as he trusted World Peace to break out before dark. Just as sure as
politicians used tax money to further their own ends, Phillips or his underling
would send more than two agents here, and Terrell wouldn’t necessarily know
about it and be able to warn him. Times were going to get very interesting before
it was over-if it ever was over, which he doubted.
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Chapter Four

Daniel and Shirley stopped the first night at a Holiday Inn. Before going
in, Daniel asked, “Shall we start practicing now?”

“Being married, you mean? Sure, Dan. The sooner we get in the habit, the
better the cover. Get us a room with double beds, though, if you don’t mind.”

“I don’t mind,” he answered, wondering what Shirley would think if she
knew that a double was exactly what he wanted, and that she held very little
sexual appeal for him. Or perhaps she already knew; things like that were more
apparent to women than men. Maybe they are simply more attuned to the sexual
dance between the sexes, he thought. Whatever, so far they were getting along
fine without sex and that suited him.

After dinner at the adjoining restaurant, the two agents retired to their
room and began discussing their assignment. He sat on one of the perennially
uncomfortable motel chairs while she stretched out on one of the beds, facing
him and propped up on an elbow.

“Doesn’t this whole thing seem rather hurried to you?” Daniel asked?
Shirley plucked at a thread on the sleeve of her long sleeved red blouse.

“Hmmm… no, not considering the direction Bobby Lee and his minions are
trying to lead the country-or drive it might be a better term. “

“Do you agree with them?” There, Daniel thought. A direct question, right
to the point. He was famous for those within the agency-and constantly in hot
water with his supervisor for speaking his mind.

Shirley eyed him from the bed, as if were a professor who had just called
on her in a class where she wasn’t quite prepared to respond. She swung her feet
off the bed and sat up. “It’s not good to go into an Op if you don’t really believe
in it. If you don’t, you should have turned the assignment down.”

“That’s no answer.”
“It wasn’t intended to be. What I believe, or you too, for that matter,

shouldn’t have a bearing on the Op, once we’re committed. Pour me another
glass of wine, would you?”

Daniel had brought another bottle from the restaurant after they had
consumed one during their meal, paying a usurious price for it. He refilled both
their glasses.

“What brought you to the agency?” Daniel asked, wanting to get to know
his partner, even if her beauty didn’t excite him.

“Hell, it’s hard to remember now. I was recruited right out of college. The
salary was good and it sounded adventurous. And the training wasn’t hard for
me. I’ve always been the athletic, outdoorsy type. How about you?”

Daniel shrugged mirthlessly. “Same story, more or less, except I did a stint
with the Marines first.”

“Officer?”
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“Not at first. I enlisted, then went to OCS.”
“Couldn’t you have gotten a direct commission with a degree?”
“Probably, but I guess I wanted to see how the other half lived first. It

made me a better officer, I think.”
“Well, be as it may, we need to start talking about how we’re going to go

about this thing. I’ll confess, I’ve never been involved with anything like this
Op.”

“Me neither,” Daniel admitted. “I suppose we should just act like an old
married couple and do the same things they would.”

“Have you ever been married?”
“No. How about you?”
“No,” Shirley said, smiling. “I guess we’ll have to fake it.”
“How so?”
“You wander around to the bars and stores that handle men stuff; I’ll try

the beauty shops and boutiques and antique shops. We can compare notes at
night.”

Daniel nodded. “Sounds good, except for comparing notes. I’d rather do
that somewhere besides the Bed and Breakfast place.”

“Why? No one can possibly know we’re coming, or what we’re after.”
“Just normal precautions, I guess. I always like to play the odds, whatever

they are. And frankly, I’ll confess that I’m not sure what we’re after, either.”
Shirley mused for a moment with a frown on her face. She sipped at her

glass of wine and moved from the edge of the bed to one of the chairs. “Okay, we
can find another spot. I see now why you have such a good rep. You don’t’ take
chances, do you?”

“Not unless it’s necessary. Now back to the subject. Just exactly what are
we after?”

Shirley quoted the Op Orders. “You will determine in so far as possible
whether there is a unifying factor that causes the inhabitants of Masterville and
the surrounding area to exhibit the following differences from the average or
“normal” population base: Increased life span, less marriage, lack of religious
affiliation, lack of—” She finished the entire list from memory.

Hearing her relate all of the anomalies to be found in the residents of
Masterville, spoken in a precise, lecturing type of voice finally brought it all
home to Daniel. The people they were going to investigate were different. And
yet, he felt a vague affinity for the place already. He shifted in his chair
uncomfortably. Too many of the attributes were ones which could just as well
apply to him. Whether there was anything in their makeup that might threaten
national security was another question, one he wasn’t prepared to answer yet.
But there was one thing he was certain of: delving into their lives promised to be
one of the most interesting assignments of his career. If they didn’t catch on, of
course.

That thought brought up a sudden association in his mind. “I wonder if
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the Masterville people are even aware that they’re different.”
“Now that’s in interesting observation. Phillips and the Agency sociologist

and psychologist he consulted believe they must know.”
Daniel remembered scanning over that portion of the analysis and not

attaching much importance to it. As predictive sciences, he believed both
sociology and psychology were tight up there with Astrology as useful tools for
anticipating human behavior. “I’m not that convinced,” he said.

“Oh? Why not?”
Daniel poured another glass of wine before answering, almost emptying

the bottle. Shirley shook her head when he offered her more. “Well, in the first
place, all the differences are minor ones if looked at individually. Would you
notice if your neighbors were less religious than you, for example?”

“Maybe, maybe not. I would probably depend on how religious I was,
myself. What else?”

“In the second place, if many of the inhabitants are consciously aware that
their city is different, the news couldn’t possibly be kept secret. At least given
that they’re still relatively normal humans.”

“I think I have to agree with you, but suppose there’s a cabal of sort?
Maybe they have some method of surreptitiously changing people without their
knowledge.”

Daniel laughed. “You’ve had too much wine. A few people may know
and not be saying anything, but I think we’ll find that the average citizen is
unaware, at least consciously.”

“You keep saying ‘consciously’. What do you mean by that?”
“Well… let’s take you and me, for example. Neither of us has married, yet

we’re past the age when most people have been. We’re both more intelligent
than average; otherwise, the agency wouldn’t have accepted our application in
the first place. That’s just two factors, but I don’t dwell on them and I’ll bet you
don’t either.”

“True. Well, I guess we’ll see, won’t we? Do you want the bathroom first
or shall I go?”

“Go ahead. I’ll finish my wine.”
Shirley unlatched her bag and removed some garments. She took them

into the bathroom which was closeted to the right of the little alcove holding the
sink, mirror, coffeepot and other of the standard facilities always furnished by
Holiday Inns. He heard the latch close as she shut the door. Presently, sounds
could be heard from the shower.

Daniel hadn’t been quite honest with his partner. He had indeed
wondered why he had never met a woman he liked enough to think about
staying together permanently, as in marriage. No, even that wasn’t quite right.
Back in High School there was a girl… Marsha. They had gone steady for a year.
Daniel still believed he had loved her deeply and that she had reciprocated that
feeling. Unfortunately, her parents had taken overseas jobs and never returned
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other than for periodic vacations. Eventually they had lost touch, but he still
remembered her-and hoped that someday he would find a woman he could feel
so strongly about again.

Over the years he had gone with numerous women for a while, when
sexual tension built up enough to become demanding, but it never lasted, and
almost always it had been he who broke the relationship. He had simply tired of
them and he still didn’t know why.

He finished the glass of wine he had been working on and poured the last
of the bottle into his glass, still musing while Shirley maintained control of the
bathroom. Women aren’t altogether the problem, he thought. He had become
close friends with only a few men over the years, too. It’s probably the result of my
upbringing, he thought.

He barely remembered his mother, who had died in an automobile
accident when he was four, and had never known his father. He grew up with
adopted parents whom he never felt comfortable with. His adopted father ran a
strict, loveless household and totally dominated his meek wife. He always was a
sanctimonious sonofabitch, Daniel thought, a hardass Pentecostal fundamentalist
who never tired of preaching to the uninitiated and whose ultimate response to
any argument was Because the Bible says so! The break became final and
irrevocable when he enlisted in the Marines rather than accept his putative
father’s offer to support his college studies-if he would drop his interest in
biology and begin study of a respectable subject such as business or theology.

Water under the bridge he thought, and stood up as Shirley came back into
the room, clad in a peach-colored robe with a motel towel covering her damp
hair. 

“All yours,” Shirley said. “Watch the shower; it’s wild!” She touched the
towel for emphasis.

Daniel rubbed his short brown hair and smiled. “I don’t have to worry.”
He picked clean underwear and a robe from his luggage and entered the
bathroom. It was still steamy from Shirley’s stay and he showered quickly,
plugged his powered toothbrush in at the alcove where the sink lived, did his
teeth and was ready for bed. The wine was making him sleepy.

Shirley was already in bed, her back turned and under the covers, as if she
cared little about any further conversation for the night. That suited Daniel. He
turned out the lights and was soon asleep.


The sound of the outside door closing woke Daniel. He blinked, trying to

orient himself in the near-total darkness, alleviated only by a thin shaft of weak
light seeping into the room from where the window curtains weren’t quite closed
completely. He squinted into the darkness. Shirley’s bed was empty, the covers
turned back. He sat up in bed just as a shadowy figure paused by one of the
small table lamps. Its light flared. Shirley was limned in the glare, holding a
canned coke.
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“What—?” Daniel began, but was interrupted.
“Sorry. Couldn’t sleep and wanted something to take away the taste of the

wine.” She tilted the can to her mouth.
“S’okay. What time is it?”
“Around midnight. Go back to sleep.” 
Shirley turned the light off and slipped into bed, leaving Daniel to wonder

why she had turned the light on in the first place if she hadn’t wanted to wake
him. He had trouble getting back to sleep but eventually dozed back off. He
dreamed of Marsha, his childhood sweetheart and woke with a hard erection
and an urgent need to relieve himself. Fortunately, Shirley was still buried under
the covers and he didn’t have to worry about her seeing him in that state.

After finishing in the bathroom, and feeling much the better for it, Daniel
plugged in the motel coffee pot, not expecting very satisfactory results. At the
first sip, he was surprised. It wasn’t bad at all. He shaved and dressed in jeans
and a western shirt while drinking the coffee, then eased out the door to find a
morning paper, an abiding vice since puberty. The day just didn’t start right until
he had his coffee and paper.

Daniel skipped the West Virginia Gazette in favor of a Metropolitan daily
and brought it back to the room. Shirley was out of bed and out of sight, either in
the alcove or bathroom. He sat down and perused the headlines. They did not
amuse him.

The filibuster in the Senate had finally been overridden and President
Smith’s nomination of Martin Luther Elton for Attorney General was confirmed.
A sidebar to the article noted that President Smith confirmed the rumors that he
intended to ask Congress to consider legislature placing certain restrictions on
declared members of the Islamic faith, citing great national security concerns as
his reason. The story was continued on the next page but it was all speculation
and no facts. He skipped it and went on to world news.

A quarter-page black and while photo showed members of the Saudi
Royal family being led to posts, where some were already fastened with hands
behind them, waiting for the firing squads. The revolutionary council certainly
wasn’t wasting time-nor showing much mercy, he thought.

The peace treaty the reigning family had signed with Israel had already
been revoked and now they were paying the price for having negotiated it in the
first place. Tom Meekins, Smith’s Secretary of State, noted that neither Saudi
Arabia nor Israel was of strategic interest to the United States now that a
sufficient supply of oil was assured from Russia, Canada and South America.
Daniel wasn’t so sure, but then he wasn’t an expert in international affairs either,
he admitted to himself.

If there was one thing he did agree with President Smith on, it was that he
had continued to maintain and support the armed forces. On the other hand, if
he weren’t so strident with his foreign policies, the country might not need such
a sizable military. Sometimes he wondered how the former preacher had ever
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managed to get elected, but again, he knew he wasn’t any more of an expert in
political theory than he was in affairs of state.

“Anything interesting in the news?” Shirley asked as she came from
around the alcove. She was wearing white slacks and a short, pale green blazer.
She looked very good in them. One side of the blazer drooped the slightest bit,
where Daniel knew the weight of her handgun was pulling it down. He wore his
own piece in an enlarged side pocket of his jean jacket.

“There’s always something interesting, but rarely anything you can do
much about,” he responded. “Coffee’s made.”

“I saw, but I’ll wait until we eat. Are you about ready?”
“Yup.” Daniel folded the newspaper to finish later when Shirley took a

turn driving. He hadn’t glanced at the editorial page, where a nationally
syndicated columnist suggested that it would be a good thing to remove the
constitutional limitation on a president serving more than two terms, and that
now, while the sitting President was still in his first term, would be a good time
to get started. Although the columnist never mentioned it in print, he was a strict
Pentecostal and an acquaintance of President Smith.
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BOOK ONE

Chapter One

The Red Queen had it right—it did take all the running one could do just to
keep in the same place.

The line from Alice in Wonderland brought a thin smile as Murray Blake hung
up his lab coat and carefully shrugged an arm into his windbreaker. A week
earlier he’d been lost in thought about his research project, in a restaurant no
less, and the gun in his right jacket pocket almost conked a woman sitting at the
adjacent table. The imaginary headline flashed across his mental screen:
‘RESEARCH SCIENTIST K.O.s RESTAURANT PATRON.’ He’d managed to
catch the heavy bulge just in time and slap it back against his hip—still had the
bruise—but it had been a close one. 

Lost in thought—those three words certainly said it all. No matter how he
stretched for that proverbial carrot it was always the same distance away—just
out of reach. Another hectic week at Barrington Research with nothing to show
for it but fatigue that cut right through to the bone marrow. Come Monday he’d
do it all over again. At the rate his life was flying by, his forty-fourth year might
get there before the forty-third was half over. On the flip side, scientific
breakthroughs were never part of anyone’s timetable, happening when they were
ready, not before.

He adjusted the gun handle for easy access, zipped the jacket and picked up
his briefcase. One last check around the office showed all terminals secured and
the server vault door properly sequenced. It would take a substantial amount of
explosive to blow it, but just the past week an identical setup in Boulder had
been compromised and data stolen. A steel door eight inches thick simply wasn’t
enough to guard company secrets any more. Even the smallish banks had gone
to fourteen inches. The thought drew a tired sigh. It was all a crap shoot. It
depended on what kind of secrets were being guarded—and who wanted them.

He pressed his thumb to the lockplate, holding it long enough for the
analyzer to run its comparison. There was an audible whirr behind the door
panel, the sound of powerful gear motors sliding heavy bolts into the steel panel,
then a heavy thud. Done, at least until Monday. Then it would take a good half
hour to get everything up and running again, including a full archive check to be
sure nothing had happened over the weekend. So much for office security.

The whole protection thing had been one big charade for years because
there’d been nothing much to conceal or protect where he was concerned. Basic
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research often turned out that way. The heavy bulge in his right pocket had to do
with personal safety after he left the Barrington building, not while he was
inside. Nobody’d want his scientific data anyway, at least not in its present state.
It was one long, sad tale of promising threads that led nowhere. Only in the past
few weeks had there been anything to crow about. The research had begun to get
exciting—and promising. Definitely a source of renewed drive and personal
energy, but still not worth the trouble of carrying a gun. Robbers weren’t
sophisticated enough to go after that kind of data, but the money he usually
carried was another matter. Not that it was a lot, but still… better to play it safe,
as his wife Connie reminded him every so often. 

He’d been thinking about the new investigative thread there in the restaurant,
not caring to consider the odds against success while he fought down the natural
tendency found in all research: push harder, go faster. Some of it couldn’t be
hurried, and there was the rub. Sit on a rocket, but stand on the brakes. Dreams
were hard to deal with that way.

Dust was still being delivered horizontally outside the huge Barrington
building, blowing into Oklahoma from Kansas. He ducked instinctively and held
up a shielding hand to keep the grit from stinging his face or getting in his eyes,
but it did anyway. Half of Kansas had to be covering Oklahoma these days,
thanks to the wrong-way wind and constant drought. Or at least it seemed so on
days like this. Clouds of the stuff whirled around the parking area floodlight
poles, leaving cars with half an inch in a single workday. His own forty-acre
spread, not that far from the labs, was no exception. Some of it remained green,
but not for much longer if this kept up. Now only scrub oaks and gnarled cedar
were hanging on, plus tumbleweeds, tough pasture grass and weeds of various
kinds. Drifts of sand obscured the rest. It still rained further south, but who’d
want to live there? They got hurricanes that far inland now, along with a spate of
tornados every year. Big storms had already come within two hundred miles of
the Oklahoma City suburbs, streaking up through Texas and eventually arching
back through Kansas and points east as far as Chicago. Another hundred sixty
miles north and the damn things would be crossing his front yard. Only the
Rockies would stop them some day not that far in the future.

Some scientists thought the current Midwestern drought was part of a cycle
rather than global warming. Who cared? Just have it all end, say tomorrow. 

The parking lot was all but empty, just a few lonely cars plus his new Wankel
Beehive. It suffered from the dust as much as its occupants did. The windshield
was scratched and would need replacing soon. Air filters were good for about
one week before they had to be changed. They were stacked fifty deep in his
garage. There was modern technology for you—a flywheel that could power the
car for up to ten miles, solar panels and fuel cells to supplement the gasoline
engine, but no automatic air cleaner. The car had cost a bundle, but it got
formidable mileage—a real consideration these days—and gasoline was still
available because one of the new depolymerization plants outside the city
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furnished the oil for a small refinery. Not enough to guarantee anything outside
the driving limitations of the Wankel, but who drove more than two hundred
miles these days? And the way things were going, he couldn’t be sure of proper
servicing for the Beehive outside that range anyway. The old Lincoln Expedition
was always there for a quick shopping trip downtown, or long distance driving if
such a thing ever returned. And if the dust ever stopped.

His finger was alongside the gun’s trigger as he punched in the access code
on the Beehive’s door and glanced quickly around to be sure he was alone. The
unconscious act was the result of training and years of self-discipline. Even
though the floodlights were adequate, hits were often made just as drivers were
opening car doors or as they were settling in a moment later. This time there
were no nearby cars to conceal criminals.

He relaxed further as the car door swung upward and a female voice—
Connie’s voice—welcomed him. “Hello, Mr. Blake. Won’t you come in?” He’d
originally programmed it with a much more seductive greeting. That hadn’t
gone over so well when he’d forgotten to kill the greeting before taking on a
female passenger.

Once inside, with the door closed, he drew his first really long breath. One of
the two most dangerous parts of the commute had been passed without incident.
The other would be at the distant end. On the way out of the lot, he waved to the
guard. What could be more comforting—and incongruous—than the sight of
someone wearing composite body armor and carrying a short-barreled M16A5,
especially on a Friday night after a mind-boggling week of work? It made the
Barrington facility seem like the only safe place in the universe, except for the
parking lot. Bandits on foot could still get through the cyclone fence if they had a
mind. It hadn’t been that way fifteen years back, when the country hadn’t quite
fallen into the mess it was in now.

His hair had been solid black then, not shot with gray, and his face wasn’t
covered with worry lines deep enough to conceal a memory chip. And glasses!
He hated wearing them, but who had time for surgery? His eyes weren’t really
that bad, and the specs did help his eyestrain. Connie said they made him look
distinguished. Ha! She’d have said that if he’d grown a Kris Kringle beard.

He was out at the main road before he really felt the pressure let go. A quick
status check at the main road said the car’s computer could do the driving. The
five-mile route to home was well-programmed and the Beehive’s reactive
programming could handle anything unexpected, like a starving deer wandering
onto the road or a snap I.D. check by the state police. That left him hands-free.
He stuck one foot up on the dash, clasped both hands behind his head and asked
for the digital news. The newsfeed had nothing new on it at all, in spite of what
the word ‘news’ was supposed to mean. Some politician was blathering about…
well, what the heck was he blathering about? A minute later the question
remained. A few thousand words, give or take, with time out for throat clearings
and a slew of anecdotes, but not one clue as to the subject.
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“Goddamned crooks, all of them.” He’d muttered the same words a few
thousand times before, but usually at home and never when he might be
overheard. The Beehive had no audio link, as far as he knew, so he was free to
say anything he wanted. His next word to the console was ‘bioscience.’ The
newscast switched before the word was finished, breaking in on a discussion of a
new line of chicken corn that held great promise as a source of tasty, low fat
protein. Then that topic devolved into politics as well. A debate between pundits
of opposing ethical views got off to a lively start. One was based on religious
objections to releasing plants imbued with animal genes into the environment,
while the other so-called ethicist was no less adamant. She reasoned from an
environmental basis, though God knows what she thought people would eat if
every new agricultural product was banned, as she seemed to think they should
be. Goddamn Luddites, both of ‘em.

He switched off the news and took control of the car when it turned onto the
gravel road going to his quarter-mile driveway and the ‘golden gate.’ That’s
what he and Connie called the thing. Not too many research scientists could
afford security fences and gates like his, but in the long run the cost had been
worth it. The security fence didn’t actually surround his property, but it did go
most of the way around. Better than most. Only a small portion was left to
cyclone fence and barbed wire.

He stopped in the usual spot while the home computer once more made
friends with the car. The telescopic retina scan and pattern recognition camera
allowed him to stay put, relatively safe from any outlaws who might be hiding in
the brush along the gravel road. Illegal immigrants were everywhere, and when
work was scarce they formed roving gangs. Goodbye to anything valuable in
vulnerable country cottages or estates when the immigangs came visiting. What
a world! Couldn’t even have a place in the country without spending a fortune
on security. Cars like the Beehive even had so-called bulletproof windows that
retracted no more than an arm’s width. The laminate made driving almost too
quiet at times, and ordinary conversation with someone outside was more sign
language than anything else. In spite of all that, he could hear his Great Pyrenees
dogs barking even now. When the Beehive was running on electricity, their acute
hearing picked up its unique whine.

Sugar and Moose, the gentle giants, were as much a part of the security
system as the rest. Friendly and lovable, they were instantly ferocious if any of
the family were directly threatened. A new litter of pups was almost weaned.
When the doggies got their weekly treat of chewies, which amounted to candy
for dogs, they were more fun than the goats at feeding time. Sugar was even
tending to a few baby chicks whose mother had fallen victim to a bobcat. What a
sight when the chicks took to sitting on pups and mother, even sleeping with
them. One photo won a prize in Dog World.

He parked the car and had no sooner raised the swing-up door than he was
besieged by the monster dust mops. “Hello, Sugar. Howdy, Moose! Hey, you
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lummoxes, what have you been doing, loafing all day?” They bounced and
rolled on the dusty driveway like it was a trampoline, waiting on him to clear the
car so they could maul him. Then Connie called from the open door of the mud
room. She was waggling the phone. Not even home, and he had a phone call
waiting! What could that be about? He fended off the dusty dogs and hurried
toward his wife. 

He gave her a lingering, affectionate kiss before taking the phone. Age
seemed to enhance Connie’s subtle beauty. She still wore her reddish curly hair
long, pulled casually back in a modified ponytail, and whenever she’d been out
in the sun the freckles across the bridge of her nose were more pronounced—like
now. She’d gotten home early and had been out trying to do something with the
plants bordering the house. An hour in the sun was all it took.

He slipped his free arm around her waist and put the phone to his ear. It Jack
Williams, his best friend and a colonel in the army.

“Hey, Murray, we’re in town this weekend. What say we get together and
you bring me up to date on your research?”

“Bribe me.”
“Okay, how’s ribs on the barbie sound? On Brenda and me this time. Big and

juicy. Bones for the doggies.”
“Fine, for openers. Now if you throw in everything the military’s been up to

since whenever it was we last talked, you got a deal.”
“Boy, you strike a hard bargain! Okay, we’ll bring some little ribs just for

those Chihuahuas. What’re their names again?” 
“Bandit and Frito. And they’re Pomeranians. That’s where all the background

noise is coming from.” Murray held the phone out so his friend could hear the
frantic yapping of the fuzzy little dogs as they vied for his attention. 

“That’s a relief. I thought maybe Connie was strangling a rooster for dinner.”
“Matter of fact, we’ve been talking about you and Brenda staying here next

time you get some leave. Not that we miss you, but you barbeque better than I
do. This is a real army leave this time, right? You’re not AWOL?”

“Last time I went AWOL they begged me never to come back. I didn’t listen
and look what happened… made me a colonel. And Murray, when it comes to
your cooking, that’s not a Bunsen burner you’ve got out there on the patio.
You’re not heating something in a test tube. No wonder your dogs won’t eat the
leftovers. What day?”

“Tomorrow?”
“Sounds good. We’ll see you about noon.”
He flipped the phone shut. He and Jack had been captains together a long

time back. The research position with Barrington had been too attractive to pass
up, a chance for better pay and a more interesting job in abnormal genetic
physiology, his specialty. He’d originally been drawn to that field of study
because of autism that ran in the family, but a chance like that came once in a
lifetime. He had resigned his commission and grabbed at it. 
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Connie’s bright smile set off her freckles. “Are they coming?”
“Yep. Guess he wanted to check and make sure I wasn’t going to be stuck at

the lab before he said anything to you. He’s bringing the ribs.” He squeezed her,
then aimed her inside, heading for the den where the liquor lived. “Where’s
Keith?”

“In his room. Checking to make sure everything’s still there, I suppose.”
He glanced at his watch. “Two hours?”
“Sometimes it takes him that long to make sure nothing’s been disturbed.

You know.”
“Yeah.” He held up a bottle of Haig & Haig, arched an eyebrow and she

nodded. It was time for relaxation. Their autistic son always ran for his bedroom
as soon as he got home, never reappearing until he was satisfied everything was
undisturbed there. The van dropped him off only after calling to be sure Connie
was home. It was an expensive service, but Keith seemed to find some kind of
release at the learning center so they’d kept it up. And the costs kept rising.

Medical care was edging ever closer to the breaking point as new, more
expensive technology emerged and the elderly population continued to grow.
Added to all that was an entangled, incredibly convoluted mix of government
and private claims and payments that had evolved into a monster no one
understood, not even administrators or the insurance companies paying for the
care. Then there was the mandate to provide care for illegal immigrants and their
children, bumping costs and complexities up even more. Patients rarely tried to
comprehend the barrage of paperwork that followed any kind of medical care.
The future? Even if one could afford the taxes and premiums, it looked terribly
bleak.

He pulled two glasses from the shelf, added ice cubes and poured a liberal
helping of liquor into each. They’d no sooner gotten comfy on the big couch in
the den when Keith joined them.

Murray smiled. “Hi, son. How was your day?” He got no reply. The boy
simply went to the mudroom door, just off the enclosed garage, and waited
there. It was where he always stood when he figured he was going somewhere,
but he always insisted on going with Connie. Both were compulsive actions
typical of autistic children, but they evoked sadness in Murray every time he saw
them. What was going through Keith’s mind? He was bright, but related only
spottily to the outside world.

“Connie, did you tell him we were going somewhere?”
“He must have heard you talking about barbeque, and he’s right. I do have to

run into town and get some shrimp and fixings. We’re out.”
“How did he know that?”
She shrugged. “Don’t ask me, but he’s on it now.” She took a sip of her drink.

“Here. Set this in the fridge for me. It won’t take us long for what we need. I’ll
take the Lincoln.”
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Her purse was kept locked up in their bedroom because of Keith’s fascination
with it. She’d tried filling an identical purse with similar but useless items for
him to play with, but he never once looked at them. He was hard to fool. She
returned a moment later. “We’ll be back in a few minutes.”

So much for a quiet drink after a hectic week. As they left, he switched on the
big screen in the den. There’d be some sort of special running. This one was
about the latest famines in Africa and Brazil. He watched a few minutes then
turned it off. Famines and starvation had been going on in Africa ever since he
could remember. The continent ought to have been depleted of its inhabitants by
now, what with rampant diseases outrunning cures, and corrupt governments
not having the finances to cover the crying need for treatment. Census figures
always showed population figures rising ever upward, though. Famine and
disease didn’t appear to stop the reproductive urge; more likely the struggle for
survival increased it.

Murray stretched out, then crossed his ankles on the coffee table and thought
about Keith. His son’s condition had undoubtedly played a large part in the
direction of the research he was doing now. Ever since the day Keith had been
diagnosed as an autistic, he’d been a source of fascination for the way he and
others like him could obsessively focus their attention on a single subject to the
exclusion of everything else. Remarkable feats of discovery and achievement
were fairly common with some forms of autism, particularly those afflicted with
Asperger’s syndrome—documented feats of prodigious memory, awesome
mathematical talents and exceptional accomplishments in the arts and sciences.
The question was ‘why?’

Some psychologists thought the so called idiot savants weren’t all that creative,
but simply had their minds totally centered on their interests, so much so they
were able to go far beyond any ordinary person’s expectations. Baloney! There
had to be something other than obsessive attention to detail behind it all. 

Such as microproteins. 
Everyone’s genes produced them, and it had become apparent over the last

decade how many of them, previously unknown, could be found circulating in
the bloodstream. He’d begun cataloguing the tiny molecules of autistic
individuals who displayed creative abilities, comparing them to those of other
autistics as well as the ones found in normal persons of both average and super
intelligence. The arduous task had begun to pay off in terms of recognizable
progress that might lead to a stupendous discovery in the realm of creativity.
Genetic physiology wasn’t the primary causative mechanism, according to his
research, but certainly appeared to play a major role in the process. Monday
might bring a breakthrough. Might. Over the weekend his barrage of
ultracentrifuges at the laboratory ought to yield enough material to reach some
final conclusions. He didn’t even have to be there. His lab technician would
handle the infinitely painstaking task of isolating the fractions when the run was
finished, sometime Sunday. Once he had the results his work would really begin.
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He might even drop in on Sunday, see how things were going. On second
thought, probably not. He’d be recovering from Jack’s barbecue and a long
evening of chat and catching up. Then too, it was more important to spend
quality time with Connie and Keith, come Sunday. Where were they, anyhow?
Town was only a few minutes away and she wasn’t going to buy out the store,
just shrimp and fixings.

It had been over an hour.
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Chapter Two

He finished his drink, had another, then paced. She should have been home more
than an hour ago, even if she got stuck at the railroad crossing. Where can she be? Twice
on the comphone and no answer, but it could be the satellite reception. Maybe it’s down
for updates, repairs. Maybe it’s… maybe they’re maneuvering it. The possibilities were
borderline ridiculous. Come on, Murray. Cool it. She’s a big girl. Look at the news or
something.

He did, but that was no good either. Back to pacing.
How about the comphone extension? Maybe it had failed and the damned thing was

out of charge. Nope, it was okay. Where the hell was she? Almost by habit he
started walking down the quarter mile graveled driveway toward the gate,
something he’d always done when the newspaper had been delivered rather
than coming by satellite. As long as he was going to pace, he might as well be out
in the air. He was nearing the midpoint of the drive when his comphone spoke
up: Gate. Unknown visitor.

He activated video. When the handscreen brightened, his heart missed a beat.
That was a state patrol car at the gate, and behind it one belonging to the county
sheriff’s office. A quick pan to the insignia confirmed it. They looked real
enough, even though there was a slim chance they weren’t. Fake officials’ cars
and uniforms were occasionally used to gain entrance at security gates, a
technique brought into the country from the murderous Gulf Wars.

He focused in on the driver of the county vehicle. Alfredo Gomez! Alfredo
was one of the sheriff’s deputies. With a sinking heart he told the gate to open,
then stepped away from the ruts of the driveway and waited. Moments later the
two cars pulled to a halt. Ignoring the state patrol car, he went to the passenger’s
side of the deputy’s vehicle, one of the newer sedans sporting composite armor
and bulletproof glass. You could tell at a glance—it was built like a Brink’s truck
with rounded corners.

The door clicked open and he slid inside. Al’s hand was sweaty, just like the
young man’s dark brown face. “Hello Al. I take it you’re not bringing good
news, not with the state tagging along. What is it?”

“Murray, it’s bad. Why don’t we go on up to the house. We need to talk to
you, and—”

“Just go ahead and tell me, Al. Was it Keith? Or Connie? What happened?
How bad is it? Are they…” He couldn’t go on.

Al glanced over to be sure he was seated , then started up the drive. He
pulled into the circular turnaround before answering. “Murray, God knows I
hate to have to tell you this, but it was a wreck on the interstate. Some stupid
wetbacks hit them head-on in an old pickup. They were going the wrong way on
that bad curve right before you get into town; you know the one. A couple of the
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bunch survived and I guess they’ll be prosecuted, for all the good it’ll do you
now. I’m sorry, Murray.”

Alfredo was a third generation immigrant, and talked like one. Hardly
anyone in the area had much use for political correctness when it came to
illegals, and a wetback would always be a wetback. Murray looked away and
pounded his fist on his knee, saying nothing for a long moment. Finally he
turned and let Alfredo continue.

“The trooper… he… well, he was going to notify you, but I said I’d do it since
I knew you. Murray, I hate that you have to go though this, but he’s going to ask
you to come in and identify the bodies.”

The words arrived as through a long tunnel, echoing over and over. Bodies.
Bodies. Bodies.

Murray forced himself to concentrate. Get a grip. You can’t let down until it’s
over. You have to go through it. You’ve imagined such things a dozen times in your
worst nightmares, but this time you can’t switch your thoughts to something else. It’s
real. They’re gone, Murray, gone.

But the mention of bodies made getting a grip impossible. There was all that
carnage he’d seen on the operation in Venezuela, from the time when the
Marines and an army brigade had been sent in to rescue American citizens. For a
lot of them, it had been too late. Dead bodies everywhere. Destroyed,
eviscerated, burned—no longer people, just things—with expressions of pain or
agony, if they still had faces. Would Connie look like… like them? A head-on
collision… ah, no, no!

He shook his head, feeling his vision blur. “I can’t do it… Al… not that. I can’t
do that. I can’t—”

“You have to, Murray. They need the identification.”
“It can’t all end… not like this. Damn… damn… oh, damn! 
A hand was placed on his arm. “Murray, I’m sorry. You can do it. Just take a

look, that’s all. Take a deep breath, calm yourself, say it’s them and it’s over.
That’s all you have to do. The trooper’s waiting. Go talk to him.”

“Not my own family, Al. Someone else can do it.” He abruptly shouldered
open the heavy door and staggered out. There’s no way in hell they can force me to
view the… they’ll have to get someone else, someone from town, someone from the agency
that cared for… Keith. They’ve got the DNA on both of them, so let ‘em use that.

But when the trooper’s window rolled down, nothing came together, no
coherent argument, just protest. The trooper stared straight ahead all through the
outburst. He finally looked up. “Sir,” he said gently, “we recovered some
personal identification. If you could just look at one of the victims, we’ll take that
as conclusive for both. Or if you have some other close family member, that
would do as well.”

“There’s no one nearby. They’re in… I’ll… okay, I’ll go in and look at… at my
son. Only him. Not…not my wife. I can’t… not her.” I’ll remember you as you were,
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Connie, my beautiful, vibrant, loving companion. I’ll always remember your smile when
you said you’d be back in a few minutes. Your freckles. They were you.

It was the last thing he remembered clearly that day.


Connie had named the farm one day when they examined a withered
Leyland Cypress landscape tree, their third attempt to get one started. She’d
laughed, not really serious as she complained. “Everything we do here dies, so
far as plants go. We ought to name this the Do-Die farm. We should have settled
in East Texas or Louisiana, where it’s still green.”

Murray stared at the spot where the tree had been, then wandered on,
pausing here and there as memories flooded back. It was part of letting go,
something he knew he had to do to wash away of the nightmare of these days
since losing her. Part of it came from Connie’s family in the form of outrage
when they learned there’d be no ‘viewing’, not even a private one. There’d be no
closed casket on a bier either, no masterpiece in walnut they could weep over
and whisper about and drag out old memories over. If they wanted to see her
casket, they could go to the graveyard where they’d cluster around an artfully
concealed hole, hear words they’d heard at other burials and depart in the belief
that somehow the casket would magically become a lovely grassy plot replete
with headstone and flowers. He wouldn’t be there. Even the burial was a
concession, something he allowed, not something Connie would have wanted.
She hated spectacles of that sort, but there was so much rebellion over cremation
that he yielded on that subject, nothing else. It might cause a permanent breach
with her family, but he couldn’t make himself give much of a damn just then.

Throughout it all they barely mentioned Keith. Her family had never really
accepted him, letting their silent approbation say clearer than words that the
autism was his fault, not Connie’s. As if anyone could predict those things.

It had been a dark, depressing nightmare with no retreat possible, given his
analytical mind. The phone calls were agony, first to Jack and Brenda to cancel
their visit, then to the family members. He’d done it solo, in a state of shock
without a soul to lean on, and shortly thereafter they’d descended on him.
Myriads of quasi-strangers, most familiar—others not, arriving at his home in
ragged sequences; mountains of food brought by some as a form of comfort;
expressions of consolation and grief; four dogs going crazy; arrangements at the
funeral home with one hand, orchestration of the memorial service with the
other, phone calls and simultaneous comphone conversations, incessant
explanations. The kaleidoscope of events played out over and over in his
conscious mind, while a part of him screamed for quiet, for time to grieve. It had
never happened when it should have happened.

He was grieving now as he wandered their Do-Die farm. The memory of her
merry voice and that laughing, expressive face was there wherever he looked,
but something else was forming in the background, tenuous, like a thin fog.

It was rage.
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Rage, not so much for the specific truckload of illegals that cost him his
family, but the fact of their very illegal existence in the country. Rage at the
federal government’s unwillingness to control the borders, at the craven
politicians who feared taking effective action would lose the Hispanic vote. It
gradually displaced grief, helping him take his mind somewhere else. He began
documenting all the aspects of illegal immigration, concentrating on how it had
gotten to the present morass and what it would take to cure it. He delved into
government in general, into how cowardly and immoral politicians cast votes,
not for what was best for the country, but for whatever would get them
reelected. Or, for whatever legislation the biggest donors wanted passed or kept
viable by congress. 

One major roadblock to effective control, but by no means the only one, was
the way elected officials reached out to ethnic voting blocs—such as Hispanics—
and catered to their demands. Industry wanted wages kept low to compete with
foreign markets. Farmers, unsatisfied with giant publicized subsidies of the past
or the more hidden ones at present, supported more and more illegals because
they’d harvest the crops at any wages. And the list went on.

That study initially occupied him, but it soon ballooned to include other
aspects of government and society, bogging him down in a wealth of details. It
would be hard for even one of those giant computers normally used for weather
forecasting to untangle the mess government had become. Probably impossible.
Computers were fast, not intelligent. At the end of the week he gave up. He had
a mountain of data and assumptions and charts and projections, plus
innumerable other paths he’d thought of but hadn’t traveled. Too much, too
much. Maybe later he could come back and concentrate on just the illegal
immigration boondoggle and perhaps think of something to do about it, but for
now it was time to go back to Barrington, and work. That would be a test of
another sort. Perhaps he was ready, but he wouldn’t know until he faced it.

He decided to go in late the first morning. That way he might postpone the
inevitable a little longer, not the most courageous decision to be sure, but one
anyone might expect. Ernesta Wiggins, administrative assistant for his
department, would be the most likely to spot him as he entered the suite of
offices.

Ernesta helped him and the other scientists avoid the welter of paperwork
inherent in any project. Oh, for days of Edison or Mendel, when a single scientist
could do all the labor and still make monumental discoveries, but that was
mostly romanticizing. Modern science increasingly dealt with the ultra-micro
world of atoms and molecules, areas of science the public was largely unaware
of. Ernie made everything so much easier that he often wondered how they had
ever managed without her.

She detoured in his direction the moment she saw him. “Sorry to hear about
your family, Mister Blake. That was awful.”
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“Thanks, Ernie. I appreciate it.” Okay, I’m ready. You’ll ask me about the accident
now, and how it happened and if I’m okay and do I want some coffee. 

But she did nothing of the sort; she merely waited to see if he needed her
assistance to get started again. He stood indecisively for a moment, then nodded
and headed for his office to one side of her alcove. He’d just tucked the key card
back in his wallet when Norman Wheelright called out his name. Norman
carried a perpetually cheerful grin on his young face and it was hard not to be
affected by his always-exuberant mood. He did nothing to temper his expression
or smile this morning.

“Good Morning Norman. How’d the fractions turn out? Do we have enough
material?”

“It went wonderful, Mister Blake, wonderful. I’ve got everything sorted out
and aliquoted into the preservatives the way you wanted. All the analytical
results are done, waiting for you on your desk. Say, I’m really sorry to hear about
your family.”

“Thanks, Norm. Let me take a look at the mail and I’ll be back there in a little
while.”

Ernesta had been her usually efficient self while he was absent. Other than a
couple of questions from other research scientists working in related fields, and
the anticipated sympathy mail, there wasn’t much there. He saved the sympathy
stuff for later, answered the questions, then turned to the papers stacked in the
inbox. Most of those just needed signing, and the others could wait. Nothing was
more important than the protein fractions, but first things first. The centrifuged
fractions needed to be the same ones he thought were ‘coded for’ by genes
responsible for the areas of the brain he was pursuing. Were they? The report
should tell. He scanned it, nodding when he saw the big spike in the comparison
graphs. Definitely the right track. Time to go see Norman now.

The lab was divided into several work stations, depending on the techniques
being used and the particular instruments involved. Lab coats were hanging just
inside the door, ahead of the sticky antibiotic strip on the floor. There was no
need for bunny suits with the type of work being done, but those hung there as
well, including hair and over-shoe covers, just in case they had to render the lab
area fairly sterile.

He grabbed his own coat and shrugged into it.
Norman was hunched over a bench. He was one of myriad technicians who

either weren’t quite smart enough to master a science at the doctorate level, or
who’d stopped their education at the undergraduate level for other reasons, yet
were totally indispensable nevertheless. The man gave meticulous attention to
detail.

“Ready to push ahead, Norm?”
“Sure thing. I’ve got the fractions set up to go any direction you’d like.”
“Show me what you’ve done.”
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Sporting his trademark grin, Norman opened one of the big coolers and
pointed to dozens of tightly capped tubes labeled with numbers, as well as his
own handwritten labels, designating each sample according to which group it
had been derived from. There were samples taken from autistics of varying
degree in severity and intelligence, as well as could be judged, plus normals of
varying intelligence. Then both groups were represented by a further
subdivision as to whether the microproteins had been derived from the
individuals in either normal or focused modes of thought. “See here, Mr. Blake?
I’ve got your samples ready for the next step, whichever way you decide to go.
Just let me know and it won’t take any time at all to parcel out the portions.”

“Good. Now I think I know where we’re going… or let me say the conditions
under which we want to collect more data… but we don’t want to draw
conclusions in advance. I was thinking quite a bit during the week I was… off
work, and I think I’d like to speed this up a bit. Go ahead and run whatever you
need of the samples through the antibody-suppressing solutions so we won’t get
misled by allergic reactions. Use only the fractions from the focused groups, but
we want to test them all regardless of IQ levels. And just on a hunch, let’s start
some replication going on the proteins taken from the focused autistics. I’m
thinking now that we’ll need more of them than any of the others. Follow?”

“Yep. In fact, I’m ahead of you. I’ve already got replication runs going on all
of them. Now how ‘bout the mice? Want me to start with an NG line in the
standard maze-solving protocol?”

“Correct. We’ll give that two weeks, maximum, or until we see some
deviation. Use the seven-per-batch plan and the usual algorithms for analysis.
You’ve got everything in your files?”

Norman nodded.
“Good.” I don’t expect we’ll be able to draw any meaningful conclusions

from this study, but it should serve as the basis for the chimp trials we’ll run
next. You can get the chimp protocols lined up while the meeces are busy with
their games, so we won’t waste any time. I’ll get the paperwork on them going.”

“Just let me know the next day or two how you want it set up. Oh, and I’ll
need you to decide on the dosage per mouse and calculate the amount. I’ll re-
check everything right before we start.”

“Norman, the day you don’t re-check the re-checks you just re-checked is the
day I’ll know you need a long vacation.” He’d almost smiled; it came out more a
twist of his mouth. “Anyway… well, thanks. I think we’ll just go with low,
medium and high doses since I hope this will be a fast and dirty run. It will save
some of the little critters and we can always go back if we need more data. Is
there anything else you need before you get started?”

“Just your signature on the order for the mice and some time with one of the
certified animal handlers. Both requests are on your desk.”

“And the microproteins? How much did we harvest from the focusers?”
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“A lot more than you predicted, but still not all that much. Not to worry,
though. I’ve got the sequencers and duplicators running on the ones I thought
would interest you most, and I’ll start any others you say. Take a look while I get
the mice protocol going.”

This time the smile managed to come through. “I can see I’m not needed
around here, so I’ll go crawl into the cave and read a journal or something while
you do the real work.” The ‘cave’ was a mini-office set into an alcove, not much
more than a small desk with a computer and an equally small table to one side,
where journals or printouts could be spread.

Norman grinned at the exchange. When it came to work or long hours,
nobody outdid the boss. He returned to his original work station and once again
hunched-down over his papers.

Murray pulled up the standard chimp protocols and began setting up the
next phase of the research, getting ahead of himself because the mice study
might produce nothing. But there was something about this one, something…
untenable… that had him thinking positively. He’d felt it coming.

The mice study would justify further testing.


Jack Williams’ phone call came during a walk with the Pomeranians just
before dark. Of the four dogs, they were the most programmed for a walk each
night, doubly so since Connie’s death. Sugar and Moose were happy getting
their daily walk with neighbor Gloria Stimson, who’d volunteered that service.
Murray knew he’d have to find a caregiver for the dogs soon. They were too
much for a single owner away all day, and he couldn’t keep relying on Gloria,
nice as she was. The Pomeranians, meanwhile, were bundles of energy and noise
when it came time for their nightly outing. Murray had to cup the mike just to
hear over their yapping.

“I thought it was about time to check on you, pal. You okay?”
“Still here. I went back to work last week. How’s Brenda?”
“Fat and happy. Both the boys still overseas. Hey Murray, could you stand

some company this weekend?”
“As a matter of fact, I could. There’s something I’ve been playing with that I

want to get your input on. Why don’t you and Brenda come on over Saturday
morning? Plan on spending the night if you can.”

“We’ll do that if you don’t mind some extra company. Our niece is staying
with us for a while.”

“Sure, bring her along. Anything the kid can’t eat?”
“She loves steak, hint, hint. And dogs… the woofy kind.”
“She’s been hanging around you too much. Okay, I’ll stock up. See you

Saturday.”
The call was timely, first because of Jack’s recent assignment to the Infantry

Light Weapons and Tactics Testing command. That was good news, Jack’s
original reason for inviting himself and Brenda down for the barbecue that never
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happened—he’d wanted to talk about it. The assignment was a fairly small army
post devoted to evaluating new, multi-tasked exotic weapons in simulated
company sized combat. Jack loved it as much as he’d hated his previous stint at
the Pentagon, serving as aide to a political general he detested.

Another reason for the visit was that Jack and Brenda both felt responsible in
some weird way for the accident, and it was important for them to see how he’d
bounced back—if it could be called that. More like stumbling out of thick fog and
trying to find one’s bearings again.

What was it they said about life… that it happened while you were making
other plans?



The Focus Factor

19

Chapter Three

Ernie’s stern look went with her warning. “You’re going to go over your
budget, Mr. Blake, and it’s against company regs to start a follow-up research
project before you get the chief’s approval. And you know it.”

Okay, so he’d ordered the chimp study to begin before the mice started their
second run, even before their first injection wear-off period ended. There’d been
an excellent reason. He, Norman and the animal handler all saw and noted the
difference in the mice who’d been injected with microproteins derived from
focused autistics. Their ability to solve mazes jumped to a surprising level over a
period of several days, then tapered off in the normal way with no apparent after
effects. Those receiving the middle dosage did the best. Higher doses appeared
to affect them in some neurological way, making them tremble constantly and
perform slightly worse than the middle dose mice, although they recovered from
whatever it was. That was encouraging. Apparently the microproteins wouldn’t
permanently alter behavior, at least in mice. Now if only the trend would
continue in the direction he hoped for, the tests might be quite useful. Even
partial success would help, pointing the way toward more definitive
investigations.

Rarely were scientific breakthroughs the result of single inspirations. They
were the result of long, winding roads filled with tiny glimpses—often guesses—
of which fork in the road to take, which path to follow. Each little guess had to be
judged right before subsequent ones were even considered. Still, it helped to
know where the path ought to lead. He had been working on the microproteins a
long time now.

Ernie was the project’s watchdog. Her warnings about the chief were as bad
as being called ‘doctor’ just for staying in school longer than most. That’s why
he’d insisted on everyone calling him ‘Mr. Blake,’ not Dr. Blake. The chief
insisted on the honorarium. He was Dr. Hiram Dean Craddock, not so
affectionately called El Jefe behind his back.

“Tell El… I mean H.D. I’ll take it out of next quarter’s budget if necessary.”
“He won’t like it.”
“So what’s new? Let him sue me. It’s the latest fad.”
Ernesta grinned and turned back to her terminal. She’d probably manipulate

the quarterly budget figures so thoroughly Craddock would never suspect a
thing. Just as with Norman in the lab, people like her were invaluable for
handling administrative tasks, and she was one of the best.

Craddock was the lab director, in overall charge at the Okalahoma branch of
Barrington Research. Nobody remembered when the El Jefe moniker came about,
but that had always been one of his nicknames. The other was ‘Machine Dean,’
from days when he’d held a similar position at a local college. The ‘machine’ part
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referred to his habit of moving abruptly. The joke had been that Star Wars’ C3PO
moved smoothly compared to Dean. Somehow he even managed to eat using
quick, jerky motions. There was nothing smooth about Hiram Dean Craddock,
nothing at all.

The worst thing anyone could do was call him by his first name. He loathed it.
Craddock ran the facility as if the only thing that really mattered was a steady

output of productive work, something never guaranteed in a basic research
facility. Once he’d reached the executive level he seemed to forget the old science
maxim: research produced far more negative than positive results. Those
published studies, while not generating immediate revenue, nevertheless saved
money in the long run by preventing scientists—and managers such as him—
from traveling avenues already proven futile.

Ernie read Craddock like a book, so when she issued a warning it was rarely
ignored. This time things were different; the results had suddenly turned
promising and he wasn’t about to slow down.

Murray realized he was smiling.


The discovery was a bit unsettling.
Jack’s niece was not eight years old as imagined, but an attractive woman in

her early twenties. Petite and slim, a bit over five feet tall, Wilma Timms was
Jack’s older sister’s daughter. She had a pleasantly pretty face framed by short,
blonde hair. Jack made the introductions with his usual flair.

“As I said, Wilma, Murray’s my best friend. Now you see what an idiot I am
for even suggesting this.”

“Don’t be so silly, Uncle Jack.” She laughed and held out her hand. “I’m glad
to meet you, Mr. Blake, after hearing so much about you. My uncle’s a one-man
admiration society.”

Her hand was soft and cool, but the moment was interrupted by the click of
paws on hardwood. Moose had finished marking all four tires on Jack’s car and
was ready to perform his remaining duty—welcoming guests. He aimed directly
for the first one he saw—Wilma.

“Oh, no you don’t.” A two-handed grab for the shaggy coat, and the front
paws never quite touched her. “Down, Moose! Shake.”

With a throaty whine that might have meant but I wanted to do it my way, the
oversized ball of white fur took his time plunking his rear portion down, then
raised the right paw while looking away as if resigned to the lesser challenge.
Wilma held the paw and patted him on the head with her other hand.

“Moose, you’re supposed to look at the lady when you shake hands. That’s
it.”

She still had the paw in her hand. “What happens when I let go?”
“You’ll be okay now. He always tries to jump up on a person when he first

meets them. He won’t do it again, though. I’ve taught him that after shaking with
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a person, it’s not allowed. Of course you’ll have to go through the same routine
again if you ever come back.”

“It’s really pretty out here, even as dry as it’s been this year.”
“Connie took care of most of the yard.”
“I’m… really sorry about your family, Mister Blake. That must have been

horrible.”
“Thanks. Call me Murray. I know I have gray in my hair, but I’m not old

enough for the ‘mister’ bit away from work.”
She laughed again, then stooped to rub the little Pomeranians who’d been

agitating for attention, suddenly kneeling and getting her face and hands kissed.
Then it was Brenda’s turn. As she delivered a brief hug, Jack held out his
traditional bottle of brandy in a paper bag.

“This goes with the yarn swapping later, ol’ buddy.” He set it on the kitchen
counter. “Now where’s the beef, in the fridge?”

Brenda took over at that point, wagging her finger. “Murray, I know where
everything is. You and Jack go get the grill ready so Wilma and I can cook before
the wind comes up. You can both talk about your projects.”

“I thought Jack was the grillmeister of the family.”
“He just thinks he is. Wait till you taste my cooking. Now you just shoo out of

here. Take a couple beers outside, set up the grill and relax. You two have lots to
talk about.”

“Bottom line, Jack, I got really bogged down in what I’d describe as
incredibly complex interwoven factors when I tried to dissect the whole problem
of illegal immigration. What a rat’s nest!”

“Interesting.”
“But it’s not just that. The whole damn country is on the skids and no one

seems to give a damn.”
“Plenty of us do, Murray, including me, but where in hell do you start? It’s

not as simple as just voting for the better man. No one can get elected today
without racking up stacks of IOU’s to a multitude of pressure groups and special
interests. For that matter nobody seems to want to run for office without being
beholden to some faction or other. Like it’s a form of support group once they’re
in office. By the time they’re at the level of party influence that gets them
nominated, they’re already corrupt.”

“If they weren’t crooks to begin with.”
“Right. So what kind of research are you doing?”
“Actually, I’m into something really intriguing right now. I’ll tell you about it,

but keep it to yourself.”
“Damn, that spoils it, Murray. If I can’t tell someone the instant I leave here,

I’ll come unglued.”
“I have a tube of stuff you can have to fix up the wreck. I’m on the trail of

something really big, if it turns out the way I hope it will.”
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It was as far as he got. The women appeared with a platter of meat ready for
burning. Brenda made shooing motions with one hand. “You two can leave now.
The Marines have landed and the situation is well in hand.” Wilma was giggling
behind her. “Blasphemy will get you nowhere, Brenda. How many times have I
told you that.” Jack was on his feet, reaching for the barbecue fork.

“Ixnay. You’re outta here, you and Murray. Take the doggies for a walk.”
“She’s hopeless when she’s like this,” Jack said, jabbing the fork back into its

holster. “Looks like we’ll have to throw ourselves on their mercy and hope for
the best.”

“Come on, we can check on the kittens and guinea hens. I’ll tell you the rest
on the way.”

The six-week old kittens were tumbling over Bandit under the watchful eye
of their mother. Murray picked one up. “I suppose I’ll have to let this group go.”

“Why do that?”
“The chickens and cats were all Connie’s stuff and I really don’t have the time

or inclination now to keep it up. Or the horses, either. The four furry people will
keep me occupied enough, and that’s with my neighbor’s help. Anyway, that’s
where my research stands. It could be really important if it turns out to not have
any side effects on humans, but it’ll take years before I’m allowed human trials
no matter what results I get from the current research.”

“I wouldn’t get rid of your chickens just yet. You might be eating them before
it’s all over with, what with the way inflation’s running lately. Okay, I’ve listened
to you and now I’ll pass on a bit of information. Like yours, it’s just between us.
The government is so broke the military’s liable to have to take a ten per cent pay
cut. The troops are restive already, especially those with family. It’s getting
harder all the time for them to make ends meet on a soldier’s salary. No telling
what kind of military we’ll have left if it does happen.”

“Same for the research community, Jack. Hell, my own boss worries more
about budgets than what we’re actually doing, and it’s a corporation he’s
running, not a government agency. Of course….”

“Yeah? You stopped talking.”
“Just thinking. A whole bunch of corporate research is done at the behest of

the government these days, and when that’s the case we have to toe the
government’s line. Especially when it comes to human testing. Double what I
just said about years before we get to them.”

“How about using volunteers?”
“I wish.” It was more a resignation than exclamation. “The lawyers would

have us in bankruptcy from personal liability lawsuits within a year, providing
the insurance lawyers didn’t cancel our policies immediately. You know how
that goes, everybody and their brother suing for one thing or another. If it’s not
personal liability, it’s class action brought by those same goddamn sharks. That’s
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what they are, sharks feeding off the vitals of the country like there’s no
tomorrow.”

Jack looked more sad than disgusted. “I had a lawyer once tell me the
difference between a good lawyer and a bad one was measured in the
willingness to go for the jugular. Come on, let’s get back and find out how
overdone a hunk of beef can get.”


Jack and Brenda were always entertaining, but the big surprise for Murray

was finding Wilma good company as well. Ah, the optimism of youth! She
thought the direction society was going could be changed with nothing more
than personal effort.

Once, while Jack and Brenda were napping, she joined him and Moose on the
porch. It was a special occasion for Moose, who was banned from the porch
whenever it was damp. He just loved to roll in red mud, transferring it to the
floor and lawn chairs as if he were Rembrandt. Of course, it wasn’t damp that
often, but Moose hadn’t made the connection. The porch was off limits—unless
he was invited.

When Wilma brought out a pitcher of ice tea and glasses, Moose waited only
long enough to see where she’d sit. She was barely in place before he had his
huge head in her lap, making her laugh.

“Just shove him away if he bothers you, Wilma. It may take a couple of
shoves. He’s almost immovable when he sneaks his head into someone’s lap like
that.”

“I like him, Murray. I haven’t been able to afford the space for pets, and I
don’t believe in cooping them up in little apartments and leaving them alone all
day.”

“Good for you. Our furry friends do have minds and personalities, something
a lot of people forget. I prefer them over quite a few humans I know. Moose
looks formidable, but he’s just a big, lovable lummox. On the other hand, Bandit
would attack a cougar if he thought it was threatening anyone in the family. He’s
the real guard dog. What kind of work are you doing now, Wilma?”

“I’m between jobs, as they say. I took a government clerical position to help
support mom. She died last year, and then a few weeks ago my agency got, you
know, downsized. We heard the work was farmed out to contractors who don’t
have to pay benefits. Supposedly that saves the government money, but nobody
stops to think that low-wage people suddenly losing their benefits are going to
be on government aid rolls before long, particularly for medical care. God, my
mom’s drug costs alone were horrendous before she died, despite those that
were covered.”

“Let me guess. She was on one of the newer drugs the insurance companies
aren’t covering yet?”

“Right. I didn’t realize what a mess the medical care system in this country
was in until I started taking care of her. Every single visit to a doctor or
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pharmacy generated a ton of paperwork, and not one damn bit of which was
understandable. I don’t care if you have an IQ of two hundred. I… sorry, Mr.
Blake… Murray. I tend to get out my soapbox when I start talking about medical
care. Mine will run out in another two months, unless I fork over the equivalent
of half a year’s pay I’m not getting any more. Isn’t that nice? They gave us three
months of benefits when they fired us, that is, if we could afford to keep paying
our share.” Her laugh was bitter. “Fortunately, Jack and Brenda offered to let me
stay with them until I find a decent job.”

“You were lucky. The whole thing is out of hand. It’s the—”
“It’s the lawyers!” Jack interrupted from the porch doorway. He’d heard the

final exchange. “Blame the damn lawyers every time. They’re behind everything
that’s wrong today. They’re the ones who write up all the stuff that goes into
laws. There are times I think it’s done to purposely confuse us so we won’t know
what they’re up to. What do you think, pal?”

“Yep. When they revised the pension laws, my dad lost damn near his entire
savings. Yet the company he worked for is still in business, fat and happy. And
the taxpayers get stuck with the bill.”

“The same thing happened with my father,” Wilma offered. “He thought he
had it set up so him and mom would be comfortable after retirement, but…..”
She stopped, taking a deep breath. “I guess you both know the rest.”

Jack and Brenda did know. Her father hadn’t exactly retired; he’d committed
suicide after losing his life savings from fraudulent accounting by an investment
firm. The fully-paid-up house her mother lived in afterward was confiscated to
pay for nursing home costs.

Jack slapped the porch post and made a face. “Well, now that we’ve all
achieved that lighthearted, cheerful mood, let’s have something to drink and
enjoy the rest of the day. Murray, we’ll have to be getting on back about dark.
I’ve got a busy week in the field ahead of me and Brenda has to get back to work
tomorrow.”

“A drink suits me just fine. Who’d go for rum punch?”
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Chapter Four

Thanks to Norman donating his weekend to get all the little details ready, the
chimp research phase was progressing nicely. He’d also stayed late the first half
of the week to be sure it was set up exactly the way the boss wanted it. Nobody
asked him to put in the overtime, but that was Norman. It had to be done right if
it were to be done at all, and nobody was smarter than Mr. Blake when it came to
running protocols.

Little Big Rock, the animal handler, shared Norman’s opinions. He was the
graying Amerindian who’d worked the mice, gentle with the animals and
meticulous about following directions. The chimps raised a ruckus every time he
appeared, knowing he always had a kind word and some little tidbit or new toy
for them.

Murray put in his own overtime from Thursday through Sunday, a period
during which he slept poorly. All he could think of all night long was the chimp
study, and what they were seeing. After the first run started, it was only chimps
in the control group that reacted when their handler came near. The remainder,
those receiving the microproteins from focused autistics, were so consumed with
their new playthings they ate or drank as if the very acts were a burden. They
were totally absorbed in assembling different creations from interlocking plastic
tubing of varying lengths and angles, and some lengths of rope. None of the toys
they’d been given were things they’d ever seen before in those combinations, yet
they were turning out some very interesting creations at what could be
considered a startling rate if judged by seasoned chimp watchers.

As each one added a piece or pieces, changed what they had built or
subtracted some part, they made their creations better and more efficient, where
normally a chimp would stop once accomplishing a goal, such as building a
ladder to reach food pellets. That meant their accomplishment were something
new, a fact Norman happily pointed out. He was hyped by it.

“It’s amazing what they’re doing, isn’t it? We gave them the injections just
two days ago, and already they’re acting like human children… almost.” The
question caught Murray in a yawn. Lack of sleep was catching up with him. 

“Almost is the right word for it. Human children aren’t really inventive until
they’re almost kindergarten age, and by then they have too many distractions to
concentrate on creating with abstract forms. That comes later. The more tubing
we give these chimps, the more elaborate the construction. And look, isn’t that a
load-bearing arch one of them built?”

“Damned if it’s not. That’s Tillie, Mr. Blake. Did the microproteins speed up
her intelligence, you think?”

“I think not, Norm, although that would be a shocker, wouldn’t it? Just
imagine what something like that would mean. Sorry, but the proteins are
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produced by autistic-related genes only when a certain type of focused thinking
stimulates those genes. It’s just a matter of concentration and repetition, though I
really didn’t expect to see these chimps so attentive to what they’re building.
That’s total concentration we’re seeing, and it’s a real surprise. When have you
ever seen chimps stick to one task more than ten or twenty minutes? They’ve
been at it for hours.”

“I don’t remember ever seeing anything like this.”
“Right, and that should tell us we’re breaking new ground here. You noticed

it only took a few tries for Tillie to discover that an arch would let her attach the
swing farther up from the ground. Even the arch was an accidental discovery on
her part, but she somehow found how to place it, and then she saw there was a
more room under it than before. A few minutes later she tried hanging the swing
from it. Incredible.”

“You think she reasoned it out in the abstract sense?”
“Chimps aren’t bright enough for that. Hell, humans didn’t discover the arch

for centuries after they entered the building phase of civilization, but hey, look
over there! Thomas just imitated it. He just DUPLICATED IT! Now that’s
dynamite. I’d have expected him to pay attention only to what’s going on in his
own space, like autistics do, but apparently he tuned in somehow on what she
was building and cribbed her idea while still focusing on his own construction.
Whap, he up and copies her arch idea and goes right ahead like she’d handed
him a piece to his puzzle.” He waited for Norman to digest the significance, but
the lab assistant just stared at the male chimp.

“Norm, what I’m saying is that Thomas appears to have tuned in to what
Tillie accomplished, without the use of language. I remember an experiment we
did in psychology class way back in my college days. Our goal was to explain to
someone from the Australian outback the techniques of opening a can with a
manual can opener. We couldn’t use any sign language or drawings, or pick up
the darn thing and show him how. It all had to be done with language he
understood, and he’d never ever seen a can or an opener. He supposedly knew
only the basics of his native language.”

“It sounds hard.”
“It was impossible. I know, ‘cause I was the ‘aborigine-elect’ for awhile before

I tried the other side of the problem. There were thousands of ways to play
dumb, including lack of motivation and a desire to play with the two objects in
all sorts of ways. Hundreds of ways to hold either one the wrong way, from the
wrong end, plus not understanding what the whole thing was about. I remember
how I began jabbing with the opener like it was a dagger. Then I started
hammering with it. It was funny at the same time it was serious.

“Yet, here we just saw Thomas come up with Tillie’s breakthrough invention.
He discovered it almost before she had it done herself. The microproteins must
be not only causing them to focus their efforts to the extreme, but stimulating
them to integrate other knowledge into their efforts. Amazing.”
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“Research is all about discovering the unexpected, right Mr. Blake?”
“Well said. We might even say it’s searching for the unexpected and being

totally surprised when we actually find it. Some of the most astounding
developments have come from serendipitous discoveries.”

“Like Fleming with penicillin?”
“Yep, and X-Rays and a whole bunch of other stuff. These days, thankfully,

report one little whiff of progress and the funds pour in. At least, that’s the way
it always has been. No telling what good things will happen to our budget when
the chimp study is written up.” Another yawn. “My lack of sleep’s catching up
with me, Norman. I’ll be in early tomorrow, though. This is intriguing me no
end.”

“Me, too. This is fantastic. Boy, I could have used some of those proteins
during my finals a few years ago!”

“You and every undergraduate in the world. See you tomorrow.”
“Yeah, g’night, doc.”
“Doc?”
“Oh, sorry Mr. Blake.”


What was the physiological mechanism by which microproteins catalyzed the

focusing process, and exactly how were genes stimulated to produce them? As a
corollary to those questions, what additional mechanisms or processes took place
in focused autistics during the process? Further, what active physiological
pathways depended on microproteins for completion or operation? Those were
some of the questions most likely to be emphasized by the bean counters of his
peer review process, starting with Craddock, and there were no answers. They’d
undoubtedly want him to spend another two or three years researching those
aspects of microproteins, and any others that turned up before proceeding to
animal testing, but he didn’t give a damn. Let someone else do the grunt work of
finding out how the little molecules worked. Results were what he wanted and
the present results were more exciting than anything he’d seen in years. It was a
brand new paradigm, something no one else had explored. He’d delved through
journals suggested by a search algorithm, and nothing like it had turned up. He
was in completely new territory, a rare event for a lone researcher these days.

By the end of the week, the microprotein effects had mostly worn off. The
chimps were given the weekend and Monday to rest from their grueling ordeal
before the second run. Grueling was a strange term when applied to normal
chimps, whose tasks during an experiment were more like play, but it was apt
for the run just finished. The animals needed rest.

There were to be three runs altogether, and although he was anxious to start
the second one immediately he decided instead to work with Norman preparing
integrated data and spread sheets for review. He wanted to see the results to date
spread our in front of him. By Monday afternoon the task was finished, and the
printouts were nothing short of fantastic. Norman wanted to know when to start
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the next run. Little Big Rock—the old animal handler’s name was always
pronounced in full just as it was listed on the payroll—rarely exhibited any kind
of high emotion. He was clearly energized, but remained careful as usual. The
run would start only when he thought the chimps were rested enough.

Norman’s reaction was typically optimistic. “Great, Mr. Blake. I’ll have the
microproteins ready and make sure Little Big Rock is available to give the
injections. The chimps trust him so we won’t have to completely anesthetize or
traumatize them. Just the same tranquilizer we used last time in their morning
meal, and we’ll be ready to roll by ten o’clock.”

“That’s good, Norm. You’re invaluable here and everyone knows it. I’ll do
my best to get you that raise we talked about. No, maybe it’s better to let Ernie
work on it this time. She knows how to navigate the system better than I do, but
there’s no doubt in my mind El Jefe will be all sunshine and roses once he sees
these printouts. These will represent the first real progress we’ll have reported on
this project.”

“Thanks, Mr. Blake. See you tomorrow, bright ‘n early.” Norman left
whistling. At the same time, Ernie came through the door at the other end of the
lab.

“Mr. Blake, I just got a call from Dr. Craddock’s office. He wants to see you at
nine o’clock tomorrow morning.”

“Ah, crap! Any idea what it’s about?”
“Not a clue.”
“Ernie, he does this every time. I planned to surprise him with some excellent

results from our tests this week. No chance of that now. Whatever I take in there
will be ignored until he’s finished spieling whatever it is on his mind. Probably
wants my opinion on paint color for his den or something. Then he’ll tell me to
leave whatever I brought and he’ll read it when he has a chance. No time for
discussion or presentation unless he calls for it first. He’s so very busy you
know.”

She just stared, finally flaring her eyes. “Well, there’s nothing you can do
about it, so why not just take your presentation with you anyway? Maybe he’ll
be curious when you smile a lot.”

He sighed. “All right, I’ll go directly there first thing so don’t expect me in till
later. Please catch Norman as soon as he comes in tomorrow and tell him I’ll be
delayed and not to start without me.”


‘Machine’ Dean Craddock was a little man who used all sorts of ruses to

make himself appear bigger. He combed his long, silvery hair up in a
pompadour, then used hairspray to keep it in place. That, plus elevator shoes,
added several inches to his stature. In order to give himself a sense of dominance
over visitors, he’d installed a platform for his desk and chair so they’d be
elevated above the visitor chairs, artfully blocking the platform from view by
clever placement of his other furnishings—a lowboy credenza, two bookshelves
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and a pair of artificial potted palms. The seat of his desk chair was also raised to
the point where his shoes barely touched the floor. Hoping to enhance his
cleverness even further, he kept the vertical blinds behind him drawn, darkening
the room except for his desk lamp and whatever light came from a computer
screen.

In spite of it all, he still looked and acted small.
His huge desk was always stacked high with folders, various paper clips,

stapler, several pens plus his pen and pencil set on a black onyx base. The squat,
green-shaded desk lamp cast shadows on his face in the manner of one holding a
candle below the chin, lending mystery to the stature he was trying so hard to
convey. The joke was that the same stacks of folders had been there since the
days of Genesis, rarely being moved or exchanged with others. He’d merely have
one open in front of him, busily scribbling on a lined pad whenever he received a
visitor.

For some reason he wasn’t fully prepared for the very visitor he’d asked to be
there at nine A.M., perhaps because he’d arrived late himself once again, one of
his trademarks. He was just sitting down when he sensed someone standing in
his doorway. An arm shot out and back—zing! zip!—with the top folder. Down it
went on the desk blotter, his hand firmly shoving it down as if somehow it
would rise, while he jerked his other hand toward a group of pencils and
pounced on one. His head snapped in that direction, eyes flashing smartly down
while he made certain he’d seized a suitable one, then both head and hand
returned to desk center, fully synchronized, and addressed the folder together.

Too late he realized it wasn’t open, frowned, then made an issue of looking in
his top drawer. Finally he snapped his head up, ‘noticing’ Murray for the first
time. Down went the head again, the drawer was shut with an exaggerated final
shove and he once more leveled his gaze.

“Yes? You wanted to see me, Doctor Blake?” Somehow he always managed to
overemphasize the term ‘doctor’ when applied to anyone other than himself.

Murray almost laughed, catching himself just in time. Smile, Murray. Radiate
sunshine. “I thought it was the other way around, Dr. Craddock. You wanted to
see me. I believe you told Ernesta I was to be here a nine A.M.?” He took the
obligatory visitor’s chair.

Craddock suddenly turned all his attention on the pencil in his hand, flipping
it eraser end out with a snap of his wrist, then sharply to his right and as quickly
down as if the visitation were a monumental interruption. That done, he forced
his expression into what was supposed to be a stern look. “Yes. I’m sorry to
inform you, but we’re canceling your ongoing research.” With the final word, he
instantly snapped his head back down, reached for the pencil and opened the
folder, riffling through the pages as though returning to whatever he’d been
working on. 

When the impact of the pronouncement sank home, it was as if those two
police cars were once again parked at the golden gate. Cancel? How can he say that
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when we were assured?… “But… sir, we’re beginning to get some real results now.
I have them with me, right here, and they will astonish you. If it’s a budgetary
consideration, I can rearrange some priorities and—”

Craddock snatched his faithful lined pad and began scribbling. He never
raised his head. “Budgets are always a consideration, as you should know by
now. That is one of the factors, but the primary reason is negative reaction I’ve
received from our science ethics review committee, not to mention the Special
Education Teacher’s Association.”

Special Education Teacher’s Association? Who the hell are they? “I don’t
understand, sir. I don’t think anyone knows much of anything about my present
project, so how could either of them react at all?” He swallowed hard. “Could
you make that plainer, please?”

Craddock paused, abruptly lifting his pencil and staring at his scribbles. “It’s
very simple, really. At the recent stockholder’s meeting, we listed all types of
research we were involved in and where we expected results. One of our
stockholders publicized the fact that you’re employing biological materials
derived from autistic individuals.” He added something to the scribbles. 

“So he publicized it,” Murray countered. “And then our over-zealous
ethicists and some misguided Special Ed teachers got the wrong idea. We’ll just
have to promote the work, now that it’s showing real promise, do a little PR. It’s
designed for the benefit of autistics, ultimately, so I don’t know why anyone
would complain. The more we know, the more likely we are to find a cure the
disease and possibly reap tremendous side benefits from our findings. Who else
criticized it?”

Craddock finally looked up as if the man across from him were so dense he
didn’t understand plain English. “The fact is… Doctor Blake… there are so many
AHDD and autistic students today that many special education teachers would
find themselves out of a job if you succeeded. They also dislike the idea of using
autistic individuals’ own blood constituents for research purposes. It’s not only
unethical but irreverent in their opinion, especially mixing that blood with non-
human animals.”

“But if I mix my blood with that of animals, that’s okay, right? That’s ethical?
Besides, it’s not even blood; it’s very tiny protein fractions, and secondary to the
replication process at that. I take it you think their opinion counts for something
other than trying to preserve their own turf? Or kowtowing to fundamentalists?”

“I do, and I can assure you that the board thinks so as well. We don’t want to
involve the company in social or religious issues. Therefore we shall terminate
your inquiries into the nature of certain aspects of autistic behavior. Please
submit a detailed summary of the steps you’ve taken to permanently close your
project down by the end of the week. I’ll also expect a proposal from you on the
direction your future research will take by the end of the following week so that
I’ll be able to make accurate projections of our quarterly budgets.”
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Craddock finished the final statement with a brief sidelong glance at the
ceiling, then quickly dropped his eyes to the folder again. Clearly he’d finished
his ‘spiel.’ Lessons of the past said it was futile to argue with him at such times.
Murray stared for a moment, seething inside before his shoulders slumped.
Whether it was Craddock’s idea to close him down or an order from Barrington’s
CEO, it made little difference at this point. 

“I do have this work to finish now, if you’ll excuse me,” the little man said.
He picked up the folder Murray had placed on his desk and held it out. “This is
no longer relevant. Do you dispose of it, or shall I?”

“I’ll take it. Good day, Mr. Craddock.”
“And a good day to you, Doctor Blake.”

Murray drove around randomly, considering alternatives, since there was no
sense going back to the lab while he was agitated. The project couldn’t be taken
to another firm, thanks to his employment contract forbidding any work in the
same area for anyone else for three years, nor was there any way to salvage what
he’d done so far. Or was there? No, the research wasn’t complete. He couldn’t
even write up what he had for a scientific paper because he’d skipped a couple of
minor intermediate steps in his hurry and he hadn’t used a sufficient number of
test mice or enough trial runs to get a good statistical universe. Hell, given the
politics of the thing, they’d probably even block any more basic research
analyzing the physiology of how the microproteins worked. And even if he were
allowed that privilege, what would it prove? Without the other steps, such
knowledge would be nearly useless. It would be useless, so far as he was
concerned.

Unethical to use autistic blood fractions in non-humans? What idiocy! The
real reason was turf protection, just as Craddock admitted. Special Ed teachers
were circling the wagons against any encroachment that might diminish their
numbers, thus their political clout. Damn, damn, damn! Why hadn’t he stayed in
the army so he could take out his frustrations on a visible enemy? At least there
the enemy was mostly defined, not something nebulous, as Jack would say.

What would he say about this, about all these bright hopes dashed? No
chance for human trials now, maybe never. And what of the amazing chimp
study already begun?

In the back of his mind there’d been hope that someday he’d be able to focus
as tightly as the autistics did on specific problems. The chimps had already
hinted such a possibility was just around the corner, but now all hope was gone.
What should he do now, talk to Jack about it? Well, why not? Jack was a kindred
soul, with the same eclectic interest in events concerning the country and the
world, a friend who’d listen, but more than listen—understand. Maybe Jack
would have some new slant. Possibly something obvious was being overlooked.
There was only one way to find out, assuming his friend was free on the coming
weekend.
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Whoa! He suddenly swerved onto the road’s dusty shoulder, skidding to a
stop and sitting there for long moments with one foot on the brake. The idea that
had just flashed across his mind was so powerful he couldn’t concentrate on
driving. It loomed like a huge fork in his personal life, a division that could either
keep him plodding along or send him off into totally unknown territory. But did
he dare? Could he do it even if he dared? It was physically possible, even if it
would require a bit of chicanery. He’d need some help, someone to stay with him
for a week or two or even longer, and he’d have to forego any income from the
scientific community in the process. He had enough money to carry him for a
couple of years, and even if inflation got totally out of hand he had gold and
silver hidden away. Quite a bit of it, actually, thanks to Connie. She’d been a very
astute money manager, taking care of their finances almost from the day they’d
married. 

What else? He could handle everything except finding someone to trust
who’d stay with him during the process. Jack was the only person he could really
rely on, but unless the busy man could take some leave after coming in from the
field this week… well, no sense guessing. That’s what comphones were for. He
flipped it open and recited Jack’s code number. In short order the call was
answered, bringing a smile. Talk about being abrupt and to the point, it was
vintage Jack Williams.

“Colonel Williams, sir. What is it?”
The left foot finally came off the brake pedal. “It’s Murray, you idiot. Got a

minute or two to talk?”
“What’s on your mind, mad scientist?”
“Main item—my research project just got cancelled, ostensibly because of

protests by the Special Education Teachers Association.”
“Huh? That’s crazy! Who the hell are they?”
“Right. And crazy is too tame a word for it. Jack, is there any way you can

take some leave and come out and stay with me? There’s something I have to do
pretty quick.”

There was a moment of silence. “Murray, old buddy, you’re not going to do
anything off the wall, right? No, hell, that’s not right. If you feel strongly enough,
go for it. Only thing, this is a real bad period for me to get away, other than on
weekends, and not every weekend at that.”

“Crap! Well, hell… guess I’ll have to ask someone else, though I’ll be damned
if I know anyone besides you. This’ll take trust, and lots of it.”

“I… think I know what you’re up to, pal, knowing you like I do. Are you sure
you want to try it?”

“I’ve spent the last hour just driving around and thinking, Jack. I’m going to
quit Barrington and do a little research on my own.”

“Can’t it wait for a while? I’ll have some room for a leave pretty soon.”
“It might wait, but I’d rather do it now if I can. Damn, I wish you could be

here.”
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“Okay, then what would you think of Wilma coming out and staying with
you? I realize you don’t know her well, but I do. She’s absolutely trustworthy
and still hasn’t gone to work. She’d be free, and I could still come out some
weekends.”

“Well… how certain are you? Not only about her being trustworthy, but…
well, how about any hang-ups, strong feelings about… I’d rather not go into it
over the phone.” 

“Trust me on this one. Look, Brenda’s at a convention, but I can get away.
Why don’t I bring Wilma back out Saturday? You can talk to her and decide
then.”

“I don’t know. I’d be trusting your judgment, but then I guess you didn’t
make colonel at the age of three by being wrong about people. I’d have to think
about it.”

“What’s to think? You got along with her just fine a few days ago. Does it
have to be a man before you’re comfortable?”

“Made your point. Okay, come on out Saturday morning and we’ll see.
Maybe you’d better talk to her in advance about staying in a home with a relative
stranger, though. She might be uncomfortable with it.”

“I will, but I’ll bet you a steak she’s willing. She may have just a high school
education, but she’s one sharp girl. Reads all the damn time. Hell, she’s read
everything I have in the house, including my army physical conditioning
manual.”

“What a recommendation. Okay, see you bright and early Saturday
morning.”

As he closed the comphone cover, the thought of his own overloaded floor-
to-ceiling bookshelves produced a chuckle. At least she wouldn’t be reduced to
reading about the army daily dozen.

The decision had been made. Self testing was the only option open,
dangerous or not. He wasn’t about to let his findings at Barrington be completely
lost, even though there were worrisome memories lurking in the back of his
mind. John Hunter, for one. A surgeon, compulsive researcher and anatomist
from hundreds of years ago, Hunter had been so firmly convinced that syphilis
and gonorrhea were the same disease that he had injected himself with exudates
from both. He’d ultimately died from tertiary stage syphilis. The microproteins
weren’t in the same category as syphilis, but no long range observations had
been made on the chimps or mice to see if they’d suffered any damage from their
experiences. Chimps weren’t humans. Besides, true testing for contra-indications
would take years.

The next step was to get back to the lab for a little ‘midnight requisition,”
except it wouldn’t be midnight. He needed a good supply of the microproteins
he’d use on himself. Fortunately, Norman had replicated and removed the
antibody receptors of several large batches of the material he’d thought would be
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used. There was more than enough of the focused autistics’ microproteins on
hand, enough to last a good long while if the self-experiments proved successful
and were to be repeated.

He stopped only long enough to tell Ernie he’d be very busy in the lab. While
there in her office he picked up the project termination forms and stuffed them
into his briefcase. Norman, as usual, was hunched down over a workstation. His
perpetual smile turned sour with news of the project’s cancellation, especially
when he heard the reason behind it. 

“That’s a goddamned shame, Mr. Blake. This country is going to hell, you ask
me, when crap like that can stop research as exciting as what you were doing.”

It was exactly the reaction Murray had sought. “I have these project
termination forms to fill out, Norm. Might as well do it together… there may be
questions you can help answer.”

Norman wasn’t really needed for the forms, only for what followed. Once it
was all spread out on a counter top and the information filled in, Murray pointed
to a line. “See what this says, Norm? ‘All associated biological material is to be
removed and stored in appropriate secure facility for a six month period,
pending appeal by the parties involved. At the end of that period, said material
shall be destroyed. I suppose I could take care of that while you take your break,
am I right?” He winked, and Norman caught on.

“Ummm… yes, sir, that’s what it says all right. You know where I keep
samples for storage in the big cooler. Maybe you’ll get a break and the big boss
will reverse the decision. But right now, it’s time for my break, so I’ll leave you to
remove the biological materials from the lab to storage in peace.” Very solemnly
he returned the wink, then shrugged off his lab coat and left. It was the first time
in memory Norman had taken a coffee break outside the lab.

Once he was gone, tubes of the microprotein solution wrapped with
insulation were tucked into the briefcase, syringes and needles added, then
covered with bric-a-brac from his desk, accumulated over a period of years.
There was plenty to cover the booty, even though a lot of stuff found its way to
the wastebasket. He took the remainder to the big cooler and placed them on the
front shelf for Norman to sort and put in the proper place.

Unless Norman were specifically directed to destroy all the samples now, he
needn’t do a thing with the materials remaining except move them to another
shelf and re-label them properly. They’d stay right where they were, alongside
hundreds of other specimens for awhile. Minus what was taken for another
purpose. He moved all results of his research—except his own notes from the
central lab computer to the special research backup file, with a notation of its
contents. All that remained was to fill out the termination forms and send them
to Ernie for routing to the proper departments.

When he left later that day, briefcase in hand, the security guard simply
waved him through.
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To all the oppressed people of the world, anywhere and anywhen.
It is my sincerest hope that the events portrayed in this novel never happen.
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…Scientists have declared that in ten years they will succeed in creating a radically
new type of biological weapon. This weapon would be capable of infecting people
according to a genetically predetermined marker such as skin color or eye shape. Infection
could have a delayed effect or only begin once a certain type of medicine was taken. A
recent closed seminar held by the CIA…

…the most terrifying new possibility is the hypothetical biological weapon that could
infect people according to genetic markers. Not only would it allow for genocide; it would
be created specifically for that purpose. A recent report by the British Medical
Association stated that “the rapid progress in genetics could become the basis for ethnic
cleansing on an unheard of scale in the near future.”

Excerpts from article in Gateway to Russia, March 2004 by Vasili Sychev.
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Chapter One

On his hospital bed in the city of Port Harcourt, Nigeria, Benjamin Imhonde
barely had the energy to raise his arm, but that was enough to see that his skin
was becoming lighter. Several weeks ago it had been ebony black. Now it was
several shades paler. He wouldn’t have minded so much except that as his skin
color faded, he became sicker…and sicker. Benjamin made an effort and turned
his head toward the bed next to him where his wife lay sleeping, exhausted from
expending what little energy she had left in the simple act of using the bedpan.
She had cried out weakly from the pain caused by her movements, but now she
was silent.

Sleeping? No! She looked more like…He didn’t want to think what she
looked like. He tried to raise his head but a wave of pain coursing through his
body dropped it back to the pillow. A tear leaked from Benjamin’s right eye, then
another, and one from his left. He felt them trickling down his face and tried to
rein in his emotions. Even crying hurt now. I’m going to die, he thought. I’ve
known ever since they moved us to the isolation ward. But no one would tell him what
kind of disease he and his wife had! Just before the transfer, he’d overheard talk
that the sickness was sweeping through the city of Port Harcourt. Then an
orderly told him yesterday—or was it the day before?—that only blacks were
becoming ill, and even more ominous, that no one was recovering. That bit of
information had been bought from the orderly, but Benjamin didn’t mind; he
could afford it. He was even willing to pay for more, but the orderly never
returned.

Benjamin Imhonde tried one more time to stretch his hand out toward the
body of his wife. His arm barely twitched. That was his last conscious
movement. An hour later the orderlies came to remove the bodies. They were
Catholic nuns. They were white. They showed no symptoms of illness.

Doug Craddock took a seat at the conference table in the administrative
building of the Center for Disease Control in Atlanta, Georgia. He nodded to the
others present and smiled across the table at Amelia Foster. He had been with
the scientist-physician once before on a mission, to the Congo where a pesky,
previously unknown virus had popped up, then disappeared just as suddenly.
Amelia’s presence meant they must have a puzzle on their hands. She was CDC’s
top specialist in infectious diseases; they didn’t send her just anywhere. He also
knew Robert Handley, the man in charge of logistics and a good friend. The
other person was new to him, a small attractive woman with light brown hair
who looked to be in her thirties.
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Amelia must have seen him looking and realized her oversight. “Doug, I’m
sorry. This is June Spencer. She’ll be head nurse on this little jaunt. June, Doug
Craddock, in charge of our security detail.”

“Why a security detail?” the nurse asked, obviously puzzled.
Doug smiled and then answered, even thought the question had been

addressed to Amelia. “It’s a requirement now, Miss Spencer, and has been ever
since the CDC lost that team in Venezuela last year. They’re even putting up a
building to house us.” He sensed a thinly disguised hostility in the young
woman and wondered what it was about.

The nurse gave him a very slight nod in return for his explanation, without a
smile. Then he diagnosed her problem. Another one who thinks the world would be
better off without guns—until the bullets start flying in their direction, then we’re the
first ones they call for.

Amelia tapped her fingernails on the table to get everyone’s attention again.
“There’s coffee and tea for those who want it. Now that everyone’s here, let’s get
started.” 

Doug had been the last one to arrive. He poured coffee for himself while
Amelia played with the keyboard at her place. The wall screen swam into focus.
It showed a map of a large part of western Africa. 

“Here’s where we’ll be going.” An arrow moved over the map. It stopped at
Port Harcourt, Nigeria. “As you can see, we’ll be in Nigeria, near the coast. Port
Harcourt is a relatively modern city so facilities should be adequate.

“And here’s what we’re investigating.” The next image showed the body of a
pale black man. His skin had a peculiar hue, as if some of the color had been
scrubbed off with a rough cloth. Other than that, there were no signs of illness—
yet he was obviously dead.

“What is it?” June asked.
“Good question. We don’t know; that’s why we’re being sent. The disease

starts with a tingling felt over the whole body and progresses over a period of
weeks to extreme myalgia, neuralgia, intractable pain and death. The good news
is that it doesn’t appear to be contagious through airborne droplets, as diseases
like the flu are. The bad news is that it’s spreading anyway and the medical
people don’t know why.”

Doug rubbed his chin where a five o’clock shadow was forming. He had a
beard that showed more gray than did his wavy, dark brown hair, though his
hair was beginning to be shot with white threads, too. To him, the new disease
already sounded ominous, but then these days any unexplained phenomenon
that caused death worried him. Damned terrorists.

Amelia continued. “We’ve already received specimens from some of the
afflicted. So far, we haven’t turned up what’s causing the illness, though we’re
beginning to suspect a peculiar little enterovirus that resembles the poliovirus
species.”

“Polio? I thought we’d wiped it out,” Doug said. 
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“I didn’t say it was the polio virus; just that it resembles it in certain ways.
We’ll have to wait and see what the virologists say. In the meantime, our job is to
go there and assist in finding and identifying the vector.”

“Any clues yet?” June Spencer asked. She and her team would be the ones
having the most direct contact with patients. She played with a pendant at her
neck, an odd arrangement of diamonds and gold, rolling it between thumb and
fingers.

Amelia hesitated, as if reluctant to speak. “Well…possibly. For some reason,
it’s only people of color that have become ill. That’s rather peculiar considering
what a cosmopolitan city Port Harcourt is.”

The other three people in the room couldn’t help it. Their eyes turned toward
Bob Handley, whose skin was a rich brown color, bordering on black. 

He ignored the stares. “Maybe it only strikes those carrying the genes for
Sickle Cell,” Handley shrugged. “Or maybe it’s an all black neighborhood where
the vector popped up.”

“It doesn’t matter right now,” Amelia said. She brushed a tress of her blond
hair away from her forehead.

Doug smiled inwardly, remembering a dream he had of running his fingers
through that same tumble of blond hair. Amelia was a few years older than he
and had an appealing, rather than pretty face. He had thought idly about asking
her out now that he was getting over Doris’ death, but doubted he would. There
was no real spark there. They were fast friends, though she was nominally his
superior.

“How many of us should I plan on supplies for?” Bob asked, holding his
stylus ready. His PDA was on the table in front of him.

Amelia thought. “Four infectious disease specialists, two doctors, June’s
gang and I think all of Doug’s squad.”

Doug sat up straighter. Amelia must be worried to want the whole squad.
These teams usually took less than a half dozen security specialists. “You want
my whole squad? Is there something I don’t know?”

“Doug, I’m not sure of anything at this point. Call it a hunch, but I’ve got a
feeling about this one. It’s new, the symptoms are unlike anything we’ve seen
before and despite Bob’s disclaimer, I don’t like that thing about it affecting only
blacks. No, let me take that back. Right before I came from the office, I saw where
a couple of Indians from Calcutta had come down with it, so it probably isn’t
confined to people of African descent, just those who happen to have dark skin.”

“How dark were they?” Bob twiddled with his PDA, obviously somewhat
uncomfortable with the subject matter.

“I have no idea. Anyway, that’s about it, so far as facts that we’re sure of.”
“How many so far?” June asked.
Doug liked the way her voice sounded. It had a pleasant, melodic tone to it.

She was pretty, too. Too bad she didn’t seem to take to him.
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“It’s gone from a dozen or so a week ago to over three hundred hospitalized
now and many more beginning to show symptoms. The clinics have long lines in
front of them. A few dozen deaths so far, but according to my sources, none of
the sick are showing any signs of recovery. On the contrary, they’re getting
worse. We’ll be wanting to take level one precautions until we know more.”
Amelia decided not to bring up what the virology laboratory director had told
her, that there was a possibility the virus could have been tinkered with. She
wanted to wait until they knew for certain, one way or another. No sense in
letting unfounded rumors get started.

The other three groaned at the mention of level one precautions. In the
tropics, the protective suits were burdensome and hot and very uncomfortable,
especially when worn for long periods. “We’ll be leaving as quickly as we can, so
get your people briefed and check with Bob for anything extra in the way of
supplies you think you might need. Plan on the day after tomorrow at the latest.
I know this is kind of rushed, but that’s what we’re here for. Any questions?” She
scanned the three faces. No one responded. “All right, same time tomorrow
morning we’ll meet again, and see where we are.”

Doug rose from his seat. He gave Amelia a mock half-salute and strode
quickly away, his mind already in overdrive, mentally running down his
checklist of the things he’d need to do to get his squad ready. There weren’t
many items on the list. Most of the squad were retired military, all professionals,
all trained by him personally to be ready to go at an instant’s notice. Two days?
Hell, they could be ready in two hours if they had to. Something else was on his
mind, too; Bob Handley. Before they parted, Handley stopped him with a touch,
as if sensing his concern.

“Doug—for some reason this scares me, the thought that only blacks are
falling ill. If I buy the farm, will you see to the family?”

“Of course, but don’t worry, just make sure you wear your biosuit and you’ll
be okay.”

Handley’s earnest black face held a graver expression than Doug had ever
seen; ordinarily, he was cheerful almost to a fault. And he was such a good
friend that they could honestly discuss race relationships and cultural attitudes
with none of the intellectual posturing so common when the subject usually
came up.

Doug remembered very plainly when he first became aware of racial
differences. He was five years old and not yet in the first grade when he
stumbled while racing along the sidewalk near his home. He fell and skinned his
knees. The old black man who did yard work for the neighborhood helped him
up while Doug tried to hold back the tears. Big boys don’t cry! He remembered his
Dad’s admonishment but sometimes it was hard to keep the tears inside.

“You okay, little man?” The white haired old man asked, while brushing him
off.

Doug nodded, unable to speak. His chin was quivering.
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“You a big boy,” the old man said, his smile showing a gold tooth.
Doug nodded again, feeling better. It really didn’t hurt that much.
From out of the blue came another question that he didn’t understand at

first. “What you rather be, a black man or a white man?”
For the first time, Doug really looked at the old dark skinned gardener. His

shoes were split and taped. A much used leather belt held up equally worn and
patched jeans. His shirt was stained and wet with the pungent odor of dried
sweat and his cap was a shapeless mass. But what Doug noticed most was his
color and the way his face held a reservoir of old sadness that was never absent.
He didn’t laugh and sing and wear nice clothes like the black men he saw on
television. He was very dark, almost black, and Doug remembered now that a lot
of other people were dark, too, like the woman who came to clean house every
week or two. He thought of his playmates and how they were all white. He
thought of his parents and their friends. None of them worked outside all day in
the yards or mopped floors. He hung his head, ashamed, somehow, but his
child’s mind had no idea why. Yet he knew the answer to the black man’s
question. From hundreds of overheard jokes and conversations a cultural bias
had already soaked into his little mind. He didn’t really want to say anything but
his parents had taught him to always answer when an adult spoke to him.

“White, I guess,” he muttered, looking up at the old man.
“Me, too,” the black gardener replied in a soft voice. He seemed to be

looking at something far beyond them, something out of sight. “You go home
now, get them knees doctored.”

Doug thought he had never seen anyone look as sad as the old man, even
when he smiled. “Yes, sir,” he said as he nodded his head and turned back
toward home. In a moment he was running again, but not from excitement or
playfulness. He was running to escape an unknown menace, something he didn’t
understand but knew was threatening.

He never forgot that episode, and even as a child, he began observing how
blacks and whites treated each other and by the time he turned thirteen, he knew
that blacks were considered an inferior race. He didn’t know why, but he didn’t
agree with the prevailing attitude of his white friends and his parents. He didn’t
speak out openly very often, being shy and reclusive. He was considered a
bookworm by many of his peers. It wasn’t until he was grown and in the army
that he began voicing his opinions at times and places he thought were
appropriate, but it seemed as if he had always known it was an unfair situation
for black people and even as a child always tried to treat blacks as politely and
with as much consideration as any one else.

Bob Handley was the only person other than Doris he had ever told that
story to. Remembering it, he patted Handley’s shoulder, but was unsure of what
else he could or should say.

Handley finally smiled at him. “You’re a good man, Doug. I hope you come
out of this okay, too.”
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“We will,” Doug assured him again. But now he began to worry.

June lingered after Bob Handley and Doug Craddock had hurried away. This
would be her first mission after returning from her extended leave of absence. 

Amelia smiled warmly at her. “I’m really glad to have you back, June. I’m
sorry I haven’t had a chance to talk to you before now. How are you doing?”

“I’m okay, Amelia. It just took a while for me to get over it. I guess no
woman really expects to become a widow when she’s barely in her thirties
and…”

Amelia nodded sympathetically. “Yes, but—June, I saw the way you reacted
to Doug. Please don’t take it out on him just because he was a soldier. He’s a
good man and I’m glad he’s going to be with us.”

“I’m sorry. I know I was rude, but when he walked into the room, just the
way he acted…so…so…”

“Soldierly?”
June granted Amelia a small chuckle. “I guess so. And I guess I’m still a little

resentful that it wasn’t the professionals who took so many of the casualties; it
was the National Guard troops.” She fingered her pendant, a nervous habit she
wasn’t even aware of. It was made from her wedding and engagement rings, cut
down and set on a small flat oval made of yellow gold. “Anyway, is there
anything special I need to know? Anything that’s changed since I’ve been gone? I
didn’t want to ask while the others were here.”

Amelia shook her head. “The only thing that’s changed is that the world has
become an even more dangerous place since you took your leave. I guess you
know that, though.”

June smiled and Amelia thought how engaging and cheerful a simple smile
made her look. She was glad that June had decided to return. Moping wouldn’t
bring her husband back and Amelia was a firm believer in work. Perhaps staying
busy would help dispel the last remnants of sorrow she still carried inside her.

“Oh yes, I have kept up with the news,” June said. “The terrorists are getting
worse all the time, aren’t they?”

“Yes, they are. That’s not our problem, though. We just want to identify this
new bug and find a cure or a vaccine, if that’s possible. At the very least, we need
to find the vector.”

“Well, if there’s nothing else, I’m going to go brief my gang. Thanks for
taking me back, Amelia. I really do appreciate it.”

Amelia Foster watched the younger woman leave the conference room. It’s
good to have her back, she thought. June was an excellent infection control nurse.

In another part of the building, Amelia’s superior sat at her desk in the CDC
Director’s office and rubbed her eyes. There were never enough hours in the day
or enough money in the budget to cover everything that needed doing. Mary
Hedgrade had to take the time for the next task though. Just in case. She punched
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a button on the console that held three phones, a speaker phone and a
teleconference line connected to the big flatscreen on the wall behind her desk.

“Yes ma’am?” Her assistant’s voice came from the adjoining office of the
CDC Director’s suite.

“Tammy, get Mr. Tomlin on line one for me, please. As quickly as you can
arrange it.”

Sometimes the wait to speak to Edgar Tomlin, Homeland Security Director,
was a long one. Mary tried to review the latest morbidity reports, but couldn’t
keep her mind on the papers in front of her. Shuffling papers ate up an
administrator’s time, but there was no help for it. Sometimes it seemed to her
that the more advanced computers became, the more they generated a need for
hard copies. While she was waiting, her mind wandered, but always came back
to the subject of her call—that new illness in Nigeria. The last update from the
initial small team sent a few days ago prompted her to make it. Doctor visits in
Port Harcourt were far above normal, as were hospital admissions. Patients
almost all had the same symptoms, a tingling sensation that advanced to pain
and weakness. In itself, such a disease wouldn’t have prompted her to notify
Homeland Security, but the new report confirmed the earlier findings. Only
people with dark skin were falling prey to whatever it was. More deaths had
been reported, and even more ominous, still not a single person had recovered.
There weren’t that many bacteria or viruses so target specific—and so
universally deadly. 

Mary’s assistant broke into her reverie. “Ms. Hedgrade, Mr. Tomlin is ready
for you.”

Mary picked up the secure phone. She barely knew Edgar Tomlin, but what
little she knew of him struck her positively. He wasn’t simply an out-of-work
politician appointed to fill the director’s seat temporarily until a new head was
nominated and confirmed; he was a career official and the former
undersecretary, and CIA Director before that. His predecessor had died of a
heart attack two weeks ago.

“Mr. Tomlin, I have some news for you. A new disease, a bad one, has poked
its head up in Port Harcourt, Nigeria. It appears to infect only blacks and other
very dark skinned persons.”

“Good God! Won’t that cause a run of paranoia! But why tell me?” He
sounded impatient. Mary imagined his workload probably outweighed hers.

“There’s a possibility that the original virus could have been deliberately
altered to produce just that effect, Mr. Tomlin.”

Dead silence reigned at the other end of the line for a long moment. Finally
Tomlin spoke. He no longer sounded as if he wanted to hurry. “But you’re not
sure yet. Is that it?”

“Yes, sir. But we should know within a few days. I just wanted to give you
fair warning. This could be a bombshell.”
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“Damn right it could! Bombshell is an understatement. What are your people
doing about it?”

“I sent one small team initially. Within two days I’ll have a complete
contingent over there. I would appreciate it if you would have the Secretary of
State pave the way for them. And I suppose you need to start your wheels rolling
just in case?” Her last sentence was framed as a question.

Another silence, then he said “Yes, I’ll start some preliminary work but…uh,
Mary is it?”

“Yes.”
“Mary, I’m going to put a clamp on this. Tell your people not to talk about it,

especially the part about it affecting only blacks. Good God, what would—wait!
Is there any possibility it could spread to here? Is it contagious?”

“Mr. Tomlin, that’s what we’re going to find out. We have no idea yet how it
spreads, nor exactly how fast; only that it’s doing it, and doing it very rapidly.”
She didn’t finish with the implication. Whether or not Tomlin knew it, Port
Harcourt was a metropolitan city, the hub of both air and sea travel into and out
of Nigeria, the most populous nation in Africa. If it could be spread by human to
human contact, as apparently it could in some way, then it was already present
in nearly every country in the world. Including the United States of America.
Globalization and universal air travel would have seen to that.

Edgar Tomlin put down the phone and stared into space, reviewing the
conversation in his mind. Had he responded properly? Been appropriately
concerned? Finally he nodded to himself. Yes. He had said just what he should
have.
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Chapter Two

Rafe Smith grinned gleefully at his companions and clenched his fingers into
a fist, shaking it in the air. “We did it!”

There were five of them, all looking much alike, their faces seamed with
wrinkles burned into the skin by long exposure to the sun. They were dressed in
jeans and snap button shirts and battered tennis shoes or heavy, lace up work
boots. There were two cases of beer stacked in the kitchen of the old farmhouse,
with more cooling in the refrigerator. It had been a long time coming and now
they were celebrating.

“You reckon we’ll get all the niggers?” Eddie Dunstop, Rafe’s second in
command, asked. He tipped a beer can to his mouth and swallowed. It went
down easy and cold, a proper reward for a working man after a day outside at
the construction site.

“Hell, yes,” Rafe answered. “That crazy Swede said Africa’s just the start.
Before long there won’t be a nigger left alive.” 

“Hallelujah!” Another of the men exclaimed. “Goddamned black apes, it’s
about time.” He wiped his mouth after a big gulp of beer, then continued, “I still
think we should of killed the Swede after we got the stuff from him. What if he
gets caught and blabs?”

Rafe shook his head. “No, the big boss said we might need him later. Niggers
ain’t the only ones in the world causin’ us trouble. There’s the chinks and spics,
too.”

“How ‘bout the ragheads? Those crazy fucks are bad as niggers.”
Rafe chuckled and stretched his long thin legs out on the patched ottoman in

the living room. “We got it started, good buddy. Let’s let this play out first.
Which reminds, me, better stock up on ammo before it hits here. This is gonna to
drive the niggers batshit.”

Eddie stood up and stretched, then sat back down. His puzzled expression
focused on Rafe, their leader and the one who was the primary contact with the
Swede—as well as the one who received and dispensed the funds coming from
the head man. “How they gonna do anything to us? Won’t they just die off real
quick like?”

“Naw, Eddie. It spreads kinda like the flu. You know, like it may go on for
months before they’re all dead.”

“But Rafe, the flu don’t never get ever’body! What if it don’t kill all of ‘em?”
“The Swede said it would, but it might take some time. Now relax and enjoy

yourself. We’ve worked for this day a long time. From now on whites are in
charge of the world.”

“Except for the spics and chinks.”
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“Relax, man, relax. We’ll get them, too, eventually. The Swede said maybe he
could figure something out if he had some more time and money. I know, I
talked to him good right before we split up.”

Eddie nodded agreement. A new world was coming, one more to his liking.
Like Rafe always told them, everything would be great when there were no more
niggers or spics or chinks. The whole world would be ruled by whites, like God
intended it to be. He took another swig of beer and thought about how that
goddamned black ape of a foreman who told him he was lazy would be dead,
deader than last week’s road kill. He wiped his mouth and grinned.

The security contingent for the CDC teams was housed in a huge converted
factory building located just outside the eastern city limits of Atlanta. From the
bits of lint and strings of colored cloth that still turned up sticking to clothing and
gear, Doug suspected it had once been a textile mill. Those days are gone, he
thought. China and Bangladesh and other low-pay countries manufactured
almost all the mass produced clothing now. Still, the building was sufficient for
their purposes. There was enough room to house several hundred troops, as well
as a mess hall and lounge. A smaller building adjacent to it served adequately as
a supply and arms depot. It was always under guard by a contract security firm.
Those who were married or had some other arrangements were allowed to live
away from the headquarters unless they were on the go team. That duty rotated
and Doug considered himself lucky to have caught this assignment. He liked
seeing new places and had never been to Nigeria.

The security building held a briefing and conference room, which was where
Doug and his squad were now. He had just told them where they were headed.

“Nigeria!” One of the troops exclaimed. “That’s Africa, huh?”
Doug was always astounded by questions like that. He was well aware of the

fact that geography was no longer considered part of a well-rounded school
curriculum, but damn, didn’t people even read these days? Or watch something
besides sports and cartoons? It was a pet peeve of his. He controlled his irritation
at the man’s lack of knowledge, even though Nigeria had been in the news for
years with its perennial religious and tribal conflicts between Muslims,
Christians and Animists over control of the country’s oil supply and
government.

“Yes,” Doug acknowledged. “Nigeria is in western Africa. It’s a big oil
producer when they’re not on strike or banging away at each other over religious
issues. We’re going to Port Harcourt on the coast. Be sure and go over the
briefing packet I gave you, especially the street maps of the area around the
hospital and clinics. All of them. I know you don’t have much time but that’s
what the go team is for—a quick deployment.”

“Can we expect any action?” Buddy Hawkins, a former Marine, asked. He
had somehow missed the Gulf wars and the latest dustup in South America.
Doug thought of the circumstances, the fact that only blacks and other dark



Darrell Bain

16

skinned people were being affected by the disease. “I can’t tell you officially, but
personally? Yeah, I think there’s a good chance of it this time.” He didn’t try to
tell the young man that combat was hard, dirty, frightening and crazy, and
nothing at all like the storybooks. If it came, he would find out the hard way, like
every soldier in history had.

“Terrorists?” Martha Myers questioned. She was a short, dark-haired former
army medic who had applied for and made the cut when the infantry began
accepting females who could pass the strength and endurance tests. He liked her;
she was calm and knowledgeable in her field, and well-read besides.

“No terrorism that I know of, but there’s a factor here that’s sure as hell
going to get a lot of folks agitated, so we’re taking our full load, machine guns
and all.” He told them as much as he knew and saw their faces lose the happy
smiles over getting ready to go somewhere. The three blacks and two Hispanics
in his twelve man squad exchanged glances and tightened their lips. 

“Any more questions? No? All right, we’re confined to quarters for the
duration. We’ll meet at nine in the morning after you’ve gone over your packets,
and I’ll find out in the meantime where we’re likely to go first and whatever else
I can. We may have another day here, or we may not. Be completely ready to
leave before you go to bed tonight. Comprende?”

Nods and muttered assents told him they were probably already geared up.
There wasn’t much he needed to worry about there. He had the best squad in the
contingent and his men knew it. His had been one of the first units put together
by Gene Bradley, the Security Director, a special forces colonel who had lost his
left arm in action, though no one knew exactly where or when it had happened.

Just as Doug turned to leave, Bradley appeared. He wagged his finger and
Doug hurried over to the doorway.

“Hi Colonel. What can we do for you?”
Bradley put his arm around Doug’s shoulders and walked him back into the
room. His squad members pushed out of their chairs and rose to their feet. It
wasn’t required, but military manners were hard to shake. 

“I just got a call from Homeland Security,” Bradley announced. “You now
have orders not to talk about your mission, and there’s to be absolutely no leaks
about how this disease in Nigeria is affecting only people of color.” His gaze
roved the room, making eye contact with each of them.

“But sir—isn’t it already public knowledge?” one of the older men asked.
“The disease is. Whom it infects isn’t. And I’ve been informed there’s a

possibility of terrorism involved.”
“Jesus Christ!” Martha Myers exclaimed. “Who would do a thing like that?”
“I have no idea. Just remember—no talking, even when you call your

families. It’s all right to tell them where you’re going, since that’s already been
announced, but no details. Clear?”

“There won’t be any leaks from this squad, sir. But I really doubt it’ll stay
secret for long.”
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“Yes, I realize that and I’m sure the people higher up do as well. They just
want a chance to get a handle on what’s really happening before speaking up.
No sense in causing unwarranted panic. And we’ll all be safer if it’s not
something being bandied about by the public just yet.”

Doug nodded. America was becoming so ethnically and racially divisive that
the least suspicion of action deleterious to a particular group was likely to cause
anything from riots to political and physical retaliation against the other party.
The former colonel turned and left as abruptly as he had come. There was never
any waste motion with him. Doug knew his boss was just carrying out orders,
but personally he thought it was a futile effort. The information net was
ubiquitous and hardly anything stayed under cover for long.

Manfred Morrison felt a chill steal over him as he read the update from the
CDC just handed to him by his administrative assistant. He hadn’t paid that
much attention to the first notification about the new disease in Nigeria. New
bugs seemed to pop up almost monthly these days, a result he thought came
from continuing excursions into previously neglected habitats. The world was
growing too fast. But this…This could be horrible, and not just because of the
disease, but the repercussions from it. Natural or man made, the appearance of a
new virus that infected only dark skinned humans would be explosive. Hardly
anyone would believe it wasn’t deliberately set loose.

The update held his attention like nothing else had since his appointment to
the post of Presidential Science Advisor. His eyes were fixed on it so avidly one
might have thought he held a winning lottery ticket in his hand. The CDC
scientists now believed the virus was related to the one causing polio, but
thought it had been altered by methods that could only happen through
deliberate manipulation in a laboratory. They still didn’t know why it was so
lethal nor how it spread, and hadn’t even begun to study the possibility of a
vaccine. The update also confirmed his fears. The first cases were now being
reported in other countries besides Nigeria, among them South Africa, Ethiopia,
India and… England? Then he remembered; England had a fair percentage of
blacks in its population now. Manfred took a deep breath and continued reading.
Houston, Texas was reporting several possible cases. And New York and Seattle
hospitals thought they had some. Mexico City. He scanned on down.

Still no cure, not so soon, and still no one recovering. The president would be
coming to him soon for recommendations. There hadn’t been an inordinate
number of deaths yet, but the way the thing was spreading and the way it
affected only dark skinned persons…that was the biggest threat. Manny reached
for his phone, intending to punch the number for a direct connection to CDC
headquarters in Atlanta and see if any more information was available before
requesting an appointment with the president. Instead he paused and stared at
the skin of his own dark brown arm. His hand was trembling when he finally
managed to look away and make the call.
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“Hello, Mr. Craddock,” Doug turned at the sound of the voice and saw June
Spencer looking at him. He had gone to the forward part of the passenger
compartment of the big military cargo plane to get another cup of coffee. He was
surprised that her voice didn’t sound nearly as frosty when addressing him as it
had at their last meeting, even though he had hoped to have a few words with
the new nurse. If nothing else, he wanted to find out if his original analysis of her
attitude had been correct.

“Hello, Ms. Spencer. Do we have to be so formal, though?”
“I…no, I guess not.” No sense blaming him for Charlie’s death, she thought.
“Good. I’m Doug, in case you don’t remember. And it’s June, right?”
“Yes. Douglas?”
He laughed, displaying an even row of white teeth that appeared to have

been capped but hadn’t. “No, just plain Doug. My parents liked the short
version, I guess. I’m wondering why we haven’t met before now. Are you new?”

“I took an extended leave after my husband was killed in a helicopter crash.”
Doug’s smile disappeared. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know.”
“No reason you should have. I don’t know why I brought it up.”
“Nevertheless, losing a spouse is rough on anyone. I know.”
June halted in the act of turning to leave. “You lost your wife?”
“It’s been a while. The Mall Terrorists.”
“Oh God! How terrible.”
“It doesn’t much matter how she died, June. Dead is dead. I loved her, but

after a while you have to go on.”
“Well…maybe. Anyway, I’d rather not talk about it.”
“Same here. What brought you to the CDC?”
“My husband worked for them in administration. It just seemed natural to

take a job with them myself when they had an opening. My folks tried to get me
to go back to Houston and start over there after Charlie died. I did for a while,
but once I decided to go back to work, I found I could come back here in more or
less the same position I’d held before, so I did.” June suddenly realized she was
chatting with a former military man as if she felt no bitterness against the army.

“I guess we both must be idealists.”
June had again turned to go but that remark stopped her as quickly as the

former one had. “Why do you say that?”
Doug sipped at his coffee. “Anyone who volunteers for this kind of

assignment has to be either an idealist or a closet martyr. You don’t strike me as a
martyr.”

June hadn’t ever considered herself an idealist. “More like being born with
itchy feet. I like doing different things and going to different places.” She was
startled when Doug burst out laughing.
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“Sorry,” he apologized. “It’s just that you used the exact term to describe my
whole family. It’s sort of a joke with us. We’ve always had problems settling
down. I guess that’s one reason I went into the military.”

“You don’t look old enough to be retired. Why did you get out?”
“Thanks, but I am retired. Five years ago, but I went in when I was

seventeen. Like most teenagers, I didn’t have good sense. I thought fighting a
war would be fun and glorious. Couldn’t wait for one to happen. Then when it
did and I saw a few bodies, I realized how dumb I’d been.” Doug didn’t mention
that his retirement was because of a leg wound that left him unable to march
long distances and forced him out of the infantry.

“So why did you stay in?” June found that she was interested despite her
vow to have nothing to do with anyone associated with the military from now
on.

Doug poured more coffee. “I guess I’m an idealist in the purest sense. Being
human, I suppose we’ll always have wars and fighting. As long as it has to
happen, why leave it to the ones who enjoy such things? I think the military
ought to be made up of soldiers who hate to fight—but who, if it comes to it, do
it well.” His gaze wandered away from the present to events existing only in his
memory. “It turned out that I was good at my job.” He blinked and realized he
was talking too much. “Sorry. Sometimes I keep talking after my mind says to
stop.”

June wondered if she should tell him that her husband had been in the
National Guard—and died when called to active duty. No, he probably wouldn’t
be interested in how she felt about that. In fact, he would probably resent her
attitude. Suddenly she felt nervous in his presence. “I’d better be getting back to
my gang, We’re still looking over the packets we were given. This was all done
in such a hurry, there was no time before we left.”

“Same here, and I’d better be getting back, too. Some of my guys aren’t very
well versed in geography. I keep telling them Port Harcourt is in Nigeria, not
New England but I’m not sure they believe me. Nice talking to you.” He walked
back toward his seat, glad that he had apparently been wrong about her
unfriendliness. She was easy to talk to.

June chuckled to herself as she followed Doug back down the narrow aisle
between the trucks and jeep and their stacked and tied hand luggage. She had
the same problem, too. One of her young male nurses had thought their only
stop, Hawaii, was in the Atlantic Ocean. It was a brief one, just enough time for a
maintenance check and refueling, then they were back in the air. She had
checked her map distances and wondered why they were taking this route, but
supposed the military had a reason. They always had a reason, even if it didn’t
make sense. Like that helicopter flight…no! Stop it, she told herself. Like the man
said, dead is dead. Keep him in a special place in your memory and move on.
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The temperature and humidity were stultifying. The atmosphere hit Doug
like a wall of heated fog as soon as he stepped off the big cargo plane. Whew! He
thought, wearing biosuits in this place will sap our strength quicker than a
sauna. “Stay close, guys,” he told his squad as he looked around for their
transportation.

Amelia was already talking with the head of the welcoming committee—an-
all military one, from the looks of things. As he watched she turned in his
direction. “Doug!” she called. “Over here!” He hurried toward her.

“This is Major Mustafa. He’ll be our liaison with the government.”
Doug shook hands with the man. His skin was a rich black color. “Major,” he

said.
“And this is Captain Presley. He’s in charge of the military detachment at the

hospital. You’ll be reporting to him.”
“Captain, glad to meet you.” His new commander nodded amiably.

Surprisingly, he was Caucasian. Strands of bright red hair peeking from beneath
the bill of his cap contrasted with the gray at his temples.

The major pointed. “Your transportation is arriving now. Quarters have been
arranged near the hospital, or you may erect tents on the grounds. You’ll be
given every assistance. The situation is rapidly becoming serious. I shall see you
again once you’ve been quartered.” He waved a hand as if including everyone in
the statement and ran back to his jeep. The driver raced off as soon as he was
seated.

In a pinch, they could all have crowded into their jeep or the trucks with
their supplies, but using the two buses that the major had pointed to would be
far more comfortable. It ferried most of them and their hand baggage to an old
two story building only a couple of hundred yards or so from the big hospital,
which Doug had learned was the only hospital in Port Harcourt. To be a
manufacturing and transportation hub, the city had a surprisingly small
population. He rode with Captain Presley in his jeep while Amelia and June rode
in their own, driven by Amelia. Bob Handley had been assigned half of Doug’s
men to help with unloading and to stay with the trucks at the hospital. Bob
would see that the arms and supplies didn’t wander off, he knew. For the time
being he and the other men carried only their light weapons.

One thing Doug noticed on their way was that traffic was light; there were
few pedestrians and every intersection sported several soldiers and at least one
military vehicle, either a jeep, SUV or armored personnel carrier. Had the
situation deteriorated that quickly? He hoped not, but then why was the hospital
being guarded—or was it just to keep order from too many patients wanting to
get inside?

It was the latter, he learned quickly. “See,” Captain Presley said as they
neared the area and pedestrians increased in number. “More’re becoming ill
every day. There’s only so much room. We’re clearing out the building next to
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your digs for auxiliary wards but they aren’t ready yet.” His accent was a strange
mixture of Nigerian, Australian and Scot. 

There were also guards around their quarters. Doug wondered whether he
should ask for more help from back home. No, it wouldn’t do any good. Once
they were airborne after the stop in Hawaii, Amelia had quietly gathered him,
June and Bob and told them that she had received an encrypted call from home.
The disease was cropping up in other countries. They would be needing security,
too. This fact had already made Doug decide to keep all his men at the hospital
during the day and stay with the health workers when they came back to their
quarters to sleep. No tents would be erected; he didn’t want to take the time or
trouble. 

Doug established a routine over the next week. When in a foreign country by
invitation, the local military and civilian authorities had to be deferred to. His
squad was there mainly to repel or ideally to prevent spontaneous attacks on the
hospital infection disease specialists while they carried out their duties, much
like marine guards at embassies around the world. There was little that could be
done to resist masses of people if they were determined to overrun a place. And
he personally was responsible for deciding at what point security and safety for
the “Civilians” as they were called privately, could no longer be maintained.
That frequently threw him into the company of Captain Presley, who attended
the morning department head briefings held by Amelia for Bob Handley, June
and himself. Privately, he conferred with Captain Presley more often.

Doug had his men on two shifts a day, noon until midnight and from then
until noon the next day. It was wearing, but already he disliked the signs he saw:
the way black patients looked at him and the others as they were admitted, and
particularly the increasingly surly—and fearful—attitude he noticed among the
black soldiers guarding the approaches to the hospital and those assigned to the
grounds and entrances. He mentioned it to Captain Presley.

Presley’s ancestors were from Scotland. He was red headed, short and
swarthy, with a tanned, freckled face. He wiped sweat from his brow as he made
the rounds with Doug. “Can’t say as I blame the chaps, having t’ wear those suits
in the heat. They can’t take it more than an hour or so at a stretch.”

Amelia had allowed all their crew except the blacks and three others with
dark skins to dispense with the biohazard suits as it became increasingly evident
that Caucasians were immune to the disease—which was becoming known
popularly as “The needles” after the pain symptoms. Officially, it was classified
as Enterovirus harcourtii, named after the city where it was first discovered. The
professionals referred to it as simply “The Harcourt Virus”.

“Five of my own men are still in the suits, Captain, although I keep rotating
them. And I don’t think it’s just the suits making the soldiers nervous and surly.
Rumors are rife that it was started deliberately by white supremacists.”
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Presley shrugged. “Could be, old man. I dare say there’s them as would do it
if given a chance. Though given my druthers, I’d of rather seen ‘em go after the
ragheads if they were of a mind to kill off someone. Blasted retards, suiciders
and all that. Don’t give a bloody damn who they kill so long’s it’s Americans or
Europeans.”

“Funny place for it to start, though, Nigeria,” Doug commented after
pausing with Presley to speak to Buddy Hawkins and the three Nigerian soldiers
guarding the main entrance, and to see whether or not they were having any
problems. None so far, though if looks could kill, one of the black soldiers would
have laid him out.

“Have to agree there. South Africa would’ve been a more likely bet. Or
maybe your country. Lots of hard feelings both places, don’t y’know? Even back
home, lots of bad feelings. Bloody damned politicians, they’re the cause of it all.
How’re your boffins doing? Any luck so far?”

Doug had to think a moment before remembering what the term meant. In
England, scientists were sometimes referred to as boffins. “You heard Amelia
this morning same as I did. We can’t establish a vector. Hell, not even any clues
yet.”

Presley took out a pack of cigarettes and shook one free. He tucked it
between his lips and offered the pack to Doug. Without thinking, he took one
and accepted a light. As soon as the smoke hit his lungs, he felt the familiar
satisfying sensation—and a sudden dizziness at his first breath of nicotine in
months. It happened every time. War and smoking seemed to go together in his
mind. There had been no shooting yet, but he was beginning to doubt they
would get out of Nigeria without fighting.

“Same as back home the way I hear it over the radio. Our boffins say it’s a
virus, but a peculiar one. Seems to be spread by family sometimes, but not
always. Blasted strange, eh?”

They paused again at the back entrance to the hospital. There, a gathering
crowd was pressing forward toward rolls of barbed wire that had been hastily
emplaced around the hospital grounds two days before, a worrisome sign in
itself. All of the crowd were black. Many were yelling and shaking their fists, but
others appeared barely able to stand and were being supported by what he
supposed were family members.

Abruptly, an irregular volley of rifle shots rode above the crowd noise and
silenced it for a moment. Doug scanned the scene quickly and saw that it hadn’t
turned violent yet; the Nigerian soldiers had fired over the heads of the crowd. It
was a portent, though. He pulled out his military phone and thumbed it on to let
the troops in front know what was happening. He had to wait a moment while a
voice amplified by a bull horn warned the crowd to stay in line or to go to the
new hospital just opened.

“Heads up, guys,” he said, then after giving both the front and back guards
time to recognize the incoming message signal, continued. “Those were warning
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shots, but stay alert. Remember, you’re not authorized to use force unless it’s the
last resort—but don’t hesitate if any of our people are threatened.”

In the meantime, Presley was busy conveying information to his troops.
When he saw that part of the throng had begun to straggle off toward the newly
rigged hospital, he spoke to Presley. “How much longer, do you think, Captain?”

Presley’s normally nonchalant countenance had sobered. He shook his head
negatively, knowing exactly what Doug was asking. “If it was my lookout, I’d be
telling my chaps to start packing, old man. I rather doubt whites’ll be popular
around here in another day or two—not that we’re very popular right now, eh?”
His grin returned momentarily, then vanished again as his phone rang.

Doug was thinking while the captain talked. It would be nice if the scientists
could stay long enough to discover the vector for the “prickles”, another
designation for the disease here, but their safety was his primary concern. Local
news was already being censored, but Amelia had told him yesterday that the
newly commissioned U.S.S. Andrew Jackson, one of their finest aircraft carriers,
had arrived offshore with attendant ships, including part of a Marine
Expeditionary force. Americans who wanted to leave would be evacuated. When
that news got out here, as it inevitably would, the type of mild uproar he had just
witnessed would be the least of their worries. Abruptly, he made his decision.

“Captain Presley, I’m going inside to tell our folks to get ready to leave. After
that, I’m bringing all my troops and the medical people back here. I’m thinking
we’d better call for a lift and get to the airport as soon as possible.”

“I rather agree, old boy. Any chance of going with you?”
“You’ll desert?”
“Call it what you like, old man, but I’ve kept my ear rather close to the

ground. It’s sticky now, but within a fortnight, I’m willing to bet white skins’ll be
hunted through the streets like bloody foxes. I’d rather like to avoid that if I can.”

“I can get you aboard a flight, Captain, but I can’t guarantee what the
customs and immigration folks back home will have to say about it.”

“Better a lockdown than a coffin, eh?”
Doug couldn’t argue with that. He waved one of his guards over, then sent

him hurrying to drive one of the big trucks back to the quarters and bring
everyone to the hospital.
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Chapter Three

Ali Green was called Fridge, his nickname, much more often than by his real
name. Right now, he didn’t give much of a damn what anyone called him. All he
could think of was the little body of his youngest, his daughter and the last of his
children. He had buried them all, one by one. His wife rested in a plot beside
them. She had gone first. 

Tears wouldn’t come. He had already shed so many that there were none
left, but he raged inside at the injustice of the world, at the way blacks were
treated. He knew just as certainly as God made the earth that some whites,
somehow, had been responsible for this newest scourge devastating the black
race. He wanted revenge, but he didn’t know who to strike out at. Deep down,
he knew that all whites weren’t guilty but he couldn’t control his feelings.
Somehow, someway, he had to make them pay.

He trudged away from the graveyard by himself. Many people, especially
blacks, were beginning to avoid being close to others for fear of catching the
disease, but Fridge didn’t think that made much difference. After all, he had been
with all four of his children and his wife and never showed the slightest sign of
symptoms, the prickling under the skin that presaged the full blown disease.

He was looking down at the graveled path, lost in his thoughts. It almost
caused him to collide with a well dressed black man barring his path.

“Go away,” he said brusquely. “I don’t want no company.”
“Mr. Green, maybe I can help you. I’m from The Church of Blacks.”
Fridge met his level gaze with his own, having to look down at the other

man. Fridge was as big as a linebacker though he had never played professional
sports. His career had been with the military. “How the church going to help
me? They going to bring my family back to life?” He had heard of the Church of
Blacks, of course. It had become very big in the South and big cities of the north
over the last several years. He had never attended any of their services, not being
particularly religious, though he did believe in God, in a vague, undefined way.

“We can’t return your family to you, Mr. Green. But if you’re seeking
retribution, we have a place for you.”

Fridge examined the man, closer. He wore a suit, even on this warm day, and
carried sheaf of booklets in his hand. Now he remembered; he had seen him at
the funeral home on another occasion, talking with other grieving friends and
relatives of deceased blacks. “What you mean, retribution?” He felt a stirring
inside, a spark of new animation at the thought.

“Doctor Taylor is looking for good men with military experience. I
understand you were in the army.”

Fridge knew the man was referring to Dr. Qualluf Taylor, a minister and
founder of the Church of Blacks. “How do you know me?”
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“One of our members recommended we come see you. I can’t tell you much
right now, but believe me, Doctor Taylor intends to make the white
establishment pay for this latest outrage against our people.”

“You think the government started it, huh?”
“Who else? Something like this doesn’t just pop up from a jungle. We don’t

have proof yet, but we know, just like you do.”
Fridge had to admit they were thinking alike. Still…
“Here, Mr. Green. Take one of these booklets. It will explain the church’s

philosophy. If you agree with it, or want to learn more, there’s a contact number
and address inside.” 

Fridge took the booklet from the man’s extended hand. “Won’t hurt to look,”
he said.

“That’s all we ask. Thank you, sir.” Fridge felt his hand being shaken then he
was alone again.

Late that night, after reading the booklet, he decided to go see what the
Church of Blacks had to offer him. Perhaps they had what he was looking for. He
certainly had nothing else to do now, and little desire to do anything else.

“But Doug, we still don’t know anything about how the Harcourt virus is
being spread! There must be something obvious we’re overlooking. Can’t we
wait a few more days?” Amelia was agitated and haggard looking. She had been
working as hard as anyone else in her scientific capacity and still finding time for
all the administrative duties concerning the thirty people she supervised, but she
felt their job was unfinished. 

“What are you hearing from home?” Doug nodded toward the secure phone
on the desk of the tiny office she had been assigned. It contained little else other
than a half dozen folded chairs leaning against one wall.

Amelia ran her fingers through the portion of her hair below the clasp
holding it behind her neck. It was beginning to feel greasy from not taking the
time to wash it. “Oh hell, Doug, it’s popping up everywhere. And did I tell you?
Bob Handley came to me yesterday. I think he may have it, too. He’s presenting
some of the symptoms.”

“Oh damn! Hasn’t he been wearing his suit?”
“He says he has. But when I checked in at noon, I heard that a couple of our

blacks at CDC contacted it, despite every precaution. We can’t explain it!” She
looked almost ready to cry from frustration.

“Well, crap. Amelia, if that’s the case, can’t you study the possible vectors
just as well back home?”

“I…yes, I guess we could, so far as that goes, but I was hoping we’d find
whether or not it’s a mutation of the poliovirus that was passed from some
animal reservoir here or…or…”

“Or whether it was man made?”
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“Altered by man, anyway. I…oh hell, Doug, I guess I’ve just been doing
some wishful thinking. It’s looking more and more like something that was
deliberately altered, then planted. We just can’t figure out how it’s spreading!
I…”

With the suddenness of a dish slipping from her hand and breaking,
Amelia’s composure finally cracked. Tears formed, then she began crying in
earnest. Doug kicked the partially opened door closed and gathered her into his
arms. She sobbed in broken gasps, trying to contain the abrupt release of emotion
but unable to stop for long moments.

Finally she stepped back and fumbled in the pocket of her lab jacket for a
handkerchief. She wiped at her eyes and smiled wryly. “Sorry. That’s not like
me, you know. It’s just that…how could someone do such a thing?” She sniffed
again.

“I don’t know, Amelia, any more than I can understand the endless number
of terrorists so fanatical that they’re willing to blow themselves up so long as
they…never mind, that’s another problem. And security is my decision, not
yours. Go get everyone here ready to go. I’ve already sent a truck back for my
off-duty troops and any of your people that’re there. Grab your notes and any
specimens you think are irreplaceable, but that’s all. Don’t waste time trying to
pack personal gear. Send everyone to the lobby. We’re heading for the airport
while it’s still open.”

“Has it gotten that bad already? I thought…”
“It’s going to get that bad. That’s my considered opinion, as well as that of

Captain Presley’s. Go on, now. I’ll try to make arrangements through the
embassy for a plane.”

First Doug used his military-configured phone to alert his off duty troops.
He got Martha on the line the first try, and didn’t waste words. “Martha, this is
Doug. Get the troops together. Round up anyone else that’s there and pile into
the truck I’m sending for you. It’s already on the way, so hurry. We’re getting
out of here.”

“Got it,” she said and hung up.
Doug liked dealing with the former medic. She grasped orders quickly and

carried them out with dispatch. That matter taken care of, he dialed again.
Amelia’s phone was a duplicate of his; both had securely encrypted lines to

the American Embassy in Lagos and the CDC back home. He tried the embassy
first and was unable to get through after several attempts. So much for arranging
for a plane to pick them up. There might not be enough time to get one here
anyway, he thought.

“Damn it,” he muttered and cursed the politicians who blocked the CDC
security teams from direct communication with the military. They were required
to go through embassy personnel if they thought help was needed. There was
another way, though. Gene Bradley, the head of security for CDC, still had
plenty of military connections. Doug took out his personal phone, plugged in
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Gene’s number, then waited almost a minute while his call wound its way from
satellite to satellite and through various connections before reaching Atlanta.
And that damned line was busy, too. He hung on, hoping that Gene had his call
waiting activated; his own phone number was tagged with an urgent symbol
when and if it appeared on Gene’s phone. 

Several shots rang out in the near distance. He heard some faint shouts, a
distant scream, then the noise died away. Come on, come on, answer, damn it! he
said to himself.

“Doug? That you?” Gene’s voice came through, a little static mixed with it
but understandable.

“Yeah. Gene, I understand there’s a carrier offshore here. Can you get
through to them and arrange for them to send some choppers for us? I think all
hell’s going to break loose here before long.”

He waited impatiently for the answer, knowing that even at the speed of
light, a call to and from the other side of the world sometimes took a second or
two to make the circuit through satellites and ground relays.

“I’ll put a flag on it to give you priority over the lace panty set. Where’s the
pickup?”

“Main hospital in Port Harcourt. They should have the GPS coordinates, but
just in case, here they are.” He read off the numbers, then added, “Give us one
hour. And it wouldn’t hurt to throw a little air cover over the embassy—and us,
too if you can manage it.”

“The embassy’s already in the works, Doug. I’ll try to get the flyboys to add
you to their itinerary. Hang tough. Good luck.” The line went dead.

“Gene will try to get some helicopters to pick us up, Amelia. Go round up
your people and take them upstairs. I’ll send a couple of my guys up in a
minute.”

Doug checked his Glock .45 caliber pistol, as he did several times a day, then
hurried outside. Presley was waiting at the main entrance, his rifle in his hands.
He was speaking to one of the black guards in a tribal language that sounded to
Doug like someone trying to talk through a mouthful of food. As he watched, the
soldier spit on the ground at Presley’s feet and walked away. The other two
Nigerians stared nervously after him but stayed at their posts.

“News?” Presley asked, not moving his gaze away from two groups of
Nigerian civilians back behind the wire. The apparent leader of the smaller
group was discoursing loudly to the larger throng, using his hands and arms to
wave and point in the direction of the hospital entrance and back toward the
center of the city.

“Chopper evac in an hour, hopefully. Can the roof support enough weight to
take one? I hope so, because that’s where I’m sending our folks.”

“Why—oh, I see. Might be best, old boy.” He touched the ear plug with the
wire leading to where his little radio was belted. “Text to voice from the infonet.
Blasted government wags can’t stop that, no way.”
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“What do you hear?”
“Riots in Lagos. Army desertions. Some whites lynched already. Bloody

strange. It’s not like there’s so many down with the bug, but the net’s gone
haywire with conspiracy tales.”

A noise caused Doug to look farther into the distance than the front entrance.
The truck he had sent back to the old building where they had been sleeping was
already on the way back. Good, he thought. They hadn’t wasted any time.

The truck was only fifty yards from the main entrance and honking its horn
to clear the way when he heard the sudden loud rattle of an automatic weapon
and saw a row of holes stitch their way across its windshield. The truck veered
and plowed off the street and into the barbed wire, running over several in the
crowd who couldn’t get out of the way in time. It tore through the barrier and
came to rest just beyond the gap.

Doug’s first thought startled him. It wasn’t about how many might have
been hurt or killed in the truck. It was concern that June might be one of the
victims.

Manfred Morrison sat across from President Marshall, along with Homeland
Security Director Edgar Tomlin. He was giving his first briefing on Enterovirus
harcourtii to the president.

“Sir, we’ve discovered the mechanism of the virus’ action. It attacks melanin,
the pigment that produces our skin color, by interfering with the tyrosine
metabolism during melanin production, causing quinol intoxication that
progresses to lethal levels in those individuals who…”

President Marshall, held up his hand. “Spare me the jargon, Manny. I don’t
know anything about science. Just tell me when you’ll have a vaccine ready and
how many deaths we can anticipate before it becomes available.”

“Mr. President, as yet we’ve bee n unable to determine the vector but…” He
saw the warning glint in the president’s eyes and hurried on. “…and as for a
vaccine, we haven’t completely identified the antigen/antigenic properties, but
we have determined that the initial and most rapid spread of the disease here is
occurring in Seattle, New York City, Los Angeles and Atlanta. Also, South Africa
seems to be a center of...”

“The major hubs of entry into the country by air travel,” Edgar Tomlin broke
in. “And South Africa! I’ll bet anything that some of their damned white
supremacists instigated this and…”

The president slammed his fist down on his desk. “Goddamnit, I don’t want
to hear about your bets! And I don’t want to hear that there’s no vaccine. I want
to know for certain what country turned this thing loose on the world and I want
a cure for this thing, and I want it soon! Do you gentlemen understand me?”

Both men could only nod. There was no arguing with the president when he
was in this mood.
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Manny rubbed his temples, trying to think of some way to explain to the
president that vaccines or cures couldn’t be produced overnight nor on demand.
Even if enough was known about the virus to start production this minute it
would be six months before sufficient quantities to inoculate all the dark skinned
persons in America could be ready. He noticed that the secret service agent
standing unobtrusively in one corner of the oval office had taken a step forward
when the president exploded, and the agent was looking in his direction, not at
Edgar Tomlin. Manny decided that he couldn’t blame the man. Black anger was
beginning to build throughout the country with the persistent rumors that their
own government had developed the virus and clandestinely spread it into the
population in order to rid the country of its niggers. He shook his head at the
epithet that popped into his mind, like an assault on his reason, trying to make
him join the growing miasma of resentment at whites over their immunity.

“Sir, I have every agency trying to track down the perpetrators of this
atrocity,” Edgar Tomlin said. “We’ll find them soon.” He tried to make himself
sound confident and in charge.

“You’d better, or the goddamn country will explode. We’ve already had riots
in Los Angeles.” The president pounded his desk again. “And when we find
who did it, we’ll raze their fucking nation to the ground. Damned terrorists, it’s
probably one of those fucking raghead countries trying to get cute.” He raved,
already having forgotten that a moment before his Homeland Security Director
had been blaming white supremacists. “You find somebody that knows
something, and soon! And I don’t give a damn if you have to rip them to pieces
to make them talk.”

“Yes, sir,” Tomlin said. Damn the man, he was worse than his predecessor,
demanding answers and not really caring much about their veracity. In this case,
though, it didn’t matter to him.

“And you, Manny. One week. You’ve got one week to come up with some
answers. Hire some more scientists. Work overtime. One week, hear?”

“Yes, sir,” Manfred said, his voice trembling with a host of fears that kept
boiling up in his mind. Why can’t we ever elect a president with at least a
rudiment of scientific knowledge, he wondered. God knows the country could
use some scientists in government these days.

“All right, that’s all. Now get to work, both of you.” President Marshall
turned away, preparing to greet his next appointment. An aide was already in
the oval office, urging the others to their feet and escorting them out one door as
the next person came in from another.

Another rattle of automatic fire exploded above the crowd noise. Doug was
already running toward the truck, his pistol in his hand but his rifle still
shouldered. Behind the mangled barbed wire the crowd had retreated, then
stopped, indecisive. A way into the hospital was open but the gunfire was
intimidating. Doug still hadn’t been able to determine where it came from.
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More shots sounded, but this time he could see what was happening. Martha
was down on one knee, her rifle in her hand, firing over the head of the crowd in
three-round bursts. Abruptly, she lowered her aim and spent the rest of the clip
on automatic. A scream answered her gunfire and the crowd broke just as he
drew even with the truck and pulled open the passenger side door. Steam was
rising from a burst radiator and blowing back toward him. At a glance, he could
see that the man and woman in the cab were dead. He blanched sickly for a
moment at the sight of the dead bodies of his friends, then grabbed their rifles
and backed out in time to meet the rest of the CDC staff jumping from the
canvas-covered bed of the truck, with his few men leading the way.

His four remaining troops were armed, holding their rifles high but not
knowing where to shoot. Neither did Doug, for that matter. Then he saw the
crowd continuing to disperse.

Martha ran up to him, eyes bright. A smudge of dirt streaked one cheek. “I
got the one that fired at the truck, Doug! The soldiers ran off with the crowd.
Sorry damn bastards!”

That was information enough for Doug. The truck had finished emptying
and he gave a sigh of relief as he saw June among the passengers. He waved his
rifle over his head. “Come on!” he yelled. “Get to the hospital. Hurry!” He tossed
the two rifles salvaged from the cab to one of his men and they all ran, with
Doug bringing up the rear and running backward half the time. He hated to
leave the bodies of his troops behind, but the situation was too dire to try
bringing them. Right now, the living were his priority.

Someone opened the big double doors of the hospital’s main entrance as
everyone came toward them, some carrying handbags, others empty handed.
Doug and his guards followed, but remained outside. He used them to reinforce
the back and front posts where the ones on the opposite shift still held fast. He
was wondering whether to try and recover the bodies of his two people from the
cab of the truck when he heard his name called.

Presley came around the side of hospital at a trot, breathing heavily. He
stopped beside Doug, took a moment to get his breath, then started talking. “All
the soldiers are gone. We’re on our own, now. I checked the back. We’re good
there.”

“Fine. Can you hold on here a moment while I…” His voice was drowned
out by the roar of an approaching jet, flying very low. It streaked overhead, the
United States insignia plainly visible, and disappeared in the distance.

“I need to go inside for a moment,” Doug finished.
“I’ll hold the fort, old man, but if you hear shots, hurry back.”
“Will do.” Doug adjusted the sling of his rifle even as he realized he was still

holding his pistol in his other hand. He holstered it and went inside. He was
sweating heavily, even through the lightweight fatigues he wore. As he stepped
past the opened doors, the jet roared by again. He turned to look and spotted a
rising pall of smoke coming from the direction of the airport. Curious, he
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thought. He hadn’t heard any explosions. Then faintly, from the same direction,
he realized he was hearing gunfire. He went inside.

Amelia and June were standing together in the little office. Amelia was
talking on the phone.

“Did everyone make it okay?” June asked him.
Doug shook his head. Hadn’t she seen? “No. The driver and guard in front

are dead. Where’s Bob?”
“He’s sicker today. Amelia put him to bed.”
“The virus?”
She nodded, looking sad. Doug felt the same way. He had known Bob

Handley for years, whereas the two men who had been shot were relatively new
recruits.

Amelia secured her phone. “I certainly hope Gene has some helicopters on
the way. We won’t be leaving from the airport. It’s under attack.”

“What did the embassy say?”
“They’re evacuating, too. The marines are coming in to try and secure the

airport.”
“Well, all we can do now is wait. Did you take Bob upstairs?”
“No, I have someone with him, though.”
“Get him up. Carry him if you have to. The choppers will land on the roof

when they come. I’ll be with you in a few minutes.”

The waiting was interminable. Doug kept his phone off so that the guard
downstairs could call if they ran into problems he couldn’t see from the roof. In
the meantime, he appropriated Amelia’s phone to find out how it was going at
the embassy. So far they reported no violence, though some demonstrators were
beginning to gather, the spokesperson said. Once he saw one of the American jets
circling the city fire a rocket near where the airport was located, but it was
impossible to see the target. More smoke rose from the area, black and turgid, as
if fuel was burning.

Shots sounded from somewhere inside the hospital. Almost immediately his
phone rang.

“Doug, some of the ambulatory patients are trying to come up the stairwell! I
need help! I had to shoot one of them!” That was the guard he had posted at the
entrance to the stairwell leading to the roof.

“Marker, Guiterrez!” Doug shouted. “The main stairwell! Get there quick
and disperse the patients!”

Captain Presley had been standing nearby. “I’ll give ‘em a hand,” He ran off,
unslinging his rifle as he went.

Doug thumbed in the numbers of the guards at the main entrance, then those
at the back, and ordered them to move inside and to the stairwell, and to shoot if
it was necessary to get there. That was the only access to the roof. He thought
that somehow the patients had learned that helicopters were coming for the
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Americans and either resentment over their leaving or a desire to go with them
had spurred the agitation. Whatever, they had to be kept back.

A bullet spanged off the abutment of the old television aerial nearby. Doug
ducked reflexively even as he heard an answering shot from one of his guards. 

“Everyone down!” he yelled. “Get down! We’re taking fire!”
Some of the civilians appeared reluctant to stretch out in the trash and debris

that layered the rooftop until another bullet chunked into the chest of one of the
standing figures. The woman’s mouth opened in a wide “O” of surprise, then she
crumpled into a heap, blood geysering from the wound.

“Down!” Doug yelled again. This time, everyone obeyed. There was nothing
to do for the woman. She had taken the bullet directly in the heart.
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Chapter Four

By crawling to the edge of the roof and peeking around a decorative cornice,
Doug could see that the crowd of supplicants and demonstrators they had
dispersed were returning, this time with a sprinkling of soldiers among them—
except that the soldiers were no longer under any kind of discipline. They
mingled with the growing throng in no particular order, distinguishable only by
their uniforms. As before, some of the people were helping others too sick to
stand or walk by themselves.

He felt sorry for the suffering that was plainly evident on many faces, even
from this distance, but there was nothing he knew to do about it. There wasn’t a
cure, nor did palliative measures help much. Amelia and June had told him that
the only thing to be done for the patients was handing out pain killers—or
injecting them once the oral analgesics were no longer effective.

Another jet came over but did nothing to reduce the number of Nigerians
converging on the hospital. Doug sprayed a full clip of warning shots into the
dust in front of a group working their way around the shot-up truck, where the
wire barrier had been broached. That halted them for a few minutes, but he knew
it was only temporary. The soldiers who had been their guards only this
morning knew exactly how thin his forces were.

Doug felt a hand on his leg and turned half sideways, careful not to bring his
body into the line of fire from below. June Spencer had crawled up to him.

“Doug, are you going to have to shoot those poor people? Most of them are
just scared.” 

Doug thought she looked angry, perhaps concealing the fright she must be
feeling. What did she expect him to do if that crowd out there rushed them? He
bit back a pithy comment and simply said, “I know, June, but we’ll shoot to save
our lives if we have to. It’s something you’re going to have to get used to if
somebody doesn’t get this bug under control. When people feel threatened, they
become irrational. Even back home, the blacks are blaming whites for starting
this thing. Please go back, June; it’s dangerous here.”

She searched his face for signs of rancor, then seeing none, she nodded and
retreated. He turned back to his duties. He could see that a lot of the ones in the
crowd would be dead soon anyway. A bullet might be a merciful release, he
thought grimly, though that would be small consolation if he had to order his
men to fire on them. Doug began making the rounds of the guards. He had three
of his men on the roof and the rest guarding the stairwell below. Whatever else
happened, he couldn’t allow it to be overrun.

“Doug!”
He edged back toward the center of the roof to where he could stand up and

not be seen from the ground—though if the soldiers happened to think about it,
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they could simply climb up a few stories in the neighboring buildings and
slaughter them all by firing from windows there. He walked over to where
Amelia stood.

“What is it?”
“The embassy is cursing at me because you diverted the first helicopters to

us.”
“Are they on the way?”
“Yes, so they say.”
“Well, don’t feel bad about it. Your data and specimens are probably worth

more than the whole bunch of them—and us too, for that matter.” He forced a
grin. “But they have to rescue us to get them. How soon?”

“I don’t—” Both of them looked to the west as the unmistakable thwacking
sound of a helicopter came to them.

“Help me clear everyone away from the landing pad! June! Martha! Get the
folks away from the landing pad!” Doug felt like a damned fool for not having
already taken care of that. He ran with the two women and began herding
everyone toward the far side of the roof, cautioning them in a loud voice to crawl,
not walk. The sprawled body of the dead woman, lying in a pool of blood amid
buzzing flies, was a very visible inducement to do as he ordered. 

They were barely in time. A big troop transport chopper lowered itself to the
roof. Two crewmen jumped out, ducking low, and motioned for the loading to
begin. Doug was nearly overrun by the civilians before June and Amelia got
them under control, then they came near to panicking again as the explosive
noise of a machine gun in the chopper cut loose, returning fire from the ground.

The two crewmen were counting. When the helicopter reached its limit, they
both shouted “No more! No more! We’ve got another one on the way!”

Doug used his body and his voice added to those of the crewmen to help
stop the bodies pressing forward. He turned his rifle sideways to help push them
back. At the same time, he heard shooting from below the stairwell.

As soon as the two crewmen were aboard, the helicopter rose and swept off
to the west, punctuating its departure with another round of machine gun fire
and a cloud of debris blown about by its blades.

“Get back! Give the next one room to land!” Doug shouted as the remaining
medical staff began pressing forward again. His voice was getting hoarse from
trying to be heard over all the noise. More shots came from below.

“Hold them back!” He yelled at Amelia and June, and ran to the stairwell
hatch. He was just in time to help Martha up the last steps before she collapsed in
his arms. There was a bloody spot on her left side, just below where her armored
vest ended; one arm dangled useless from a wound that had broken the bones of
her forearm. It was bleeding copiously.

“June!” Doug called, but she had seen what was happening and she and
Amelia were already there. They took Martha from him just as Buddy backed
out, firing spaced shots at something below. He was unwounded but his face
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was nearly white despite the normal darkness of his skin. He kneeled down and
flipped the stairwell cover closed and shot the bolt that held it in place.

“Where’s the others?” Doug asked, already knowing what the answer must
be.

“Dead. Just like we’re going to be if we don’t get out of here soon. Goddamn
bastards.” 

The other chopper came in, hovered, then moved sideways to the landing
pad. As before, two crewmen jumped out, already waving frantically for the
people to hurry and get aboard.

Doug felt numb. Almost his whole squad, gone. He swept his gaze in a half
circle as he backed toward the hovering chopper, holding his rifle ready. He fired
two bursts at the stairwell hatch when a cascade of automatic rifle fire burst the
lock and it started to open. A head that had showed momentarily disappeared in
a spray of blood. When he heard the almost hysterical voice of the crewman
yelling at him again to hurry, he turned and ran. June was just being hauled into
the opening; she had waited until all her people were inside before leaving. He
passed the crewman and rushed to the hands waiting to haul him inside. The
crewman was hot on his heels. He barely made it before they were in the air,
then almost fell out before another of the crew could get the door closed and
latched.

Seconds later they were out of range, but not before several rifle rounds had
punctured the side paneling. It wasn’t until a sudden, relative quiet fell despite
the noise of the rotor blades that he realized the chopper’s machine gun had been
firing almost steadily the whole time they were on the roof and as they departed.
When he had time to look around he saw that Martha, Buddy, Guiterrez and one
other man were all that was left of his squad. 

There was a three day wait on the carrier, endurable only because Doug was
able to enjoy a few intervals in the company of June despite the hours she was
working and despite the grief he felt over the loss of so many from his squad. It
was also tempered when word came from sick bay that Martha was going to
recover from her wounds. Otherwise, he had little to do but wait, and avoid the
embassy personnel when they arrived, still mad over playing second fiddle
during the helicopter pickups. Other expatriates were brought aboard in a steady
stream by helicopters, picking them up wherever they were in the most peril.
Even communications with the CDC command structure was out of his hands.
His phone was dead and he hadn’t been able to find a replacement aboard ship.
Amelia did keep him informed, though.

The second day out was the first time June was able to take a break and ask
Doug to meet her in the recreation room of women’s quarters. It was only about
a quarter occupied and those who were there looked weary from overwork.

“You look sleepy,” was the first thing he said to her.
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She straightened up from where she had been slumped in a chair, trying to
finish a cup of coffee. She smiled wanly. “I am. I just wanted to see you a few
minutes before going for a shower and a little sleep. I wanted to apologize for
questioning you back there on the roof of the hospital. My only excuse for not
doing it sooner is that I’ve been working so much. I’m dead on my feet.”

“Thanks, but I didn’t take it amiss. Are there that many ill among the
refugees?”

“There’s enough to overwhelm the carrier’s sickbay, so when we offered,
they put us to work. It’s mostly children with the usual things they come down
with and black expatriates and embassy personnel who have contracted the
disease here. Plus some wounded marines are beginning to come in, too.”

“You said they contracted the disease here. Do you mean you’ve discovered
the vector?” Doug pulled out a chair and sat down with the cup of strong black
coffee he had drawn.

“Oh no, sorry. I phrased that wrong. They got it because they’re black or
dark brown, not necessarily from being here. I understand from the news back
home that we’re beginning to see a pattern of how it spread from Nigeria, but it’s
not following a traditional vector pattern.”

“How so?”
“Well, look—we have one member of a family that comes down with it and

not another. We may have roommates where one is ill and the next perfectly
healthy. So far, at least.”

“No pattern, huh?”
“Oh, I’m sure there is one. We’ll find it soon, simply from letting the

computers crunch the numbers and data. That wasn’t really what I wanted to
talk to you about, though. Besides apologizing.”

“An apology wasn’t necessary, June. Really. And I’m open for whatever else
you need to say. Go ahead.”

“Doug—I’m sorry you lost so many of your crew. I know it must be hard on
you. And I wanted to thank you.”

“Thank me? For what?”
“For saving all our lives. The hospital was overrun and looted right after we

got away. The poor patients were slaughtered.” She dropped her gaze as if not
wanting to think about what the scenes must have been like. Doug had heard
about it, too.

“June, we were just doing what we signed up for. But why did the mob kill
the patients? Weren’t there a lot of sick ones among them, trying to get
admitted?”

June shrugged and stood up, abandoning her coffee with half of it left. “Lord
knows. Probably a rumor got started that the way only way to stop it was to kill
everyone showing symptoms.” She shuddered. “People can be so cruel and
unreasonable sometimes.”
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Doug nodded. “As I said on the roof, they get scared and then irrational.
And I know you must have been frightened back there on that roof. Hell, I was,
too, and believe me, an apology wasn’t necessary.” He saw that June was getting
ready to go. “Are you leaving already?” 

She covered a yawn with her hand. “I have to or I’ll fall asleep in my chair.
I’ll try to get away and see you the same time tomorrow, okay? Maybe I’ll be a
little fresher then.” She ran her hands through her hair, hanging in pale greasy
tresses but still wavy. “And maybe this will look a little better after it’s washed.”

Doug wouldn’t have minded and said so. Even like this he found her
attractive. Her figure beneath the thin material of her tropical uniform more than
compensated for the battlefield grunge. He told her so, indirectly. June kissed
him on the cheek with a tiny humorous twitch that displayed her amusement at
the way males think, then left him there. He would have been surprised had he
known how many questions she had asked Amelia about him after their rescue.

The third day aboard the carrier, a decision was made somewhere up the
chain of command to ferry the CDC contingent back to America—and to give
them seating priority on one of the first government-chartered commercial jets to
fly into the Port Harcourt airfield after the marine commander pronounced it
secure.

Like most military missions Doug had ever been involved with, it was a
“hurry up and wait” proposition. First they were grouped together near the huge
carrier’s helicopter landing area where they waited for what seemed like hours to
leave. The constant noise of military jets idling, taking off and landing made
conversation impossible. Doug spent most of the time kneeling next to Bob
Handley’s stretcher and talking to him, even though he knew he couldn’t be
heard. There was little else he could do for his old friend. Bob was in obvious
pain despite the narcotics, and his mind wandered. He mumbled words
sometimes, but it was incomprehensible with all the noise. Doug suspected he
wouldn’t have understood what he was saying anyway. Probably it was
something about his family. He had a wife and four children. Whatever the
words were, Doug intended to tell Flora, Bob’s wife, that his last thoughts had
been of them. He doubted Bob would make it home alive, or live much longer
even if he did.

Once the big transport choppers finally took them off the carrier and
deposited them near the partially burned airport terminal, there was more
waiting, but little talking. A squad of shirtless, sweating Marines were collecting
the last of the bodies from the crazed mob that had overrun the airport, hoping
to find a way out of the country. No black or dark skinned marines were
participating in that detail. Despite the lack of planes coming and going, it was
still noisy with the sound of bulldozers clearing away the rubble of two burned
out commercial jets, and there was still the intermittent sound of gunfire in the
distance. The constant noise of Marine choppers going back and forth, along with
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the intermittent sound of jets circling above the choppers in a protective pattern,
added more decibels to the mix. 

There were almost three hundred people waiting for the first flight out from
the airport. A cheer went up from most of them when a big commercial jet came
in and touched down. Neither Doug nor June joined in; both were lost in their
respective thoughts. 

If those waiting thought they would be taken straight aboard when the plane
landed, they were quickly disillusioned. It took another three hours before they
were allowed to board, despite the plane having been refueled in less than an
hour. Fortunately, the underground tanks of diesel fuel hadn’t been torched like
so many of the buildings in the orgy of wanton destruction.

“That’s us!” June fairly shouted when the portable stairs were finally
wheeled out to the plane. She looked up at Doug’s still grim countenance and felt
sorry for him. It wasn’t like losing a spouse, but Amelia had spoken to her the
previous day about how military units bonded, something she already knew but
had to be reminded of. 

“I sure hope something comes from your work here,” Doug remarked to
June as she came back from checking on the patients going with them. She had
seated herself beside him. Every seat in the aircraft was taken, but first class was
being used for the ones who were too ill to sit, like Bob Handley and a few
others.

“I do, too, Doug. For all my time with the CDC, I’ve never been in a situation
quite like this one. Bob is resting comfortably, by the way. We’ve got him pretty
well doped up.”

Doug sipped at some coffee, grateful for the stimulating effect. “Is that all
you can do for him?”

“We’re giving him anti-viral medication with the morphine. It has seemed to
slow down the progression of the disease a little, but it’s no cure. And we’re
giving him and the others on the plane with us the last of it. We left most of our
supplies behind.” She reached and touched his chin. “Your beard is growing out
in all kinds of colors. I even see some red in it.”

“Uh huh. Just ignore the gray, please.”
She laughed.
The idling jet’s engines whined louder and it began to move. Shortly they

were roaring and a minute later the big plane lifted off. It circled around and
headed east, still climbing. This time they were taking the shorter route, across
Africa and to a military base on the other side of the continent and from there
across the Atlantic Ocean.

“Next stop Atlanta,” Doug said when they lifted off from the base in Sudan,
where an air mobile army brigade left over from the war there was still hunting
down members of a new terrorist organization and destroying their supplies and
training camps. When he got no reply to his comment, he turned and saw that
June’s eyes were closed. Her head rolled with the motion of the banking plane
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and came to rest on his shoulder. He was sleepy himself, but he didn’t move, not
for a long time.





The Y Factor

By Darrell Bain and Stephanie Osborn

the sequel to Human By Choice



Darrell Bain & Stephanie Osborn

2

The Y Factor

A Cresperian novel

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 © 2009 Darrell Bain and Stephanie Osborn

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, April 2009

Cover art by Kurt Ozinga

Printed in the United States of America 



The Y Factor

3

Once again, for my wife Betty.

And for my husband and staunchest supporter, Darrell O.



Darrell Bain & Stephanie Osborn

4

CHAPTER ONE

“Who are you, and how in the hell did you get in here?”
I stared at the youngish looking man with a lazy smile who had somehow

talked his way past Carol, my administrative assistant.
He stopped in front of my desk, waiting on me to say something. Which, I

might note, I just had, and I didn’t want to repeat myself. Carol Genoa is a very
hard person to fool. She can change the expression on her normally pretty face to
an icy formality capable of stopping a tank in its tracks if need be. He must have
known in advance I wasn’t seeing visitors and walked right past her without
looking. Even so, why hadn’t Carol alerted me?

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

I was mapping out the design of a new ultra microscope I hoped to one
day use to study specific genes in the very act of assembling organic protein
catalysts, from transcription to translation to assembly, all without disturbing the
living cells, nuclei, chromosomes or genes. It would involve highly sped-up data
observation and transfer using a computer program I had partially designed to
manage the process. The programmers were already working with it, chasing
bugs and inconsistencies. If it all fell into place, I thought that maybe in another
decade or so I’d start getting a handle on the specifics of how gene expression is
affected so greatly by the environment. All we know at present is that it is, not
how. Or not much of how, anyway.

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

I doubted his name was Smith. He had the same air of secrecy about him
as the security agents I’d been forced to deal with during that one period of
temporary insanity when I did research for the National Health Administration.

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

“Oh? I think I can convince you otherwise. And I would have sworn you
preferred to be addressed as Miss Trung so long as we’re being formal.” He
smiled again, as if he didn’t have a care in the world, but I sensed some steel
beneath that handsome exterior.

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

“The exit is that way, Mr. Smith.” I pointed. “Please use it. And make an
appointment next time you want to see me.” Not that I would grant it, but I
wanted to emphasize my point. I didn’t want to work for the government again.
Too much paperwork, not enough real work.

He stood fast, making me wonder if I’d have to call security to get rid of
him. The next thing he said made me hesitate, though.

“Miss Trung, suppose I offered you a job doing research at a level I know
you and only a very few others are qualified for. At a much higher salary, I
might add. You could do whatever research you please. We’ll order any
instruments you think you might need or have someone design and engineer
them for you if they don’t exist. We’ll pay whatever you like and take care of all
the moving for you. If there’s anything else you want, all you have to do is ask
and we can probably arrange it.”

“No thanks.” I admitted to myself I was interested but was careful not to
let it show. Whatever agency he represented was obviously well funded and
desperate for personnel in my specialties, evolutionary and environmental
genetics and molecular microbiochemistry. And maybe someone like me who
also grokked computers. Still, it was a government job he was talking about.
“Not unless you tell me more than you have so far and it would be very doubtful
even then.”

He noticed I hadn’t asked him to leave again, though. Smart man. He
reached into his pocket and pulled out a little black rectangular object about two
inches long and a half inch in its other dimensions. He turned away from me and
mumbled something while holding it close to his mouth. When he was facing me
again, he held it cupped loosely in his hand at waist level.

“Xenobiology,” he said, one word and nothing else.
While I was staring at him, Carol came in, looking flustered and very

embarrassed. She brushed a strand of fine blonde hair from her forehead. “I’m
sorry, Miss Trung. I don’t know how he got in here. He must have walked right
by me when I had my back to the door looking for a file.”

“It’s all right, Carol. Something to drink, Mr. Smith?”
“Some coffee would be nice. It’s been a long day. Black, please.”
“Bring me a cup, too, Carol, please. Then close the door and don’t let

anyone else inside.”
“Yes, ma’am.” She was being very formal, the way she always is when

others are around. In private, we use first names. She looked speculatively at Mr.
Smith, then hurried off. She was back in a minute, carrying the coffee on a tray.

Once she was gone, I leaned back in my chair and took a sip of the rich
Columbian brew as only Carol can make it. She won’t let me near the coffee pot.
She says I must have learned how to brew coffee at an all-night burger joint.

“You have one of those aliens,” I stated.
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“Right you are, Miss Trung. More than one, actually. And let me start off
by apologizing. Someone dropped the ball by not contacting you as soon as we
began assembling our first team. You should have already been aboard.”

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

I had wondered about it and thought maybe we had recovered the ship
the Mexico alien arrived on. And I seriously doubted that huge explosion that
ripped up China’s spaceport had been caused by them playing with firecrackers.
But a live alien? Goddamn it, I would have given both tits any day of my life to
see what the gene structure of a completely alien species looked like — or didn’t
look like. They might not even use genes. My mind was whirling with so many
possibilities that he had to repeat himself. I hadn’t heard him the first time.

“I said, ‘How soon can you leave?’”
“Oh. Sorry.” I thought for a moment. There was no question of me not

taking the job, even as little as I knew about it, but there were other factors
involved. “I’ll have to give notice. I can’t leave Les and Ches without some
preparation for my replacement.”

He waved a negligent hand. “We’ll take care of that. They both hold
reserve commissions. If necessary we’ll call them back to active duty and have
them work for us.”

“I don’t like that approach. They deserve better.”
“You misconstrue, Miss Trung. I believe they would be glad to come

under any conditions, or release you from further obligation once they know
why you’re leaving.” He pulled another gadget out of his coat pocket, this time
an ordinary PDA, and spoke to it then flipped it back shut. “Anything else?”

The man did appear to be the type who got things done in a hurry, an
unusual trait for a government employee. Which reminded me.

“Yes. May I bring Carol, my administrative assistant, with me?”
He winced first, then eyed me speculatively. My mixed Vietnamese and

American ancestry left me with dark brown hair and a slight tilt to my eyes, the
bare remnant of an epicanthic fold. I’m no beauty, but I know I’m not bad to look
at, and I do have more on top than most oriental women.

“Did we miss something? I thought…” His voice trailed off, leaving him
at a loss for words for the first time.

“No, you didn’t miss anything, Mr. Smith.” I had to laugh, knowing what
he was thinking. “It’s nothing like that. Carol Genoa is simply the most efficient
person I’ve ever worked with. I’d have a hard time getting along without her.”

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

That made me feel better.
Carol would love working with an alien, too. We had first met at a science

fiction convention in Amarillo where my parents lived before they were killed in
the Goldenrod Mall Massacre by home-grown Islamic Jihadists, the worst kind
because they’re so hard to identify. Carol impressed me by the way she
organized the convention that year. I’ve never been to one that went off so
smoothly, from hotel room service to the Con Room and everything in between.
We began corresponding, and two years later she came to Havel Genecrafters
with me. Our relationship is as much friend to friend as supervisor to
subordinate.

I smiled to myself, thinking of the expression I would see on Carol’s face
when I told her we’d be changing jobs and meeting an alien.

“That’s fine, then. We can leave as soon as you’ve cleared it with the
Havel brothers. Most of my friends call me Mai, or sometimes Cherry.”

“I wondered about that so I looked it up. Mai Li Trung. I take it the Cherry
comes from cherry blossom. Is that right?”

“Yes. Mai means ‘Cherry Blossom’ when it’s pronounced correctly.
Vietnamese is a tonal language.”

“So I’ve heard. It’s a pretty name either way, but I’ll call you Mai if I
may.”

“Certainly. Just don’t read anything into my middle name. I don’t know
why my parents stuck Li in there and I never bothered to ask. Enough about
names. What comes next?” I don’t like wasting time on idle chatter, not at work.

“Let’s get Carol in here so I can get some background on her.”
“I can tell you a little about her myself if you’ll tell me how you sneaked

by her.”
“I used an invisibility cloak,” he said without cracking a smile. “Okay.

Shoot.”
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CHAPTER TWO

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

“She’s probably free to move without upsetting anyone,” I informed him.
“Her parents are still living but she’s not close to either of them. They practically
disowned her while she was still a child. She was shuttled back and forth
between them and spent a lot of time in boarding schools. She’s been divorced
for five years and doesn’t have any children. She’s seeing a couple of men right
now but nothing serious with either of them.”

I saw the way Gene was looking at me, wondering how I knew so much
about my administrative assistant. “She’s as good a friend as she is an employee.
We go out together occasionally when I want to get my mind off work for a few
hours. She’s a lot of fun to be with.”

“I see. I’m going to have to have words with the agent who did your
background check. She missed that.”

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

“True. Okay, the investigator gets a pass there. Anything else you’d like to
tell me about her?”

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

“So we would, but cover stories are easy to contrive. Okay, let’s see what
she thinks about going into hiding, but I need to have you both sign a secrecy
oath before I go any further.”

“Paper shuffling?”
“Some of it can’t be avoided.” He shrugged, not embarrassed in the least.

“This is a case in point. I shouldn’t have said anything about an alien even to
you, but that seemed to be the only way to get you to talk to me.”

“It was.” I punched the intercom button.
“Yes, Miss Trung?”
“Carol, turn on the closed sign and come on in. Please bring some more

coffee, along with your cup.”
One minute later she was inside with us, bearing a pot of freshly brewed

coffee. Efficiency. I love it. Why can’t more people anticipate? It’s not rocket
science.

Once Carol was seated with all our cups full, I broke the news to her.
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“Carol, this is Gene Smith. Call him Gene. He’s with the government.
They have some of the aliens we’ve been hearing about and want me to go to
work for them. You’re invited if you want to come, too.”

“Did you use an alien invisibility cloak to get by me? Never mind, when
do we leave?”

Gene laughed. “It’s not a cloak, just a little gadget that absorbs or scatters
light, I forget which. Here are the forms.” He handed me one of the secrecy
oaths, already filled out.

I read it while he got Carol’s full name and social security number, then
unfolded his keyboard and told his PDA to print a form for her too. I read the
penalties for disclosure, which began with exile for life and ended with death by
firing squad. I signed it anyway and Carol did the same with hers a moment
later.

Gene stuffed the forms into his inside coat pocket, then leaned back and
crossed his legs. He took a sip of his coffee and nodded his head toward Carol as
a gesture of appreciation. Then he told us about the aliens.

“There was a disaster in space aboard a giant exploration ship the aliens
were on. A number of lifeboats made it to Earth but most didn’t. That happened
about six months ago. We were lucky that at least two of them landed in the
United States. Unfortunately, the alien from one of them fell into the hands of
some nefarious elements of our own government. Fortunately, however, another
landed almost on the doorstep of a man who was almost a perfect tutor for her
— it. After it converted its body to human form—” he waved for me not to
interrupt, so I didn’t. “—He and the alien had a rather hard time of it but were
instrumental in helping us rescue one of the others and…”

He stopped suddenly, as if worried about telling us too much, too soon.
“The explosion in China? That’s never been satisfactorily explained.

Something went wrong, obviously. But back to the alien in human form—”
He held up a hand, palm outward, making me pause, already knowing I

would have a jillion questions. “I know what you’re thinking, given your
specialty. How could an alien convert itself into a human woman. Right?”

“Are you telling me that it went from an alien form to a human, both
externally and internally? Why, that’s im—”

I started to say it was impossible but caught myself before I made a stupid
utterance. Arthur C. Clarke’s maxim popped into my mind: Any sufficiently
advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.

He nodded. “Absolutely human, impossible as it sounds. A very pretty
and congenial woman as well as an extremely intelligent one. As a matter of fact,
she married the man who rescued her from her wrecked lifeboat. The other one
we’re working with has become a man, by the way.”

I thought I detected an undertone from him indicating the male alien
might not be as congenial as the female, but let it go. My thoughts were that
knowing how they became human would advance our knowledge of genetics a
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couple of centuries in one leap, at least, assuming they could explain it to us
mere mortals. And microchemistry. Computer science. How far had they
advanced in those fields — or had they gone beyond them? Nanotechnology,
and… my mind reeled from thinking of all the possibilities.

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

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

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

“What did they look like originally?” I had to ask. Just knowing would
give me a good idea of how the guy thought. I was assuming I’d be working
with him.

“BEMs. Bug-Eyed Monsters.”
“Seriously?”
“Yup. Four arms, pyramidal head, all the stuff out of science fiction

novels.”
“And it changed to human form? Damn. What they must know about

genetics!”
“That’s not the half of it. I can’t go into all the details right now but I can

tell you that we desperately need your expertise. The aliens have the knowledge
but we need a lot of very bright scientists to help convert it into terms we can
understand. Once we get you to where we’re working, you’ll learn a lot more of
the details of what’s going on.”

“We can guess some of it,” Carol said.
“Uh-huh,” I added. “We’ve talked about it, just between the two of us.

The recent urgency about developing better manned space travel. A couple of
new gadgets on the market. Reports of conflicts inside our borders attributed to
terrorism that didn’t ring true. That horrendous explosion in China right on top
of its primary rocket launching and research facilities. But most of all, the
negative information gives it away.”

“Negative information?”
I nodded. “The government admits aliens have visited the Earth but won’t

admit being excited about it. That body the Mexicans displayed was authentic
but I’ve been unable to get any data on the studies they allowed our team of
scientists to conduct. They keep saying a report is ‘in progress’ and putting off
inquiries. And most of all, the way our senior politicians talk around the subject
and the way China and the Islamic Confederation have clammed up on talk
about aliens and how stridently Russia is demanding that information be
released so that everyone can share in it. It all adds up to the fact that two and
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possibly three governments have aliens in custody and that they’re working on
something big. Several somethings if I had to guess.”

He was appalled. “I hope to hell you’ve kept your speculations to
yourselves.”

“We have, but Gene… we’re not the only intelligent Americans in the
country. Why does the government insist on treating its citizens like grade school
children, as if we’re not old enough to be told the facts of life?”

“Take it up with the president when you meet him. You probably will
eventually.” He shrugged as if that were no big thing. “Look, I’d like to get the
two of you under wraps as soon as possible. How about if you go to your homes
and start packing? Get everything you’ll need for the next six months together.
Don’t worry too much about dressy clothes. It’s a pretty casual group. In fact,
that’s what we’ve been calling it, ‘The Group.’”

“You mean start now?” Carol asked.
I felt a little rushed myself.
“Now. I’ll have a clean-up crew come behind you and take care of the rest

of your household goods. There will also be a security team watching you, but
you’ll probably never notice them.”

“Why so soon?”
“China, India and the Islamic Confederation have a hell of a lot more

sleeper agents in our country than is generally known or that we ever thought
possible before the aliens came. They’re called Cresperians, by the way. Crispies
for short. Many of those sleeper agents have been alerted to watch for just such
activities as recruiting top-notch scientists. Where you’re going is absolutely top
secret and we want it to stay that way. It is our number one priority, over and
above everything else.”

“As bad as that?”
“Bad enough that if the location were known, I’d give about 50-50 odds of

a suitcase nuke going off on top of it eventually. The only reason I’ve said as
much as I have is because that little gadget I had in my hand right before I
mentioned xenobiology to you keeps sound waves from traveling more than ten
feet. And because I’ve already put you under surveillance.”
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CHAPTER THREE

When a man tells a woman not to bother packing many dressy items, I
usually disregard the remark and put together some outfits that will work for
almost any occasion, from a ballroom to a beach party. Especially if I’m going
somewhere with little chance of shopping for more.

It’s not that I really care that much for formal dress. I’m much more
comfortable in jeans and pullovers or blouses that fit close enough and are
designed well enough to keep the jiggling to a minimum so I can discard the
bras. So that meant a basic black cocktail dress, a couple of dress suits with both
skirt and pants and a lot of casual outfits that can be worn just about anywhere. I
love the informality of styles nowadays in comparison to what my grandmother
must have had to put up with when she was young.

Fortunately, most of my clothes were clean. I had washed several loads
that weekend. I had a housekeeper but liked to launder my own garments. She
took care of just about everything else except grocery shopping. I left her a note
with a recommendation and a big enough bonus to carry her until she could find
work somewhere else, and trusted the “cleanup crew” to see that she got it. The
bonus didn’t hurt my bank account much. The Havel brothers paid well and I
don’t live extravagantly.

Books were the big items. I had most of my fiction and part of my
professional library stored on portable drives but there were a number of new
reference works with formulas and data I might have a hard time finding on the
net. For that matter I didn’t know how much access to the net I’d be allowed. The
hell with it. If Gene’s crew was that good, they could pack them, too. He’d given
me a number to call if I ran into difficulties, so I used it. He told me not to worry.
Whatever I left behind would eventually find its way to me, but it might take a
while.

Carol rang the doorbell just about the time I was winding it up. I had
gotten a shower and changed into slacks and a blouse and held back a light
windbreaker, just in case. I still had no idea where we were going.

“Finished already?” I asked as I let her in.
“Yup. A van picked up the suitcases and dropped me by here. Said they’d

be back in an hour or so for you and whatever you’re taking.” She looked around
and saw the three closed pieces of luggage and one I still had open for last
minute items. All of them were medium-sized. “You’re traveling light if that’s all
you have.”

“Just my carry on. I assume we’re flying.”
“Me, too and they’d better pay the extra baggage charges if we go

commercial!”
I laughed and offered Carol some coffee before I rinsed the basket and

turned the pot off. After that, I finished stuffing my remaining gear in the last
suitcase, including my large .45 caliber Glock automatic pistol. I had very
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carefully asked Gene about taking my personal weapons with me. He said I
didn’t need to worry but to bring them along if they made me feel comfortable.
They did, including my little .40 caliber automatic, the one I normally carry in
my purse. It’s a smaller version of the big Glock but made by S&W. I still didn’t
know our mode of transportation, but at the last minute I decided to let the little
automatic go ahead and live in my purse where it normally resided. If someone
wanted to confiscate it…well, Gene said I wasn’t to be bothered by the small
stuff. I’d just refer the matter to him.

Carol is one of the few people who know I have a license to carry a
concealed weapon. She had planned on buying a gun and applying for a permit
herself but Gene arrived first. As far as I’m concerned, more of us ought to go
armed. If my parents had felt like I do, they might be alive today. As it was, a lot
of lives were saved because of a few people at the mall who had been carrying.
Damn crazy terrorist bastards. I hate them. I hated them even before they killed
Mom and Dad and 300 other innocent Christmas shoppers at the mall.

Right on time, the van showed up. We left ten minutes later.
* * *

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

When the driver said “private,” he really meant it. He took us on a drive
that ended well over an hour later somewhere in the Eastex Piney Woods at a
private airfield.

“Y’all ladies wait here in the van while I see if your plane is ready,” the
driver told us. His shotgun left, too. I gave them a couple of minutes them rolled
the tinted back window down so we could see what was going on. There was
nothing but pine trees to look at from my side.

Carol tapped me on the shoulder. “That’s our luggage being loaded.”
I turned around and moved over beside her. There was a shack that

resembled something from a hillbilly movie. Nearby was a small dirty jet plane
that looked as if it had seen its best days 20 years ago. Our luggage was being
tossed aboard with little regard to what might be in it. I found myself wondering
if I’d left a round in the chamber of the .45 I’d packed in one of the suitcases. If I
had, there was about a 50-50 chance of it going off. I also began wondering if we
were in the right van, but just then Gene appeared and opened the side door.

He had a half grin on his face, as if the rest of the world amused him no
end. That was his usual expression until he started talking and it didn’t always
vanish then.

“Okay, all out. We’re ready, and sorry for the wait.”
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He held a hand out to help each of us step down. It was unnecessary, but I
like a man who shows those little courtesies. It tells me he’ll probably treat
women with dignity and respect.

Gene hadn’t said so, but I already suspected the reason I’d been passed
over initially was because of my sex. Being a woman wasn’t supposed to mean
anything special either way in the workplace nowadays but there’s still a lot of
hidden prejudice, especially in academia.

That’s one reason I’ve always loved science fiction. The best authors in the
field, even during the days of pulp fiction, wrote women into their stories as if
their equality was an established fact, even in military science fiction. Perhaps
even more so in that sub-branch. Women fought beside men and commanded
men and were spaceship captains long before the present-day military began
opening up, and women are still barred from some ground combat. As if an
enemy soldier gives a damn who’s shooting at him.

For that matter I’d bet our own infantrymen wouldn’t care who was
guarding their flank so long as he or she was competent. I served one hitch in the
army but left because there was still too much sexual prejudice for me, although
I’ll admit the situation is improving all the time.

I slung my purse and gave my handbag to the man with Gene when he
reached for it. He introduced himself as Baggert and told us to call him Bag. It
turned out that he was our pilot.

When we got close to the jet, I noticed it wasn’t nearly as bad as I first
thought. What I took for dirt and dents were painted on! Talk about security;
these people really took it seriously. I was anxious to get to wherever in hell we
were going so I could find out the reason for it all. I don’t mind some secrecy
when it’s called for but sometimes our leaders take it to ridiculous lengths. The
bad part is that once something is classified it’s like removing epoxy glue from
composites to ever get the stamp taken off.

Inside the plane were eight comfortable seats arranged in two aisles,
spaced so they could swivel half around. Nice arrangement for conversation.
You don’t have to talk to your neighbor over a backrest or wind up with a stiff
neck from twisting around in the seat.

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

“Can you tell us where we’re going now?” I asked as the jet began rolling
down the dirt and gravel runway. From the glimpse I had of it before, it looked
more like a country road than something an aircraft would use to land or take off
on.

Gene shook his head. “Not yet. There’s always the chance we could get
shot down or have engine failure. Whatever. No sense in taking chances.”

“You don’t seriously mean we could get shot down in our own country do
you?” Carol asked.



The Y Factor

15

Gene raised a cynical brow. “I thought you’d been paying attention to the
news.”

“I have, but…oh. The airliner carrying all those scientists from their
convention.”

“Yes, that one. It was no accident despite claims to the contrary. Other
countries have aliens, too. They don’t want us getting ahead of them — nor do
we want them coming up with a weapon or a device we can’t counter.”

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

Gene didn’t have to tell me. There was a clandestine war going on, one
that wasn’t being acknowledged. I wondered how much effort was going into
restraining the media in the interests of security. A great deal, I’d bet. We’re a
free country, but most citizens in positions of power such as the media moguls
will cooperate if it’s put to them in the right terms. They’ll do it even when they
disagree with specific activities of the government if the matter is serious
enough, and this one obviously was.

It was the extent of the underground war that bothered me. Just how far
would either side go? I guessed right away that no country would start
something with us they couldn’t finish decisively, with one exception. The
Islamic Confederation was run by a gang of left wingnut theologists who were
crazy as loons. No telling what they’d do. I hoped like hell they didn’t have an
alien in their grasp, particularly one who was working actively for them.

We were still climbing for altitude and I was still musing over what
amounted to undeclared warfare inside our own borders when we got caught in
a piece of it. I was gazing out the side window when I saw a jet fighter streak
past us, going at an angle and with a roar heard even inside our pressurized
compartment.

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

“What—?” I started to ask Gene what had happened but I stopped when I
saw he had his phone to one ear and a pull-down earpiece attached to the other.

He nodded his head as if the person he was talking to was there with him.
A moment later he fed the earpiece back into its alcove and snapped his phone
closed. The perennial little grin that made him look so congenial had vanished
completely. He looked at Carol and me from across the aisle where the other row
of four seats ran.

“The jet fighter you saw go past us just took a missile. Now you know
how serious the situation is.”

“Was… was he killed? The pilot of the fighter?” Carol asked hesitantly,
anxious.

“No, don’t worry about it. What happened was planned, sort of. The
terrorists wasted a missile, I believe.”

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

“How in hell are those bastards getting missiles into the country? I thought
our borders were a lot more secure now.”

“Any nation or group that’s determined enough and has fanatics who’ll
give their lives to the cause will get them in eventually. We may confiscate 99%
of the ordinance but all it takes is one — as you just saw. What’s bothersome is
how those motherfuckers knew where we were. I thought our security was as
tight as my asshole got when I saw that missile contrail.”

He spit out the cursing without showing any embarrassment. I don’t think
he was really all there, in a sense. He must have been worrying about getting us
the rest of the way to our destination now that the original schedule had been
compromised.

There was a little dinging noise. Gene looked up and pulled down the
earpiece again. I thought it must be a direct connection to the cockpit. My theory
was confirmed after he listened for a moment then let it slip back up into its
recess overhead. He turned his attention back to us.

“That was Bag. We’re going to land in a half hour or so and take part of
the trip by ground. Maybe all of it, depending on security. Damn. I wish I dared
make some phone calls from here, but I guess it better wait. They might be
traced.” His half grin finally came back into place. “I suppose you weren’t
planning on quite so exciting a voyage, huh?”

“Not quite,” I admitted, “but damned if I won’t be glad to get to wherever
you’re taking us so I can find out more than I know now.”

“You can include me in that, too,” Carol said. “Is there anything to drink?
I could use one.”

“I guess we all can. But only one. I’d rather us stay sharp, just in case.”
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I didn’t particularly like the sound of that. Instinctively, I reached down
under the seat and brought my purse up onto the empty space beside me. I made
sure the little S&W was in its easy draw side pocket and not jarred loose during
Bag’s violent maneuver. It was fine. There wasn’t enough space under the seat
for it to have moved much. Maybe I was being silly but I left my purse where it
was, within easy reach.

Gene’s grin turned a little lopsided. “I think your instincts were sounder
than mine when you insisted on bringing your personal weapons with you.”

I shrugged. “Carrying a gun always has made me feel safer, especially
after what happened to my parents.”

“Yeah. I lost a friend in that fracas myself. The FBI was on their tail; they
were just too late to stop them until the damage had been done.” He was talking
over his shoulder as he filled three plastic glasses with ice from the tiny galley
adjacent to the baggage compartment. He brought them back.

“Sorry, the cupboard’s about bare,” he said as he offered us a choice of
whisky or rum.

We all took whisky.
“Are you with the FBI?” I asked as I uncapped the little bottle and poured

Jack Daniels Black Label over the ice.
“Me? Hell, no! I hate bureaucracy and the FBI is steeped in it. They’re just

now finally catching up with the rest of the world in digital data handling. It was
the damned paper shufflers that put them in such a sorry state to begin with
when the terrorists and Jihadists and those crazy sons of bitches in the IC became
active.”

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

We still had a tenuous toehold in the Middle East on the rim of the IC, but
Congress and a new president had finally gotten their act together on a sensible
energy policy. There always had been alternatives to Middle Eastern and South
American oil, but environmental pressure groups combined with a craven
Congress and weak presidents kept us dependent on outside energy sources for
two whole generations after the first oil crisis. Now, though, it wouldn’t be long
until we could tell the rest of the world to go climb a tree so far as energy was
concerned. It was working so well that other manufacturing was beginning to
come back to the country as well.

“Who do you work for, then?” Carol asked.
“Leave it be,” I told her. “He’ll tell us soon enough.”
“That I will,” Gene assured us. “Even if we have to drive the rest of the

way, we’ll be there tomorrow. Late maybe, but tomorrow.”
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I finished my drink but took Gene’s advice and didn’t ask for more.
Whisky is my flavor of ethanol when I have a choice but normally I don’t imbibe
a lot. I would have then, though.

* * *
We did drive. Or more accurately, we were driven, in a succession of

different vehicles. Once we rode in an old van where there was room to stretch
out on the carpet on blankets and get a little sleep, but there was no stopping for
anything else except bathroom breaks. I never asked why the frequent switch in
cars. I just assumed it was a form of security precaution.

By the time we were in the mountains of what I thought was western
Virginia, I was feeling grubby and ill-used. I hadn’t been able to brush my teeth
but once and was still wearing the same underwear. Only the thought of
working with a real, live alien kept my spirits up.

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

I began paying attention to our surroundings as the country became less
populated. Then we changed vehicles again and this time the driver blanked our
windows. A darkened divider separating the front seats from the back rolled
down. It closed us off in a dimly lit, claustrophobia-inducing compartment. For
the next hour and a half we rode on twisting, bumpy roads that became
progressively worse. It was like a funhouse ride at a carnival — except it wasn’t
fun at all.

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

We bumped to a stop and waited. A long five minutes later the car began
moving again and suddenly, like the universe being recreated, there was light.
The windows were transparent again. The driver and his companion reappeared
as the divider rolled up and buried itself in a recess. I squinted against the
sudden light and realized we were about to enter a tunnel. Carol sat up and
looked out too.

“Where are we?” I asked, but not really expecting to be answered.
Surprisingly, the man in the front passenger seat turned around and not

only spoke, but grinned at us. “Welcome to the Brider Enclave, home of the
Cresperian Research and Studies Group. CRS for short and also known as SFREC
for Space Force Research Center, but we old timers just call it ‘The Group.’”

“Cresperian?” I asked, pretending not to have heard the term before to see
if he’d open up even more. He did, not even glancing at a supervisor for
approval.
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“That’s what we call the aliens. It’s the nearest we can come to
pronouncing their name for themselves. Crispies will do for them. They don’t
mind.”

“It sounds like you’ve been here a while.”
“Yup. It was nice to get out for a change. Doesn’t happen very often these

days. Most folks fly in and take the main entrance, but I understand y’all ran into
a little trouble on the way.”

“If you call someone firing a missile at us a little trouble, yes. Yes, we
did.”

“Something else new. Goddamn Chinks. Ought to hit them again to teach
the fuckers some manners.”

That was a surprise statement, coming from someone obviously oriental
speaking to a woman who looked like me. That made him either Vietnamese or
Japanese. No other oriental nationals hated the Chinese more than those two if
you don’t count some of our own village idiots.

“Vietnamese?” I guessed.
“Yeah. You?”
“My father. Mom was Caucasian.”
“My name’s Nguyen, but it doesn’t matter much. You probably won’t see

me again unless you leave here.” He held out a pack of chewing gum. “If
pressure changes bother you, better take some. We’ve got a big elevator drop
coming up.”

I didn’t hesitate. I hate flying for that very reason and my ears still hadn’t
recovered from the brief ride in the jet the day before.

Nguyen wasn’t kidding. The sedan drove right into the elevator. The
doors closed behind us, and a moment later we were dropping into the depths of
the earth as fast as a commercial airliner gains altitude when leaving the ground.
My ears popped and popped again. I chewed furiously, yawning and
swallowing at the same time. Damn, I hate that sensation. It makes my whole
head feel like it’s stuffed with cotton and sometimes it lasts for days.

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

This trip hadn’t gone at all the way I thought it would, not from the
moment I saw that jet fighter streaking by the window and heard the bad guys
taking a pot shot at us. Anyway, I wasn’t very happy when the elevator doors
opened and we drove a short distance on through another tunnel. It was so
dimly lit that the car had to use headlights. And then we came to an arched
opening and entered a fairyland of bright lights and busy people.
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My eyes opened wide and I could practically feel the rush of my body and
mind regaining their customary energy and enthusiasm.
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