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   Prologue
  

  Gracie Learer knew she wasn't going to get out of this one alive. The British patrol had finally run her to ground and was rapidly closing off every exit from the tiny valley she was hiding in. Besides, it wasn't that far from the old farmhouse that concealed a warren of secret tunnels and rooms beneath it where the aliens were being held.

  
   I suppose I could surrender, she thought, but it was just idle musing while she waited. She knew if they took her alive she would never return home anyway, and almost certainly undergo a professionally thorough wringing-out by their security goons before her body was disposed off. No, surrender really wasn't an option. They weren't going to get anything out of her except a very dead body. She had already made sure of that.

  She chuckled to herself. The damned idiots had been so busy trying to capture her after her discovery that they'd failed to blind the area to satellite communications. She glanced at her phone. It was blinking. Good. Everything she had was now encrypted and uploaded to a National Security Agency satellite. She dug a hole in the moist earth and buried the phone, then covered it and spread loose sod and grass over the place until it looked just like the rest of the ground in the area. She moved several body lengths away from the buried phone, crawling on her belly and getting the jacket and trousers of her business suit soaked and scored with grass stains. As if that was going to matter.

  With the data uploaded and the phone hidden just to be on the safe side, there was nothing left for her to do except wait. She couldn't keep her mind still, though. Great Britain—specifically Scotland—was one of the sites where the Cresperian lifeboats had landed after their spaceship was destroyed by accident. The lifeboat in question had been found by four locals, and contained three Cresperians. They'd promptly taken them in and cared for them—There's something to be said for the old tales of faerie, she thought—and reported the incident to the local authorities.

  The local authorities, unfortunately, had passed the information up the chain of command, not knowing what else to do. It hadn't been long before the British version of men in black had descended on the rural area, and the aliens had been “taken into custody for public safety."

  Their politicians took over then, and kept those three aliens, Crispies they were called, captive and forced them to use their perceptive senses to enhance their bodies and stop the aging process. What technology they were able to derive from them was apparently only the second priority. Gracie had learned all this by insinuating herself into the bed of Jerome Williams, the Home Secretary. It hadn't been pleasant—he was obese, with crooked teeth, bad breath and a worse complexion, and he was absolutely the worst lover she'd ever had—but it had succeeded: Eventually he trusted her enough to ask if she wanted a little enhancement herself. Not understanding exactly what it might entail made her balk and eventually caused Williams to become suspicious. Events had taken their normal course after that and now here she was, lying on her stomach amidst highland brush and waiting for the security goons to close in, knowing she wasn't going to be walking away from this one.

  She checked her Beretta once more, just for something to do to pass what little time remained to her. One full clip and a partial. And she was a damn good shot. Enough to take a few of them with her, she hoped. Ah, well, it had been a good life, mostly. No complaints there, but it would have been nice to see how it all worked out with the aliens on Earth and mankind on its way to the stars. No such luck, though. She'd never know.

  Sounds of brush cracking and voices speaking in low guttural tones came closer. She gripped the Beretta and waited.

  "Now!” a voice shouted.

  
   Shit! 
   Wouldn't you know it? They'd worked in among the boulders above her, too. She rolled over onto her back and fired two shots into the rocks at an exposed figure. The man crumpled, then slid off the ledge and landed nearby with a soft thud. By the time she turned back to face the others they were upon her. She emptied the clip in her gun before she died but never loaded the other one.
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   Chapter 1
  

  "No wonder they've been stalling all this time,” Thomas Waterman remarked from behind his desk in the Oval Office.

  "Yes, Mr. President. They've been keeping the aliens captive and making use of the Crispies’ abilities while they talked us to death,” John Salter, five star General of the Army and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, said and waited for the inevitable question.

  "Your recommendation?"

  "I believe, and the rest of the Joint Chiefs agree, that we should make a serious, concerted attempt to rescue them and bring them here."

  The president was a small man, no taller than five and a half feet but like many little men, he tended to be more belligerent than patient. Nevertheless, this bore thinking about. Great Britain was supposed to be an ally. He rubbed his chin and glanced down at the summary brief again.

  "How did we come by this intelligence?"

  "Our agent bought it with her life, sir."

  "Mmm.” Waterman didn't want to ask for details on how the agent died but he could tell that Salter knew there were still unanswered questions on his mind. “And you're sure the intelligence is accurate?"

  "Yes, sir. It's been independently verified by indirect methods."

  "Good.” He looked expectantly toward the other man in the room, Jess Ravenshoe, head of CIA. “Jess, how about the others?"

  Ravenshoe didn't have to ask what others the president meant. “We don't know what the Islamic Confederation has in mind but we have found out where they're keeping their other alien, finally. It's being pretty well guarded but it wouldn't be an impossible mission. Same for the Chinese. Chances of success would run about 50-50 for both. The problem is predicting what their reactions will be if we go in and get the Crispies."

  "No idea?"

  Ravenshoe shook his head in resignation. “We're not mind readers, sir. For what it's worth, most of my people feel it is a justified risk."

  "Most?"

  "Over eighty percent, sir."

  "John?"

  "I think we should try it sir, but do all three at once.” Salter shrugged and let a very small smile touch his lips. It looked incongruous among the lines and seams decorating the rest of his face. “No point in alerting the others to guard their aliens closer, or to move them.” The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs knew when to go with the flow but President Waterman thought he would have recommended it anyway. God knows we owe them a lot of payback for all the industrial sabotage they've carried out over the years, he thought.

  "All right, go ahead and get the planning underway. All three. Notify me beforehand, though. It's possible I could learn something in the meantime that would contra-indicate the action. Now, is there anything else?"

  "How about India, sir?” Salter asked. The puzzlement over why Ravenshoe hadn't mentioned that nation was plainly evident in his expression.

  "Don't worry about that alien pretending to be a god. I've talked to him, you know. He's crazy as a loon."

  "Still..."

  "I don't think he'll bother us,” Waterman declared flatly, indicating the subject was closed. Some knowledge was better left compartmented. Besides, while assassination was against the law, there wasn't anything illegal about financing a dissident group with the same idea. To Waterman's relief, Jess Ravenshoe merely sat next to Salter, his face closed, betraying nothing.

  Both men rose to leave. The president watched them go with no little satisfaction. He thought his predecessors had been far too timid, going way back to Harry Truman. He doubted historians would ever say that about him.

  Salter was already running details of the operation through his mind as the door to the Oval Office closed behind him. He'd seen the contingency planning but it had included India. He'd have to remove them from the board. Obviously the President knew something he didn't. Equally obviously, that something was known by Ravenshoe, which meant the Central Intelligence Agency was involved. And frankly, he told himself, I don't WANT to know why he's telling us not to worry.

  "Call General Washington, Gerald,” Salter told his aide, Lt. Bannerman, as soon as he was back in his own office. “Tell him I'll be flying in tomorrow at noon and to have the necessary people involved in Operations: White, Black, and Red Horse present. We'll meet at one and I want coffee and heavy snacks waiting when I get to the conference room, in case someone misses lunch—like us. Then notify my pilot and let him know we'll be leaving tomorrow. Clean up my schedule and make my apologies where necessary."

  "No Pale Horse, sir?"

  "No. Pale Horse is on indefinite—possibly permanent—hold."

  "Yes, sir, got it,” Bannerman said.

  Salter was confident that he did. It was rare for him to have to repeat himself to the young man.

  "Hey, Bang! Cap'n White wants to see you, right now."

  Sergeant Edward Bangler hoped it was his orders. The tall, powerfully built brunet had requested a change of duty station a couple of months ago when the outfit was broken up. He still had no idea why that had happened. Certainly the three missions he'd been on with them had gone well. And the unit got good marks on all of the training exercises.

  Still, there it was. The lieutenant and three of the enlisted men had gotten orders they refused to talk about and hurriedly departed for parts unknown. Then the next month two of the sergeants had received training assignments. That was, essentially, that. End of outfit. And here he was, still stuck in the same place. He wondered if he'd screwed up somehow.

  He had been restlessly going through the motions of acting as if he were still a part of a Special Forces team just like the others, but it was all acting. Not even training orders came down the pipe. Sgt. Manlin just made them up and ran the remaining men through them. They did a lot of physical training and study of past missions, too. A LOT. It wasn't exactly boring—but it wasn't what he'd been trained for, either.

  He headed for the orderly room, bracing his face against the everlasting wind-blown sand of West Texas where the small army post was located. It seemed to be mostly a reassignment center, but no one admitted to it.

  Headquarters was an old two story building built of solid masonry; half the offices were empty. He threaded his way past several of the occupants going out for lunch and a couple more returning. He nodded to all of them and spoke to the one corporal he knew. The door to the orderly room was open. He walked inside and over to where a Private First Class was manning the clerk's desk.

  "Sgt. Bangler?"

  "That's me. I was told the Cap'n wanted to see me."

  "He does. Go on in,” the PFC replied, pointing to another open door.

  Bangler walked in and reported to the middle aged captain. The age and rank weren't congruent, he knew. A captain that old had either come up from enlisted ranks or was a reservist who'd been called back up. Or an officer who'd been on someone's shit list.

  He really didn't care so long as he got to leave this dusty hole. In general he'd liked Texas, though, so he didn't add any of the obvious adjectives to his mental description of the post.

  "Sgt. Bangler, I have orders for you."

  "Thank you sir. Where am I being posted?"

  He was answered with a thin smile. “Frankly, I don't have a clue, Sergeant. Your orders came in a sealed package. Here you are.” He half-stood and handed a large manila envelope across the desk. It was sealed with “Top Secret” tape. Another, smaller envelope was attached to the first with a sticky seal.

  Puzzled, Bangler took the envelopes and looked inquiringly at the captain. He didn't know quite what he'd expected, but whatever it had been, this wasn't it.

  "The smaller one has your immediate instructions,” the captain elaborated. “The sealed orders aren't to be opened until you arrive at the destination noted in the instructions. And please don't ask me what this is all about. I don't know. You aren't authorized any ‘delay in route’ leave, either. Whoever wants you is in a hell of a hurry."

  "Thank you, sir. Is that all?"

  He shrugged, a wry expression on his face. “That's all, Sergeant."

  Bangler saluted and left. Apparently he had his change in orders but they sure had come in funny. He could hardly wait until he got back to his room to open the instructions, and he knew he would be practically dying of curiosity by the time he was allowed to open the secret part of his orders.

  But when he got back to his room, another surprise awaited. A youngish man wearing jeans and undershirt with a light wind breaker was in his room, sitting in the visitor's chair, when he returned to the barracks. Bangler stopped in the doorway, surprised and angered.

  "Who in the hell are you and what are you doing messing around in my room?” he asked loudly. He felt his hands tightening into fists.

  Without even standing up, the man replied. “Haven't you looked at your instructions yet?"

  "Huh?"

  "Open the white envelope."

  Puzzled, Bangler tore it open. Inside was a piece of paper. This part of his orders were typed in a simple sentence. Do exactly as Mr. Herman Weingarten instructs. Do not open your secret orders until he tells you to do so.

  "You're Weingarten?"

  "That's me. Let's get you packed. You're allowed twenty-five kilos of luggage."

  "What!? I've got a hell of a lot more than that!"

  "Calm down. We know that. Just take what you think you can't do without for right now. The rest of your belongings will be packed for you. They'll catch up with you eventually."

  Bangler shook his head, not sure whether to be disgusted, angry or excited. “All I've got to say is these are the craziest orders I've ever heard of."

  Weingarten smiled. “Just wait. You ain't heard anything yet."

  Gray eyes narrowed against the sunlight, Bangler looked out the window of the eight passenger private Gulfstream 150. He was surprised that it was the civilian model, instead of the Air Force version, the C-38 Courier. They were over the Southern Plains, heading east, and that was all he knew. There were others in the plane with him, four men and three women who had been picked up at two other stops. Most of them appeared to be in their thirties or early forties and had obviously been told not to talk about where they were going, just as he had—as if he knew. His mind was busy with furious speculation but nothing he had heard of since joining the army shortly after graduation from FSU came close to what was going on. Weingarten was still acting as his guide, or keeper, more likely, making sure that he and whoever the others were got to where they were supposed to go with as little outside contact as possible. That alone made him figure that whatever he was getting into was going to be blacker than Weingarten's skin and it didn't come much darker than that. The man was so black he would have been almost invisible on a moonless night. Must enjoy being outside, Bangler decided, noting the lighter skin just inside the man's open collar. But Weingarten seemed like an okay guy, bright, alert, astute and very much aware of everything going on around him, including undercurrents. Bangler decided he liked him—what he knew of him. Which, Bangler had to admit to himself, isn't a whole lot.

  "You don't say much,” Weingarten said to him after they had been flying for an hour. He had taken the only empty seat, the one beside Bangler.

  "Mr. Weingarten, my instructions were to do what you said and wait for you to tell me before opening my orders. So I'm sitting here where you told me and I'm waiting. I figure eventually I'll know what the hell is going on.” Bangler shrugged.

  "Right. You'll know soon enough but no need to be formal. Call me Herman."

  "Okay, Herman. I'm Ed. Can you tell me when I'll know something?"

  Weingarten grinned at something Bangler couldn't see. “Yep. About an hour after we land. That's when we'll part company. In the meantime, how about a drink?"

  "Am I on duty?"

  "Yes, but it's shiny. What'll you have?"

  Bangler suddenly wondered whether he could trust the man but decided he might as well. Besides, he could sure as hell use a drink. Packing and leaving in such an all fired damn hurry had upset him—or maybe agitated was a better word, he decided—and he was still not really settled down. He didn't care much for secrecy. At least not at this level.

  "Do you have bourbon?"

  "Jim Beam."

  "That's good. Over ice."

  He watched as Herman opened a cabinet and produced a tiny, single serving bottle. He raised his brows when he saw that it was White Label. The man went first class. A disposable cocktail glass, a scoop of ice, and Herman poured the contents of the little bottle over the ice. He brought the drink to him then amiably served the others.

  The first sip of the very smooth bourbon took him back to his teenage years in Kentucky where his father worked at a distillery. He had been allowed small amounts of bourbon from the time he was fourteen and had developed a taste for it when he drank, but he followed his Dad's advice and never had more than two or three drinks in any one entire day after he was grown. Being in Special Forces gave him less opportunity than most but he didn't mind. He wasn't a heavy drinker and it was all the better when he allowed himself to indulge.

  "Good stuff, huh?"

  "Yes, it is. Thanks."

  "No problem. Glad to see a man enjoy his booze, instead of just knocking it back. Mind if I ask you a question, Bang?"

  Bangler winced, suddenly understanding Weingarten's earlier grin. “Where did you hear that?"

  "It's what you're called, isn't it?"

  "Yeah. I had hoped when I got a transfer it would get lost—but I suppose that's expecting too much."

  "It would be. You're stuck with it for life, pal.” Weingarten shot him a grin, brilliant white in his dark chocolate face. “Why did you enlist in the Army? You could have applied for a commission."

  He shrugged. “My Dad thought it would be a good idea. If I liked the army I could always apply for OCS."

  "You probably wouldn't have to, as much as the army needs well educated men. A degree in Biology and another in Math would have done it for you easy."

  "Probably. If I stay in, an enlisted hitch or two won't hurt me."

  "Do you think you'll stay?"

  Bangler grinned. “I suppose so. I like the army, most ways. Too much bureaucracy, but I guess you'll find that in any big organization."

  "True. Most, but not all,” he added enigmatically.

  "How about you? What do you do, other than shepherd sergeants and other strange people around the country?"

  "That's about it right now. Another drink?"

  He refused. “No, I think I'll let the seat back and try to get a nap. No telling what's in front of me."

  The Gulfstream landed at a dusty, secluded private airport a couple of hours laterhe and Herman were put in the back seat of a nondescript car with bad shocks and driven into forest covered hills that rose higher the farther they drove. Two other cars followed at long intervals behind them. Eventually, after an increasingly bumpy ride—Bangler could quickly see why the shocks were bad, and why nobody really bothered to repair them—they came to a stop. On his side he saw nothing but trees. He couldn't see very far past Herman. A granite wall was in the way. As he watched, an entrance in what appeared to be solid rock slid open.

  "All out,” the driver said, the first words he'd uttered since telling them to crawl into the back seat.

  Bangler exited and pulled his two bags from the trunk. Herman gathered one of them and motioned to him. “Hurry, so we can close this back up."

  Inside was nothing more than a lighted, paved tunnel into the rock and three golf carts, two of them with drivers. Herman climbed into the driver's seat of the empty one as the door to the outside slid closed, fast, smooth and silent.

  "'Curiouser and curiouser,'” Bangler quoted.

  "Yep. You could open your orders now but you may as well let it wait. I'm taking you directly to your room."

  "My room? In a mountain?"

  "It's a big mountain. We're going in the back way. Uh, one of the back ways. Bigger groups come in more openly. Topside is what looks like a big mining headquarters, along with a real coal mine."

  The statement about a big mountain proved prophetic. After driving silently for a very—VERY—long way, the cart entered an elevator and descended fast enough to make his ears pop. The door opened and Herman drove the cart into a hallway. He kept to the right and before long passed a number of people, men and women both, most in uniforms he recognized but a couple in uniforms Bangler'd never seen before. He wondered whether they were with some allied army, then put the thought away. He'd know soon enough, presumably. Periodically the hall was marked with various colored dots.

  The cart turned several corners and finally entered a hallway marked by a series of doors with nameplates attached. It stopped at one.

  "Welcome to the Brider Enclave,” Herman announced. “You are now a part of the Space Force Research Center, otherwise known as The Group.” Bang raised an eyebrow.

  Herman grinned at him and removed a tag from his wallet. He slid it into the nameplate slot. The nameplate read, “S/Sgt Edward Bangler."

  
   Hm. Staff sergeant, huh? Bangler thought. It looked as if he had been promoted.

  The room was small. Really small. It consisted of a bunk that folded up and attached to the wall, two chairs that did the same, a wall locker and a very small head with a tiny shower stall and a sink with drawers beneath. Against one wall were another, more comfortable looking chair and an alcove containing a monitor with keyboard beneath. Presumably the CPU was there somewhere or more likely the monitor was interfaced with it from somewhere else. Bangler had no more than begun to unpack before the monitor lit up and a face came into view, that of a pleasantly pretty woman.

  "Sergeant Bangler,” she said, “please report to your headquarters. Turn right in the hall and follow the green dots."

  "Got it,” he replied, and the monitor blinked off.

  He allowed just enough time to wash his face and comb his short dark hair before leaving, taking no more than a couple of minutes. He walked for a long time, it seemed, until the hall opened up into a series of cubicles. A clerk at a small desk guarded the entrance, the same one who had spoken from the monitor.

  "Sergeant Bangler?"

  "That's me.” He took out his ID card.

  She looked at it briefly, then pointed to a narrow aisle between cubicles. “Straight ahead. First Sergeant is waiting on you."

  
   Damn. And he still hadn't opened his orders. He followed the directions and wound up in an enclosed office. Inside was a PFC, obviously a clerk, and a Master Sergeant with oriental features in one of those funny uniforms. A diamond icon adorned his sleeve above the stripes.

  "Staff Sergeant Bangler reporting, First Sergeant,” he said.

  "Glad to have you. I'm Wang. You're the last one. Give me your orders."

  He handed over the manila envelope with the unbroken Top Secret tape.

  "Not curious?"

  "I thought I would get unpacked, then sit down and read. Obviously I had my priorities backwards."

  "Not to worry. Everything is in a damn rush, including an emergency mission before leaving, unless I miss my guess. I'm going to have someone take you for a bite to eat and show you around. Your duty for tomorrow is to take the whole day and go over the parameters of Mission White Horse in case it comes up. Just type it in on your keyboard and give it a thumbprint when it asks for it. The unit will have dinner tomorrow at seven after the others have cleared out of the cafeteria. You'll meet your people and the other NCOs and officers tomorrow. And don't worry about being behind. We just got the order to activate the mission study yesterday and we still have two men on the way to fill out the Table of Organization and Equipment. They should be here sometime tomorrow, I hope. Hell, we just found out where we'll be going if the mission comes off, so we're all babes in the woods, so to speak.” He glanced at his watch. “Come on, I'll bet you're hungry, and so am I. I'll show you the cafeteria myself."

  Once seated with trays, Wang asked, “Ever hear about aliens on Earth, Bang?"

  "Huh?” The nickname already. And... aliens? “Uh, yes, First Sergeant, I've read a lot of speculation the last year or so, things about an alien spaceship crashing on Earth and little green men running around everywhere, but I didn't put much stock in it."

  "Most of it is pure shit, but you may as well know some of the stories are true. Your new assignment is to the Space Marines. This is where we process crews for the spaceships being built."

  "No shit?!” Bangler wasn't able to keep the excitement from his voice.

  "Not a bit of it. You'll be going out with others for security details. Starships. Other planets.” The senior NCO's eyes gleamed.

  Bangler was so excited he forgot to eat. “Damn! I always read a bunch of science fiction but never thought I'd be living it."

  "Yeah. You'll read about true stuff tomorrow. Two ships have already gone out."

  "When do we leave?"

  "Not for a little while yet. Scientists and other crew are being recruited and integrated. It's all a goddamn mess right now. The air force and navy are fighting over which one should control the space service. The army got the first two but that was special circumstances. I'm betting on the navy to control it eventually."

  Bangler finished the rest of the meal in a daze. Before he retired that evening Bangler found out that he would eventually be wearing one of the funny uniforms himself, with the diamond insignia on the shoulder. They belonged to the Space Marines, to which he had been provisionally assigned. But first, the unit might have an Earth based mission to perform. He would find out about that tomorrow. For the time being, he intended to get some sleep while he had the chance and let the news sink in.
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   Chapter 2
  

  Lieutenant General Caleb Washington found himself wishing he didn't have so much rank. He might be able to get into space himself then. As it was, he had to be satisfied with commanding the Cresperian Operations and R&D center in West Virginia. The big hole in the ground always felt dusty to him even though he knew it wasn't. It was just expanding so rapidly that he felt as if it should be dusty. More and more tunnels and rooms were being excavated every day to make room for more and more scientists and soldiers and sailors being processed for crews to man the starships being built. There were already a half a dozen of them under construction and the first two commissioned hadn't even returned yet. Wouldn't it be a huge cosmic joke if none of the ships worked? Terrible, but huge.

  He touched a button on his desk, an electronic marvel almost devoid of the paper high ranking officers were usually swamped with. His predecessor had made a valiant effort to keep operations as simple as possible and in the main, had succeeded. The chain of command was still rather mixed up and no one knew for sure yet which of the armed forces would ultimately command the space service. He really didn't care. He was in command of the most fascinating assignment of his career.

  "Dianne, please contact Colonel Chadwick for me,” he said when Sergeant Torres’ face appeared on his monitor. He loved the communications equipment here!

  "Yes, sir.” The alert expression on her face changed for a moment as she seemingly gazed into space, then it came back, more attentive than before. “General Washington, you just received a request to call the Pentagon. The Chairman wants to talk to you."

  
   Uh oh. Chadwick can wait.
  

  "Belay Chadwick, Dianne.” He punched off the monitor, pulled open a drawer and lifted out a phone. It was encrypted both in the hole and at the Pentagon. He punched in the number without referring to an index. He had all the numbers memorized.

  "Chairman."

  "General, this is Caleb. You needed to speak to me."

  "Right. Things going well with you?"

  "Confusing sometimes."

  "I shouldn't wonder. Listen, Caleb, our first ship just reported in. There's lots of new intelligence, including finding some bad guys out there. You'll be getting all that over the next few weeks, but right now the President has decided that White Horse is a go. And we're going ahead simultaneously with Red Horse and Black Horse. Hit ‘em all at once, so nobody has advance warning."

  "I'll be damned. Diplomacy didn't work, huh?"

  "Not with who's running State."

  Washington sighed his understanding. “All right, sir. I've already had them activate the planning as you suggested. When do you want it executed?"

  "As soon as possible. The Zeng Wu was spotted by some astronomer and she spilled the beans all over the world. The President is going to have to go public with the news we have starships, but he wants White Horse to be a done deal by then."

  "Shit. How long are we talking?"

  "He'd have it done yesterday, if it were possible. Within the next two to three days, five at the outside."

  Washington's dark skin paled slightly. “That's really pushing it, sir. Hell, we just got the last of our personnel in."

  "I know, but that's what contingency planning is for. Admiral Terhune has already ordered a Sea Wolf sub into the area. In fact it's the ship of the line, the USS Sea Wolf herself, he's putting in the North Sea. It'll be ready to evacuate the team once they bring out the Crispies."

  "Nothing to do but try if the President is this adamant about it. I take it you told him the chances of success goes way down when getting a mission of this sort off the ground with so little planning?"

  "He knows it and is prepared for the risk.” He heard a short chuckle. “At least this one has some balls. He's willing to lose the unit and will take the site out if it fails."

  "I guess that's what we get paid the big bucks for. Okay, I'll send them off. Wish us luck."

  "You got it.” The line went dead. For a moment Washington simply stared across his desk at nothing. He had been associated with the army all his life, including being an army brat when his black Oklahoma father married a white Italian beauty. He had faced the mixed race epithets and seen prejudice up close. He had been in some extremely hairy situations over the years. None of them bothered him nearly as much as the thought of losing one of his units to the expediency of politics. And while going into combat against a supposed allied country of long standing at that.

  The United Kingdom had been holding three of the aliens since their lifeboat crashed in Scotland at the same time all the other dozen or so lifeboats scattered literally over the world. At first they indicated that they were intending to share what intelligence they gained from the alien technology but somehow it had never materialized. Delay after delay and excuse after excuse was all they ever shared. He put a major part of the blame for the situation on the Secretary of State, Sandra Fellowes. President Waterman had put her in the cabinet in exchange for something he wanted that was never made clear. He supposed the woman did a fair job in normal situations but he and the rest of the military would gladly have given her a cigarette and a blindfold on the occasion of any military crisis. She was inept and helpless where fighting might occur and would much rather talk than take action, even when action was the proper course. Rumor had it she was a dyed in the wool pacifist, but he had yet to meet the woman personally, so he couldn't be certain.

  
   Stop the woolgathering, and do the hard thing, he told himself. You're procrastinating. He punched a button on his desk. The image of his enlisted aide, Sergeant Dianne Torres, reappeared.

  "Yes, General?"

  "Dianne, please run down Colonel Chadwick for me and have him report as soon as possible. Highest priority."

  "I believe he's in the training area, sir. If not, I'll find him."

  "I know you will. Thank you. When he's gone, send in Lieutenant Hank Anderson.” The monitor blinked into an image of a dachshund puppy on its back with its paws in the air and tongue lolling from its smiling mouth. Would that the world were that innocently happy, he thought. A moment or two later Colonel Peter Chadwick knocked, then entered.

  "Coffee, Peter?"

  "Er. No thank you, sir. I'm about to flounder in coffee as it is."

  Washington laughed. Some days he felt the same. “I hear that one, loud and clear. All right then, let's get to business. The Chief wants the Horses on the road as soon as humanly possible."

  "Mmm.” Chadwick rubbed his chin. “Can you give me a week?"

  "NO. Not unless you absolutely have to have it. Or let me put it this way. He realizes a rush job risks failure. But if it works out that way he's prepared to take out the site and every person in it, including your people if you're not clear."

  "Wow. Shit. The man is in a hurry."

  "Right. I don't have the full details yet but the Zeng Wu is back and word is that there are bad guys out there.” He pointed up by way of illustration. “The President wants this other stuff cleared up so he can concentrate on what to do about them."

  "Is he going to try for the other aliens, too?"

  Washington shrugged. Lines formed on his brown forehead. “It certainly looks that way. All except for India, at least. Don't know why he's excluding India, and I'm not about to ask. All you're responsible for here at the moment is... well, with three of ‘em going at once, not all four, they're not calling it Operation Four Horsemen anymore. I haven't heard what the new overall code name is. Anyway, I'm going to authorize you to take Sira with you on the White Horse segment. If we get in there, she'll be helpful in communicating our intentions to them."

  "He doesn't mind risking her?"

  "Apparently not."

  "Will she go?"

  "To help her friends? I imagine so. I would."

  "So would I but we aren't Crispies."

  He shrugged again. “With her or without her, it's a go. Three to five days from now. Can you do it?"

  "Yes, sir."

  "Good man."

  "Of course I'll go, Paul. They've been there much too long already.” Sira Whitman turned her calm, steady gaze on the colonel.

  "Thank you,” Chadwick said. “I thought you'd jump at the chance but I also wanted to make you aware of the danger, too. There's a possibility none of the unit will return and that your friends will die along with them.” He tried to gauge the young woman's response and knew it was impossible. She was an alien, a Cresperian stranded on Earth when their starship was lost. She was alien even though she looked entirely human and most of the time even thought like a human. She even had a human lover.

  "I don't know that they're friends, Paul. All I can tell you is that I'll know of them, not that I knew them personally. The ship was huge compared to the ones we're building and it was impossible to be close to everyone aboard. They were more like... mm, spaceborne cities."

  It seemed like a long, long time ago to Chadwick that Sira had been a Cresperian, complete with the tall, four-limbed, pyramid-headed and orange-eyed body. Thinking she could never return to Cresperia after being rescued by the Americans from Libyan captivity, she had allowed Jeri Leverson to talk her into changing her form to human. He had heard her remark on what an easy decision it had been, considering that Jeri Leverson was also Cresperian and had not only taken the human form but actually married a human. Everyone knew how extremely happy Jeri was with her decision and how wildly she was in love with her husband. It was really too bad that all the survivors couldn't have landed near such a man as Kyle Leverson. He had helped Jeri make the transition gradually while retaining the core of her own personality and the perceptive sense all Cresperians had.

  The perceptive sense was both a hindrance and a help on Earth. Using it, a Crispy could change not only his or her own form but a human's as well, giving them much improved bodies and an extremely long lifespan. Sira had done it herself for several people and so far hadn't appeared to be sorry. Mai Le Trung was the first. It had paid off big time because Mai was a brilliant geneticist. She discovered a flaw in the transition from Crispy to human and helped correct it. Mai would have gone on the mission without asking the cost, had she been here instead of somewhere in space aboard Galactic, so he hadn't really expected that Sira would refuse.

  "Nevertheless, I'm sure they will be glad to see you, or to communicate with you through your perceptive sense, I should say,” he told her. “They've been badly mistreated by the British government. I'm fairly certain they'll not hesitate to come back with you."

  "If we come back, that is,” Sira said. A tiny smile formed on her lips. “I'm sure they'll be glad to take the chance if I have any time at all to communicate with them."

  "All right, then, get ready whatever you need to take with you. We'll be leaving very soon."

  "How will we travel?"

  "By plane for the initial insertion because it has to be fast. Our present plans are for covering fire while the unit parachutes in and assaults the base. They aren't dug in nearly as deep as us so it shouldn't be much of a problem to get in."

  "It's getting out you're worried about, I take it?” Again she smiled.

  "Exactly. A Sea Wolf submarine will be standing by with a Seal team to evacuate you after you secure the Crispies."

  She touched her forefinger to her cheek. “Will John be going on the mission?"

  "Yes. You know he will. He's the head of one of the units."

  "Then I don't know why you bothered asking me. I would have insisted on going with him anyway."

  Chadwick laughed. He already knew how protective Crispies were with their lovers. John Tomlinson had beenSira's friend and lover of some months now. After a period of experimentation she had finally fallen for a human, even knowing how dangerous his profession was. Of course Jeri, the first one, had known, too. Was that a trait? He doubted he would ever know.

  As Sergeant Bangler seated himself in the small auditorium he couldn't keep himself from glancing over at either arm to admire the extra stripe of a Staff Sergeant. He had indeed been promoted. There was competition for his gaze, though. He could hardly stop himself from staring at the woman, Sira Whitman, either. Whispers had gone around the room that she was an alien, a Cresperian or Crispy in the colloquial term. It was hard to believe. She looked like a petite young girl just out of high school and a pretty one, too, with strawberry blond hair and a hint of dimples. Yet she was not only going to be with them during White Horse but was apparently a prime player. She was briefing the unit on the Crispies as he listened, still only half believing his eyes.

  First had come the bare bones of the mission brief; it was compartmentalized, so even though they knew they were part of a larger operation that was now being called Operation Cavalry, all they knew about it was that they were Operation White Horse. It still seemed astonishing that he was involved in it when he had just met the men in his squad and the unit officers today and couldn't remember half their names. They were to go in by low level parachute jump and be withdrawn on a Sea Wolf submarine if they accomplished their mission in time and made it to the secluded shore amidst tumbled boulders and wild seas this time of year. He felt himself tense up when they were told the area would be bombed if they weren't out of there within the specified time. Then came the announcement from Colonel Chadwick, the Space Marines commander, and also commander of Operation Cavalry. “This is one hairy-ass ape of a mission. I'm giving any of you a chance to bow out if you like. If you wish to withdraw, leave now."

  Everyone sat tight, including him. For a chance to rescue some aliens he'd damn near cut his own throat. This would be something to tell his grandkids about, if he lived to have grandchildren.

  "All right. Questions?"

  His own lieutenant stood up. Hank Anderson, he thought his name was. “Hand” for short. Damn! 
   Scary when you don't know the names of the men in your own unit and you're going out to do or die with them. He felt pretty sure the other men must be feeling much the same as he did.

  "Sir. Platoon White Horse commander, sir. Sir, are you allowed to tell us the story here? I mean, the Brits are supposed to be allies, I thought. What have they been doing to the aliens?"

  "That part is classified, Anderson. I don't know myself. Intelligence information; you know how compartmentalized that is. I can tell you that the powers that be in the country have refused to cooperate with us on the matter of the aliens. They've promised and promised to allow us access to them but never have. Unofficially, the aliens have also been mistreated but again, I can't tell you more because I don't know. They are also being forced to provide... services... for high ranking members of the government, or so we believe. Just keep the mission objectives in sight. Number one, protect our own Cresperian, Sira here, at all costs. Number two, bring the three Cresperians being held in that compound out at all costs. In both cases, their lives are much more important than ours. And both are to be done within the specified time from the moment of drop."

  Anderson nodded and sat down, looking grimmer than he had previously.

  "And now,” Chadwick added, “I'm going to let one of our own Cresperians speak before we get back to the specifics of Operation White Horse."
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   Chapter 3
  

  "Good morning, ladies and gentlemen.” Sira smiled at the group as she took the podium. “My name is Sira Whitman. I am a Cresperian, an alien from outer space. A BEM, if you will. For those of you who don't read science fiction, BEM is the classic acronym for Bug Eyed Monster. As you may notice, I don't quite fit the description."

  Bangler laughed along with everyone else.

  "If she's an alien, I want to marry one,” Corporal Jan Wersky, in the seat beside him, whispered. He was a big ugly blond man of Polish ancestry, fiercely loyal to his friends and a force to be reckoned with to his enemies. He would be carrying the heavy machine gun for Bangler's squad.

  "Here's what we look like in our natural form, so to speak,” Sira said, pointing unnecessarily at the big screen overhead. It flashed into color and held an image that at first looked like a tall, scaled four armed lizard being with a flat face instead of a snout, set in a pyramidal head. Then the scene was zoomed in and Bangler could see that what he'd taken for hide or scales was instead a pelt of short sleek hair colored as lime green as the little garden lizards he'd seen all his life. Strangely, up close the being didn't look nearly as scary to him. The big bifurcated oval green eyes exuded intelligence, wisdom, and experience. “That is, or was, my opposite number in a family triad, the male. His name was Cntlinith. He... did not survive.” She paused momentarily, perhaps remembering him, he thought. “All three of the sexes look much alike and I doubt any of you could tell the difference, so don't try. But if you ever have occasion to learn Cresperian, you'll find that the suffixes on our names denote our genders. However, relative to the task at hand, I don't even know who those three survivors are, whether they are a family unit or not, and I may not even know them at all other than perhaps having met them in passing in a corridor somewhere. Our ship was very large, as much city as transport. Anyway, that's not important and I'm sorry, for I strayed from the topic. Our job is simply to rescue them. I use the term ‘rescue’ deliberately. I believe they will come with us willingly."

  Bangler stood up. She nodded at him. “What do we do if they don't want to come?” he asked, blunt.

  "We are to bring them anyway.” She looked down at the floor then back up. “I don't necessarily approve of forcing persons into actions unwillingly, but I firmly believe that if any of them do refuse to come it will not be their right minds speaking. Anyway, the issue is settled so let's move on. That,” she pointed to the screen again, “is a native Cresperian. Now take a look at me."

  Bangler laughed with the rest of the men and the few women in the room. He and the other younger men laughed the hardest, he noticed. Hell, who wouldn't want to look at her? he thought. And he'd be willing to bet not a few would be willing to do more than look. Would he? Probably, he thought, so long as she continued to act like a human and not a BEM, some monster from the stars.

  Sira continued, interrupting Bangler's train of thought. “So far as any of us know at present, we are stranded, the few of us who survived when our starship was wrecked. We possess what we call a perceptive sense, which allows us to tap into the quantum foam, and in turn assume not only the form but the actual genetic substance of another species, either male or female. Cresperians do have genders, as I mentioned, and of course we reproduce, but we have nothing remotely comparable to your sexual unions. You'll learn much more about us later. For the present, there are a number of things I can do to help your mission. Let me enumerate a few of them.

  "I can wipe out short term memories from up close. I possess a fully charged disintegrator with a range of fifty feet or so. I have learned to speak with several different British accents including cockney. I can sense when others of my kind are near, even through walls and from some distance away. I can sense when humans are near, to a lesser extent, without seeing them. I can become completely invisible through use of a simple little device I carried in my survival kit. I can—"

  "Sira, may I interrupt for a moment?” Chadwick said from his seat up front. Bangler even found that the Colonel wasn't easy to remember simply because he was so average looking and average sized, with nondescript brown hair.

  "Certainly, Colonel. Go ahead."

  "We have just managed to duplicate the Cresperian cloaking device, and a Cresperian fabricator that came with the survival kits has manufactured some of the more complicated parts, enough so that a few of you will be equipped with them. I'm sorry there won't be time to train with them beforehand but we'll try to get some training in on the plane. We do NOT need you shooting each other because you can't see the ones using the device."

  Bangler was again astonished. An invisibility cloak, like in Harry Potter? Wow! he thought. How easy would missions be if you're undetectable? But only a few for this one. I wonder if I'll get one.

  "Thank you, sir,” Sira remarked. “I'm very glad to hear that. Just a few of the devices could help, especially getting into the compound. In that case, it's possible that one group might provide a diversion while I and the others with the devices go in, but that's your decision."

  "Yes, it is,” Chadwick grinned, “but you won't be going in first. I know you can detect the presence of your fellows from some distance away and also communicate with them. Maybe you weren't listening, Sira. WE are the ones who are protecting you and the other Crispies, not the other way around. We take as much risk as required. You take as little as necessary. Your only job is to reassure your fellow Cresperians and induce them to come with us. We do not want to lose you. Am I making myself clear on this?"

  "Yes, colonel.” The Crispy ducked her head but Bangler saw the little smile that appeared on her face before she did. He began to wonder how much trouble she was going to be. Somebody has her own ideas on how things are going to go down, I suspect, he decided.

  Chadwick resumed. “Then I think we should move on. We have little enough time as it is. Ladies and gentlemen, I call your attention to the screen again.” A map of the British Isles appeared. Within seconds, it zoomed in to the main island. “For those who are unfamiliar with the geography, this is the island we normally call England, but which is actually the United Kingdom of Great Britain, consisting of England, Scotland and Wales. The totality of the kingdom also includes Northern Ireland, but that is irrelevant to us at this point. Our mission and objective is located in Scotland, here.” A pointer moved, then the map zoomed in further to the northern third of the island, leaving only Scotland, a bit of England below it, and the seas around it.

  "As you can see—” the pointer shifted to a small circle near the coast of the northern mainland between the Outer Hebrides and Orkney Islands. “This is the North Sea area. The waves run high here with few natural barriers or harbors to ameliorate them. There are a few fjord-type structures in the coastline, however. We'll be coming in from the north, making our drop almost directly onto our objective. We break in, pick up the Crispies, then follow this valley back to the sea. Shortly before and during the mission every attempt will be made to blanket all electronic communications. I don't expect us to cut off all data warning of what's going on, but we do hope to seriously confuse matters until we can make our escape. Besides the electronic interference we anticipate some help by a few diversionary attacks nearby to help draw off the defenses. However, whether or not they take place, we go.

  "Bear in mind here that everything, and I do mean everything, is timed. There are no contingency plans and no allowances for delays. We go in, do our job and get out on time or we don't get out. End of story."

  Chadwick stared grimly at his audience. Bangler thought he was doing his utmost to convey the seriousness of his statement. He personally believed the Colonel. For all his ordinariness, there was a hard look about him. Bangler was willing to bet that his tunic concealed a set of extremely well developed muscles.

  "First squad will be point, doing the initial break-in. Second squad, with Sira attached, will be next and they will make the actual recovery while first squad lends whatever help inside is needed. Third squad will wait outside and cover while the recovery is made, and also provide fire on the flanks while First and Second run for the sub, with First protecting Second and Second protecting the Crispies AT ALL COST! I cannot emphasize that enough.

  "I'm going to leave this with the individual squads for now. You'll have all the maps and data you need, concerning anticipated defenses, terrain, anticipated weather—I can tell you now it will be bad—and all other intelligence we have been able to gather.

  "I'll see you all back here tomorrow morning at 0800 for integration of your operational plans. We leave the day after that at 0400. One more thing.” He glanced at his watch. “I'll give you all from now until the noon meal to watch television. I suggest you do so. It will tell you why this operation is going down in such a goddamned hurry.” He nodded to his audience and quickly departed.

  "Television?” Jan Wersky said with a puzzled expression. “Why in the bloody hell are we supposed to watch television?"

  "Come along, Corporal, and we'll find out. Coming, Peggy?” He remembered Sergeant Nunez's name easily. It was displayed on her jacket just as everyone else's was, but her prominent bust drew attention to it naturally. She also had glossy black hair and beautiful brown eyes, as he had discovered after talking to her a minute or two, as well as a first name.

  "Sure. May as well know why we're dying before we go, huh?” Nunez grinned cheerfully. The three of them joined the crowd hurrying toward the dayroom.

  "The day after tomorrow, sir,” General Salter said. “That's the earliest that the teams can get there. I'm sorry the news of our starship got out so soon but I still couldn't get them there any faster."

  President Waterman nodded, somewhat absent-mindedly, from behind his desk in the Oval Office. He had just returned from giving a short speech about the nation's capability for interstellar travel and an even shorter news conference in reference to the returning starship. He had ordered the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, his Secretary of State Sandra Fellowes, and Martin Singletary, the Secretary of Defense, to meet him here afterwards.

  "Sir, I don't think this operation is a good idea at all,: Fellowes piped up. “The British are our allies."

  "Sandra, you of all people know we've been moving heaven and earth to try to gain their cooperation and exchange data between their Crispies and ours. You know they've not only stonewalled us at every step but now we've learned they aren't even trying much to reverse-engineer Crispy technology. Essentially all they've been doing is forcing the Crispies to improve their bodies and prolong their lives. Not to mention killing one of our, er, representatives, in cold blood."

  "But Mr. President, please, at least postpone the operation. The way it stands now most of their top people, including the Prime Minister, will be there at the time."

  "Good,” Salter said in grim satisfaction. “Maybe they'll all get their asses blown off and we can get a government we can deal with."

  "GENERAL! Mr. President, that kind of attitude is responsible for most of the world's troubles! Please postpone it.” Her dark hazel eyes pleaded silently with him while her voice grated on his nerves. She always sounded so goddamned whiny. He had been saddled with her in return for some necessary political support for one of his pet programs, but he could hardly wait for mid-term elections when he could get rid of her. Hopefully.

  He gave her his full attention for a moment and answered bluntly. “Frankly, Sandra, I'm rather pleased at the timing. I agree with General Salter. We've known something was wrong for a long time. The Crispies are STILL in their original forms. And it surely doesn't take two years for them to morph into humans, so they're either dragging their feet, too exhausted to make their own changes, or maybe just don't WANT to become human, given intel reports on how they've been treated. The current British government no longer has my confidence or that of my military advisors. Besides, they're there almost constantly now, getting the Crispies to work on them, so it would be next to impossible to find a time when they were NOT there. I only asked you to be present here so that you would be aware of the timing in case we have to make explanations for civilian casualties."

  "But Mr. President, this is no way to... at least give some kind of warning!"

  "Sandra, the decision has already been made. We shall NOT warn them in advance and give away the lives of many brave soldiers. IS THAT CLEAR?” He thought he had to be absolutely certain she understood; he wouldn't put it past her going straight to the British ambassador with the news otherwise, then claiming it was a “diplomatic necessity.” It was hard to see how she packed such a large ego into such a small frame, with the brain to go with it. Then again, he wondered sardonically, how much brain did she really need? Based on his experience, everything in it already seemed to be hard coded.

  Fellowes tightened her lips and nodded reluctantly.

  "Fine. Just so you understand. Now we have another subject to discuss. It is also one which you should be aware of if the necessity for diplomatic relations with extraterrestrials becomes necessary."

  "ETs! We've found some more? Oh, how wonderful!” Fellowes fairly lilted.

  President Waterman flinched, although not visibly. He could practically see into her mind and know she was visualizing the kindly creature of ET, the extraterrestrial from the old movie, a newer version of which had just been released in response to all of the “aliens on Earth” rumors.

  "No, it's not wonderful. Their first reaction so far is to shoot as soon as they see us and they are in possession of very big guns, and we assume, many starships."

  "But surely it must have been a mistake. Aliens advanced enough to have star travel would obviously be peaceful."

  The president saw General Salter roll his eyes. He almost did the same while wondering how she came into the “obvious” knowledge that aliens would be non-warlike.

  "Ms. Fellowes, I hate to disillusion you, but the general in command of our starship has already relayed records of the encounters even though they haven't landed yet. The Snappers—"

  "Snappers?” Fellowes reiterated, confused.

  "The new, hostile aliens. We don't know their species name, but the name derives from their apparent speech. The Snappers obviously shot first and showed not the slightest desire for peaceful relations. On the contrary, they demonstrated an almost maniacal glee in the superiority of their weapons. They took prisoners and refused to negotiate until, very fortunately, our second ship found them and was able to effect a positive outcome to the standoff."

  "Standoff?"

  "You can look at the recordings yourself. “

  "I most certainly shall. I just can't believe beings as advanced as you are claiming these to be aren't peaceful."

  "We aren't peaceful, Sandra,” Waterman said and sighed.

  "It's the military. If we didn't have militaries, we wouldn't fight. Is that all, sir?” Fellowes dismissed the comment out of hand.

  
   You've gotta be kidding me. She didn't just say that. Somebody please tell me she didn't just say that. What planet is SHE from? Yes, please God, let that be all. Waterman mentally shook his head. “Yes. I believe that's all for now. Thank you for coming."

  She departed, much to his relief and to that of Salter and Martin Singletary, unless he missed his guess.

  "Sorry, gentlemen,” he apologized. “Politics sometimes makes strange bedfellows—excuse the pun. Now then, we have another problem. My political advisors tell me that Congress will approve more starships, and armaments for them, but nothing close to what you want."

  "Sir, finding two of the, uh, Snappers’ colonies implies interstellar capability of long standing. The fact that they are hostile should indicate the necessity for a crash program."

  "Sorry, General. What is, is. Do your best with what you get. Also I want you to keep it secret how much exploring we intend to do. Just as sure as some of the members of Congress hear we're sending out ships on a routine basis, they'll start hollering for us to stay home lest we run into the Snappers and provoke more hostilities. At this point, if we're going to encounter ‘em, I'd a lot rather it be ‘out there’ than right over our heads. Which is sure to happen if we dawdle long enough."

  Salter nodded, along with Singletary, but he could see that neither was very happy. He decided there was no sense in prolonging the meeting. “Gentlemen, we'll meet again no later than next week. By that time perhaps public sentiment will become clearer. Thank you for coming."

  After they were gone he held off any more appointments for fifteen minutes, which he spent simply thinking. The universe had become much bigger and more threatening in the last couple of years, on his watch of course, and he didn't like it. He thought that was likely to be the public reaction, too. He didn't know what to do about it except to prepare as well as he could and as far as he could push a reluctant Congress. In the meantime there was White Horse to deal with. There was bound to be fireworks over that one.

  Sgt. Bangler leaned forward to pay closer attention to the news announcer: Something about a starship returning. The government was finally admitting that there were such ships. At the same time there was also an explanation of that huge explosion that had destroyed the Chinese space facilities a while back. The starship they had been building was poorly constructed and blew up on the launching pad. The Chinese denied it, of course. They claimed that a rogue nation sneaked an H bomb into the facilities, and that had been what had blown up. They didn't bother to explain away the total lack of radioactivity at the remains of the facility.

  He found all the news fascinating as hell but it was hard to keep his mind on it. He kept returning to the maps and pictures relating to White Horse. How in the hell were less than fifty men supposed to parachute into an armed country, fight their way into a defended compound, and rescue the aliens? Let alone following up with traveling what looked like five klicks through boulder strewn country and out into a wave tossed ocean to paddle out to a submarine—without getting them all killed? And possibly by their own forces? If they actually managed to pull it off, it would create one hell of a story to tell recruits. Then it occurred to him that if they DIDN'T pull it off, he wouldn't be telling anybody anything.

  "What do you think, Sarge?” Wersky asked. “Will this make it harder or easier?"

  "Harder,” he declared, looking at the big man. “They'll be keeping a closer eye on their aliens.” He admitted to himself that he really didn't know. It was just something to say. Anyhow, maybe it would keep his heavy machine gunner more alert.

  "More work for me,” Nunez sighed. She was the team medic.

  "You can work on me anytime,” Wersky said with a smirk.

  "You're too big to kill, so don't worry,” she replied bluntly. “Listen to what the president said."

  Bangler had heard it.

  
   Dawn of a new age... both threat and opportunity... should mean closer cooperation here on Earth...
  

  
   Yeah. Closer cooperation while we're getting ready to raid our ally and steal their aliens. Some cooperation.
  

  "We've seen enough of this stuff,” he said, disgusted and mildly nauseated. “Let's go meet with Lieutenant Anderson and see how we're going to work this."

  "Come on in, Bang, and bring your people with you,” Anderson said when he pushed open the door of the room where they had agreed to meet. “It is Bang, isn't it?"

  "Yes, sir,” he sighed resignedly. “That's what most of the men call me, off duty, anyway."

  "Okay,” Anderson said as he looked around the room.

  The other eleven men and women of Bang's squad were there. He still had to look at name tags to know most of them. Wersky was no problem; he stood out. Diane was the only woman except the Crispy, Sira; Anderson, the only officer. Tomlinson he knew simply because he was Sira's lover.

  "Sergeant Tomlinson and I have already been going over this, but we'd like your opinion. Bang, once we're down, what do you think about the break-in?” Anderson asked.

  Bang leaned over the conference table to study the diagram. “How accurate is this, sir?"

  The officer shrugged. “It's probably pretty close to right. We've had satellites covering the area ever since the lifeboat landed and they began keeping people away from the area. It may go down two levels but the bet is for only one story underground, with possibly two or three rooms dug in deeper. If so, that's probably where the Crispies will be. Unfortunately, according to our intelligence agent—who, please to note, didn't make it home except in a box—the underground parts are, and I quote, ‘a regular warren.’”

  "Shit. Go in as far as it goes and fight all the way out,” Peggy noted. “Assuming we can FIND our way in and out."

  "That'd be my guess, Nunez,” Bangler agreed.

  "That's what we figured, too, dammit. Any ideas where those deeper rooms might be?” Anderson wondered, directing the question at his most educated staff sergeant.

  Bangler pursed his lips to one side in thought, continuing to study the plans. He realized that Anderson was looking to him to confirm his own thoughts, so he pondered a bit before answering.

  "I'm thinking either here, or here,” he put his index finger on two different areas of the diagram, then moved back to the first area. “Here, because it's farthest from the stairs of the house, and here,” he moved his finger to the second location, “because it's under the partial second story."

  "Hence buried deeper,” Anderson verified.

  "Right."

  "That will NOT make our job any simpler."

  "No sir."

  "Which unit are we?” Wersky asked.

  "Let's just say,” Anderson replied, “that we're gonna get plenty of interaction with Crispies."

  "Uh boy,” Nunez muttered.

  "You got a problem with the Crispies, Nunez?” Anderson asked sharply.

  "No sir,” she replied calmly. “Just thinking about the magnitude of the task. And wondering how to patch up a Crispy."

  "They patch up their own, from what I understand, Sergeant,” Anderson said in a more relaxed tone. “And may even be able to help you patch up any wounded on our team."

  "Wow.” Nunez’ eyes grew big with excitement.

  "Now, we have an all hands call in one hour back in the auditorium. Video downlink, I have it to understand. Simo feed to us and to the Cabinet."

  "Whoa,” Wersky said. “Sounds important."

  "It is,” Anderson said soberly. “It's the formal report from the Zeng Wu."

  "Good or bad?” Bangler wondered. “Any preliminary summaries?"

  Anderson drew a deep breath, but Bangler didn't think it calmed him any. He also decided he had his answer regarding preliminary summaries. “You'll see when you watch the video,” Anderson remarked cryptically.
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  The President's Cabinet gathered in the Oval Office. In a niche to one side of his desk, a video screen had been erected. In front of it were seats sufficient for selected members of the Cabinet only; no aides were permitted at this time. Gradually the various members filed in and took seats. President Waterman winced as Fellowes minced in excitedly and took a seat in the front row.

  A special seat in the front was reserved for Admiral Wayne Terhune, commanding officer of the U. S. Space Fleet. He entered, but remained standing. Waterman sat down at his desk, cue for everyone else to sit.

  Waterman nodded at Terhune. “Admiral, you may begin."

  "Yes, Mr. President."

  Everyone who could manage to wangle orders was present in the Enclave auditorium for the all hands. The all hands had originally been intended for just the members of the extraction teams, but as rumor had spread, other important members of the underground facility had wormed in. By the top of the hour all seats were filled and there was a substantial cluster of personnel around the walls.

  The voice of the Space Fleet's commanding officer was heard over audio. “Terhune to USSS Zeng Wu. Do you copy?"

  "Zeng Wu to Admiral Terhune. We copy. How do you read?” a crisp voice answered, as the screen in the Oval Office began flickering.

  "We read you five by five, Captain Haley,” Terhune replied. “How far out are you?"

  "About an hour and a half, Wayne,” Haley responded, as the encrypted video came to life and displayed a haggard man in an Army general's uniform. “We'll be dropping out of unreality drive in an hour."

  "Copy that, Sam,” Terhune answered softly. “We're all here, and listening. You can begin your debrief."

  Haley drew a deep breath. “First off, you'll notice I'm here and not Captain Bronson. Bronson was killed—as were well over half the crew of the Zeng Wu and a significant number of the Galactic's crew—by an inimical species we discovered. We have no idea what they call themselves, as they proved completely uninterested in communication. Therefore we dubbed them Snappers, after the sound of what appears to be their speech."

  He punched a button, and glanced at the transmission screen nearby. His own image disappeared from the screen to be replaced by video of a fierce battle planetside. In the foreground of the image, Captain Bronson stood, issuing orders as advancing armored vehicles with laser turrets swept swaths through the defending space marines. The clacking and snapping of the aliens’ speech was clearly audible even over the sounds of battle. A sudden flash of red reflected into the camera's field of view, and Bronson was decapitated by a powerful laser beam, his body slumping to the ramp where it stood, as his head rolled and bounced away.

  Haley swallowed, his eyes growing moist; Bronson had become a friend in the Enclave, and his death affected Haley deeply. He keyed the mike as the pre-edited video continued to run, knowing what was coming next.

  "These,” he continued the voiceover, slightly hoarse, “are the Snappers. We followed diplomatic protocol to the letter upon encountering them, and all such overtures were ignored."

  Telephoto video now depicted a diplomatic party exiting the Zeng Wu to meet a group of Snappers just outside the walls of a town. Smiles were on the humans’ faces, and several times the lead Snapper appeared to nod in understanding.

  Suddenly laser pistols appeared in the hands of all the Snappers, and the two armed diplomatic escort guards were cut down with no warning. The other, unarmed members of the diplomatic party were immediately taken captive; when one of the men resisted, he was unceremoniously laser-disemboweled. A group of the armored vehicles seen previously suddenly flew from the nearby Snapper town, positioning themselves between the Zeng Wu and the prisoners, who were swiftly hustled away. The vehicles opened fire on the Earth ship, beginning a rapid advance.

  "As you can see,” Haley went on, fighting down the nausea in his gut, “there was no provocation, though the Snappers, per our ambassadorial personnel, patently understood the nature of the contact."

  A video montage next depicted in excruciating detail the weeks-long standoff between the Zeng Wu and the Snappers, the arrival of the Galactic, and the ensuing pitched battle and bloody rescue of the diplomatic team.

  Next Haley watched as the video cut to debriefs of the badly shaken diplomatic team.

  "There's no question in my mind,” the lead ambassador declared, tall, abnormally pale, his arm in a bloody sling. “Despite the language barrier, we communicated quite effectively through sign language, and their leaders indicated unequivocally that they understood we were there on a peaceful mission of exploration and friendship."

  The camera panned to a brunette woman sitting beside him, a bandage over one eye. “I agree with Mr. Murphy,” she averred. “We went through an entire sequence of hand gestures and sign language designed to ensure we were understood, before going into detail on our mission. They not only comprehended the sign language, they returned it in an intelligent fashion indicative of positive responses. Then... they turned on us."

  The camera zoomed out to show the remaining survivors of the embassage, bandaged and splinted, nodding as one in agreement.

  As the video ended, Haley punched the button to switch back to live images of his face, unaware that it was drawn with the pain that seemed to wrench his guts out—the pain of a commanding officer who had lost too many good people. He let another sigh escape before resuming his commentary.

  "I think that little movie pretty much speaks for itself, Wayne. The Snappers are flat out, son of a bitch, damn bad news. It is my considered recommendation that we quarantine not only Planet Swavely and its solar system, but a significant buffer zone around it, as well."

  "Understood, Sam,” Admiral Terhune noted softly, watching the pain on the video image of his old friend's face. “Bring it on home, buddy. We'll be waiting."

  "Wilco, Wayne. Thank God."

  The monitor flickered and died.

  "Sumbitch,” Wersky said blankly. “Real bad ass bastards out there."

  "Thank God the Crispies are nicer,” Nunez noted.

  "Sometimes,” a familiar voice said, and the White Horse Second Squad turned to see Sira sitting beside them. “If the conversion to human is not properly monitored and mentored, it can lead to homicidal paranoia and madness in Crispies."

  "So...” Bangler began slowly, “depending on what we find in Scotland..."

  "Yes,” Sira said simply. “However, from what I have been able to determine, I think we will be safe, in that respect."

  "Oh, I really must dispute the military interpretation,” Secretary of State Sandra Fellowes protested, popping to her feet as the communication ended. “The conclusion that those poor aliens actually understood what the diplomatic party was saying is patently false. They would never have attacked otherwise. They must have concluded that the ship from Earth was an invasion force. It's the only explanation. Especially with those two... soldiers... along."

  Secretary of Defense Mark Singletary turned toward her with a scowl. “You have got to be kidding me, Sandra. There was NO BLOODY PROVOCATION! We could see that with our own eyes!"

  "Yes, but we couldn't HEAR what was being said,” Fellowes pointed out. “A truly advanced, space faring race MUST be peace loving."

  "We couldn't hear because nothing was spoken, Sandra,” Waterman said, disgusted, fingers on the bridge of his nose. “They don't speak English. Or any other Earth language."

  "Tone of voice,” Sandra declared stubbornly. “They felt threatened. Technology as advanced as that must be from a peace loving race."

  "Ma'am, I don't know where you get your ideas,” Terhune added, “but those ‘peace loving’ aliens killed several hundred of our people, CIVILIAN as well as military. And if a trained diplomatic corps can't get through to them our peaceful intent, how do you propose we do so?"

  "For starters, do it as it should have been done to begin with,” Fellowes snapped. “Let the State Department handle it."

  "Those were personnel recruited FROM the State Department, ma'am."

  Fellowes shook her head. “They must have been junior diplomats, then. Any further contact with that poor misunderstood race will be personally managed by me."

  "IF I say so,” Waterman interjected, red faced. “And as of right now, I am issuing a Presidential Order confirming the no-fly zone around the Swavely system."

  "But Tom—"

  "I don't give a damn about your ideals, Sandra,” Waterman barked. “I DO care about not attracting the attention of a more advanced, inimical race. End of discussion."

  "The hell it is,” Sandra muttered under her breath.

  "You've all received your briefing,” Waterman continued, having had enough. “Consider it intelligence information, and handle it appropriately. Dismissed."

  The Cabinet members solemnly filed out of the room.

  "I don't like it,” the Secretary for Employment to the Ministry of the Interior, one Lord Ernest Bloch, told Erich Nordyke, the Prime Minister. “I think they're planning something. After all, they have that ship."

  "Trust me,” the Prime Minister replied. “We have all the possibilities covered. We have radar from the nearby airfield; we have sensors disguised as cell phone towers. We have motion detectors, infrared detectors, and booby traps. And our spy satellites are all focused on that starship. It's landed in one of their bloody prairie states—Kansas, I think. Something like that."

  "But what if they come up the loch?” the cabinet minister protested. “The United States has the best subs in the world, after all, since the U. S. S. R. broke up."

  Nordyke smirked. “You know the legend of the loch, Ernest,” he pointed out.

  "What, that Nessie style legend?” Bloch snorted. “I don't see that... scaring...” His voice tapered off as he stared at the Prime Minister. “You're joking."

  "Whether I am or not, the partially eaten bodies of several of the villagers down the loch should give the Americans pause about sending rubber dinghies onto the loch,” Nordyke noted. “As well as getting rid of the last eyewitnesses."

  "But there haven't been any..."

  "Make certain you read tomorrow's newspaper headlines."

  "Oh, dear God,” Bloch whispered, as Nordyke headed toward the underground compartments.

  As soon as the Zeng Wu landed, a plane was ready to whisk acting Captain Haley off to Washington. Within hours he was in a briefing with President Waterman, Admiral Terhune, General Salter, and General Washington. Also present were Secretary of Defense Martin Singletary, and Jess Ravenshoe, the CIA Director. The Secretary of State, Sandra Fellowes, was conspicuously absent.

  "You ok, Sam?” Terhune asked his old friend.

  "Yeah,” Haley sighed, tired. “You know how it is after a campaign gone bad."

  "Yeah, I do,” Terhune murmured in understanding. “I think most of us here do. So the Galactic encountered the Zeng Wu. Do you know what happened to the Galactic?"

  "No,” Haley said. “They headed off, more or less in the opposite direction."

  "Are you certain you weren't followed home?” Ravenshoe wanted to know in no uncertain terms.

  "As sure as the sensors would let us be,” Haley replied. “If the Snappers have better sensors than ours, then maybe."

  "In which case...?” Waterman wondered.

  "In which case, we'd damn well better have every possible offensive and defensive variant on our AND Crispy technology that we can come up with,” Haley declared vehemently.

  President Waterman sighed.

  "Did you guys see this?” Anderson threw down a British paper as the White Horse Second Unit met again the next day to go over the plan.

  "What the hell is this, Hand?” Tomlinson asked, picking up the paper and reading the headline. “'Nessie's Relatives Carnivorous?’”

  "Yeah, seems some villagers turned up dead on the shore of the local loch,” Anderson noted. “With great big bites taken out of ‘em."

  "Eeuich,” Nunez grimaced.

  "Look at the location, guys and gals,” Anderson instructed.

  They all clustered around the newspaper. “Aw, shit, Hand,” Bangler cursed. “Right where we're headed?"

  "The very fjord where you rendezvous with the Sea Wolf,” Anderson agreed.

  "It can't be real,” Wersky protested, seeming a bit anxious. “Can it?"

  "I doubt it,” Tomlinson reassured the big man. “After all, most of the supposed pictures of Nessie were proven hoaxes, and every single exploration team in Loch Ness has found nothing. This is most likely some really nasty propaganda intended to scare people away from the area where they're holding the Crispies."

  "But... did they actually kill people?” Nunez wondered, horrified.

  "Intel indicates three dead, one missing, in the village,” Anderson nodded. “And the three bodies are in sufficiently bad shape that it's believable a large carnivore chewed on ‘em. I'm betting somebody has a pet great white, rather than a Nessie, though. Interestingly, according to the CIA, the four casualties appear to be the ones who discovered the lifepod to begin with. From what I've read, they must have broken their original agreement to keep their mouths shut. So the top echelon is apparently willing to kill their citizens, in order to ensure their own little private fountain of youth is preserved."

  "We gotta stop this,” Bangler declared.

  "I know,” Anderson agreed. “Okay, here's how it's gonna go down. First Unit will be Master Sergeant Ian McAllister's unconventional warfare unit. Master Sergeant John Tomlinson will head Second Unit. It includes you guys plus the Crispy, Sira Whitman. Master Sergeant Michael Warren will head Third Unit, which has psychological warfare specialists in it. He has heavy mobile gunnery, jamming devices, and small munitions, both lethal and diversionary.

  "Each unit will be flown over the Pond in its own aircraft, for the sake of redundancy. You will parachute in here,” Hand pointed at an oat field near the head of the fjord. “Feel free to run around in circles for a moment after landing, if you wish. Crop circles get lots of attention and speculation in the area, and will make for a good cover story afterward, if we can manage it. You will have one minute to execute this diversionary tactic, while the aircraft block any electronics, effectively orbiting this peak at the top of the fjord, where the house is. Third Unit will set up further jamming equipment, then move three klicks inland to begin a diversion at the base of the... what the heck the Scots call ‘em? The mountain thing."

  "Tors, I think,” Bangler suggested.

  "That's the word. Allow twenty-five minutes. Meanwhile, First Unit takes the point and moves up the side of the tor nearest the landing site. Second Unit covers them."

  "And Sira,” Tomlinson added firmly.

  "And Sira,” Anderson smiled. He switched from the map to the diagram of the house and its lands. “Now, we've concluded that the Crispies are being held in an underground chamber beneath the house, either here,” he put his finger on one corner of the structure, “or here.” He moved his finger to the partial second story. “You will have the same twenty-five minutes to reach the top of the tor, which isn't real high, but high enough. The distance at this point is actually just shy of one klick, but you'll be climbing the tor. Keep that in mind. We did, however, pick what our intel indicates is the easiest slope to ascend; be thankful for that. You will then have another twenty minutes to invade and extract the Crispies."

  "What the hell?!” Tomlinson exclaimed. “That's not nearly enough time for an extraction!"

  "The house isn't big enough for a large guard contingent,” Anderson explained, “especially given the number of British officials living inside; and none have been detected in any quantity outside, or in outbuildings. There are some, however, and they are heavily armed. Also expect the politicians inside to be armed. We therefore expect the grounds to be heavily surveilled and booby-trapped. That's one reason for having Sira along, to help avoid the obstacles.

  "First Unit is the bulldozer, and Second Unit, the extraction team. Third Unit is providing diversion and evacuation cover."

  They all nodded.

  "Once the Crispies are extracted, Second Unit will take the point, headed down the seaward side of the tor, along this gully.” Anderson pulled out the map again. “This side is pretty steep, though not sheer rock, and you may do as much sliding as running. But that's good, in a way; it'll speed up your descent. First Unit will follow, providing cover fire if necessary. Third Unit will rendezvous with you here,” he placed a finger on the map where another tributary gully intersected the main one. “They will fill in behind. They're the cannon fodder, should that be necessary."

  Everyone winced.

  "Now, it is just over one klick straight down the tor to the shoreline. Like I said, it's steep, but it's doable, and the most direct path. Sea Wolf will be waiting in the center of the fjord, about two klicks from your shore. There will be seven large rubber dinghies waiting on shore. With any luck, they'll have the new ultra-stealth engines. If not, you'll all have to row like hell. From the time you extract the Crispies until you reach Sea Wolf, you have forty-three minutes. And this includes a pad for resistance at the house, and the possibility of rowing. At the end of that time, Sea Wolf dives whether you're on board or not. Thirty seconds later, the fireworks commence."

  "Why so short?” Nunez asked.

  "You're coming out, presumably with three prizes,” Anderson said. “If the British get a call out requesting backup, you have to be out of there before that backup arrives. Besides, like I said, it's downhill."

  They all nodded. “What about the sea monster?” Wersky asked.

  Hand smiled. “With any luck, it'll work FOR us,” he said. “Anybody living along the loch who might spot Sea Wolf will think they've seen Nessie's cousin."

  "Oh..."

  "Point men on First Unit, and Second Unit Crispy liaisons, will be provided invisibility devices. All personnel will also have the new camouflage suits. Use them. They'll help more than you know,” Anderson said simply.

  "So...” Bangler began, tallying in his head. “From the time we jump, until the time we dive, we have..."

  "Ninety-one minutes,” Anderson finished for him. “Plus an additional half a minute to get under cover if you don't make it to Sea Wolf. Just about an hour and a half.” He paused. “And that's pushing it. If the terrain were easier, or the weather better, we'd cut that in half. Remember, you've got aircraft overhead jamming for you through the whole operation, and part of the time issue is due to their fuel levels. You have to get the hell out in time for them to leave and rendezvous with the refuelers well away from British shores. So we expect you to—and you'll have to—haul serious ass. We're not talking record marathon speed here, but it's definitely a decent marathon pace. So I hope you haven't let up on your training, just because you're here."

  Second Unit drew a deep breath. In unison.

  "Unit designations will be as follows, with leaders named appropriately on any NECESSARY communications: First Unit—Faith. Second Unit—Hope. Third Unit—Celebration. Does everyone copy?"

  A chorus of, “Roger,” went around the room.

  "Good. Go get your gear and suit up. You leave at 1100 hours GMT tomorrow. Your jump occurs at precisely 1900 hours GMT."

  Nordyke smiled as he emerged from the cellar. “One of our pets has begun to change,” he announced. “Coming along quite nicely, too. Piki is already a furry little hotcake, and when she finishes her transformation, she'll be astounding."

  "I take it you're laying claim to her?” Secretary of State for Industry Charles Blessingham smirked.

  "Of course,” Nordyke smiled broadly. “After all, if an American commoner can take one to wife, surely the British Prime Minister can have one as a... consort."

  "When?"

  "Oh, I'll give her a few more hours. According to what I could tell, she isn't fully... developed... there... just yet."

  "Ah. Right in time for bed."

  "Exactly."

  The two men chuckled, glancing at their watches.

  Having already put in a good physical workout, Bangler spent the rest of the day in his quarters, practicing with his camo suit and his invisibility device, which had been designed as a small torc-like neck collar. All he had to do was think the word “invisible,” and due to the autonomic nervous system's response of forming the word in his mouth without annunciating it, the device read the muscle motions and activated. Sub-vocalization, they called it, he thought. He stared into the shaving mirror in the tiny head, and thought, Invisible. Instantly his mirror image vanished. Appear. His image was back. He grinned. I could play with this all day. Guess I better not wear the gizmo down though, before I really need it.

  He moved into the main room of his quarters and sat down in the chair to study the plans once more.

  Shortly after dusk, Nordyke descended the stairs to the basement. The half dozen other high ranking officials, including the Chief of Staff, noticed the swelling bulge in his trousers.

  Some time later the sound of high pitched, alien shrieks floated up the stairwell. This continued for some minutes, then a loud male roar—human—echoed upward. The others smirked, until they heard it change into a scream of rage and agony. Nordyke's voice erupted into cursing, and more high frequency screams of pain floated upward, as a pounding and crashing clatter broke out below. Only when the alien screams ceased could Nordyke's footsteps be heard ascending.

  The others stared at him in dismay as he appeared at the top of the stairwell, face flushed and contorted in pain, clothing in disarray.

  "Bloody alien bitch,” he cursed, and turned toward his bedroom without another word.

  At precisely 1100 hours the next day, three nondescript C-130 cargo planes took off from the same unadorned airfield Bangler had flown into, days before. One White Horse team was aboard each plane, fully geared up. Refueling aircraft were scheduled to rendezvous with them mid-flight; meanwhile in Teams Faith and Hope, practice was going on with the invisibility devices.

  "Okay, Bang, it's your turn to be ‘it,'” Sira declared.

  Bang subvocalized Visible, and appeared, whipping the blindfold off his eyes.

  The interior of the cabin appeared completely empty. He stopped, paying close attention to all his senses: eyes, ears, and nose most of all. Holding up his hands, he tried to notice any stray air currents on his fingertips.

  A slight scuffing noise made him spin to his left, just in time to see two small depressions in the artificial turf mat which lined part of the deck. A quick leap, and he groped what appeared to be empty air, coming up with something soft and fleshy in his hand.

  "Eep!” Nunez’ voice said, directly in front of him, and Bang let go hastily.

  "Um, uh, oh shit, sorry, sergeant,” Bangler stuttered, flushing. “I uh, I meant to grab your arm, not, um, your..."

  Nunez appeared and took off her blindfold, giggling. “It's okay, Bang,” she told him. “I knew it was a possibility from the time the training was explained. Gotta admit, though, I never expected to get my breast groped by a fellow Marine without calling him up on charges.” She giggled again, and the flush subsided from Bangler's face as he grinned sheepishly.

  Sira's laugh tinkled out. “I think they're ready for formation work, John,” she told her mate.

  "I agree,” Tomlinson's voice replied. “Blindfolds off, everyone."

  A dozen bandanas fell to the deck from unseen hands.

  "All right, find me and fall in. Stealth mode."

  "Above the sound of the engines?” someone asked; Bangler didn't recognize the voice.

  "You betcha, cowboy,” Tomlinson replied. “Let's go. Right now."

  Five minutes later a line of barely discernible footprints slunk across the artificial turf in single file, making virtually no noise. “You've got it,” Sira's voice noted in immense satisfaction. “This is a very good team you have, John."

  "We pick the best, Sira, honey,” Tomlinson smiled, becoming visible again. “And I picked the cream of the crop for this team. I—"

  Suddenly the speaker from the cockpit blared. “All crew, this is the flight deck. Sit down and strap in. We have a situation."

  From his seat by one of the windows, Bangler could look out and see the C-130 containing Faith Unit, but couldn't see the one holding Celebration. “Oh no. Damn it. Down there,” Nunez, beside him, noted grimly, pointing down.

  "Shit,” Bangler whispered as the third C-130 containing their diversion team ditched in the Atlantic Ocean.
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  "Pilot reports covert mayday sent and received, Sarge,” the jump leader, whose name Bangler vaguely remembered was Greene, reported as she returned from the flight deck. “Navy destroyer USS Hiawatha will pick ‘em up. Everything else is ‘crunchy green.’”

  "Good. Okay, we get to do this without diversion, then,” Tomlinson declared to his team. “'Crunchy green’ is the code name Intel picked. It indicates that all other teams are on schedule and on target. So if we do our jobs, guys, the U. S. of A. will have all of the Crispies."

  "Which is probably where they will be safest, at this point,” Sira interjected. “Disappointing, but there it is."

  "So we continue with the mission?” Wersky asked.

  "Absolutely,” Tomlinson averred. “We arrive at dusk right on schedule."

  The rest of the flight proceeded according to plan. The two cargo craft were met by refuelers just outside of Great Britain's radar range, then ascended to maximum altitude in preparation for the jump.

  Hope Unit activated their invisibility devices and active camo suits, then prepared for the jump. “In three... two... one... go! Go! Go!” the jump leader ordered in cadence.

  Not even the sounds of shuffling feet could be heard above the roar of the aircraft engines and the wind through the door of the aircraft. The jump leader counted to herself as she called jump cadence, and when she'd reached the total number of personnel in the unit, she added, “Anybody left?"

  When she got no answer, she nodded to herself, then looked down.

  Dim, active-camouflaged parachutes began to bloom below her. She counted, came up with the right number, and closed the door.

  "Thumper to Eagle,” she radioed forward, “Hope floats."

  "Roger that, Thumper,” came the response. “The order to replace the jelly with jam has already gone through."

  Nearly invisible parachutes drifted slowly downward through the deepening twilight, some with barely discernible passengers, some with no apparent cargo whatsoever. They all landed in an oat field, whereupon the parachutes vanished mysteriously, and an intricate crop circle pattern began to form, seemingly from nowhere.

  Precisely one minute later, a soft voice called, “GO!” and a single stem, as of some strange flower image, drove toward the edge of the grain field—which also just happened to be the direction of the base of the tor at the head of the loch.

  At the foot of the tor, the covert group took a moment and surveyed this Scottish mountain they were expected to climb, along with its environs.

  Somewhere in the heights of the tor, an osprey called its mate home; toward the water, noisy gannets flocked toward their roosting place on a stack just offshore to the north. Far down the loch, the barks of a colony of grey seals echoed. No motion was detectable on the mountainside.

  "That's what we gotta climb in twenty minutes?” Jan Wersky murmured in disbelief, staring at the tor.

  "Yep,” John Tomlinson confirmed. “Let's get going, guys and gals. We got a timetable, here. And we definitely don't wanna be around when that timetable's up."

  As one, the two units shrugged and started up.

  This side of the tor was indeed less steep than the other sides, but that wasn't saying much. Large rock outcrops and thick brush covered most of the slope, and the fastest way of getting up the side turned out not to be running, but hauling oneself, hand by hand, from rock to bush to stunted tree.

  In a couple of areas the gradient eased and they regained lost time by sprinting along some animal trails. Bang noticed deer tracks in muddy areas along the trails, and decided they were following in the footsteps of a native red deer population. He privately hoped the deer would be near the tor's base in about an hour and fifteen minutes.

  They topped the windy tor under cover of brush and by dim twilight, as if their invisibility devices and active camo suits weren't enough. At that time of day, the wind was borne seaward, so there was little chance of anyone in or around the house hearing them, either. Heavy overcast moving in also gave the White Horse team an advantage; darkness was advancing even more rapidly than usual, with sharp contrast between light and shade already nonexistent.

  The house sat quietly in the center of the small clearing, lights in a few of the windows, both downstairs and upstairs. The view was magnificent, both seaward and inland, but they had little time to note it, save for the fact that a distant curtain of rain was moving in from off the North Sea. Bangler started forward.

  "Stop,” Sira commanded, her low voice urgent. “Trip wire.” With her active camo blending into the surroundings, she appeared to the others like a chameleon; no one farther off than her own team mates could have detected her. “I can show you.” She pointed into a scrubby clump of heather. “Right here."

  "Hotshot, take it out,” McAllister, their unconventional warfare unit commander, ordered.

  Their bomb and trap expert, Sergeant Shane “Hotshot” Taylor, eased in front of Bangler and studied the area, spotting the device immediately. Within three minutes he'd disarmed it. “There,” he said in some relief, his Southern accent even thicker than usual from the release of tension. “But while we're about it, ma'am,” he addressed Sira, “anything else around here I'm gonna need to take care of?"

  "Let me see,” Sira murmured. She let her eyes defocus, and concentrated on their environs. “There is a guard in the rear of the house; infrared detectors under the eaves; and a motion sensor at each corner. Several more trip wires in the landscaping, but I can lead you around those. Stay within the cover of the foliage for a moment."

  They all hunched down in the bracken and heather while Sira adjusted something on her hand. Then she pointed. Several times.

  Slight puffs of smoke emerged from the eaves of the house, and one corner sparked once, as her disintegrator beam took out the detectors there.

  "There,” Sira said in satisfaction. “All of the sensors under the eaves are now gone. Sergeant McAllister, prepare to follow my instructions."

  "Yes, ma'am."

  Sira vanished again.

  The Sea Wolf eased into the loch, stealth mode fully operational. “Switch to passive sonar,” Commander Captain William Henry ordered.

  "Passive sonar."

  "Notify me of anything unusual."

  "Roger that, sir."

  The Sea Wolf crept into the fjord toward the tor at its head, running silent and as deep as they dared in the glacially carved inlet.

  "Coming up on glacial sill, sir,” the sonar technician noted.

  "Copy, sonar. Two degrees up bubble, helm."

  "Roger, Cap'n Henry. Two degrees up bubble."

  They ran silently for a few moments, rising barely enough to avoid the glacial sill at the fjord's mouth. “Past the sill, Captain Henry,” the sonar technician noted. “Depth of bottom has increased by a good twenty feet."

  "Excellent. Helm. Three degrees down bubble."

  "Yes sir, Cap'n. Three degrees down bubble."

  "Level out when our keel is thirty feet from the bottom. I want a little elbow room, but not much."

  "Roger, sir. Leveling out now."

  They covered five klicks without incident and without detection and were nearing their rendezvous point. Suddenly the sonar technician twisted around.

  "Sir, we have signal! Thirty-six degrees abaft the bow to port, down twelve degrees."

  "Alert. Source?” Henry barked.

  The sonar technician was typing rapidly; a crude image built up on his screen. “Water's murky with the storm coming in; the image isn't the best in the world. There,” he said, as the image construction completed. “Non-combatant; indigenous life. Looks like a giant sturgeon, sir. There's a freshwater stream that flows in to the north of the tor and wraps around a haystack outcrop.” He glanced back at his captain. “I think we found the source of the sea monster legend."

  Henry nodded. “Stand down alert. Ahead stealth speed."

  "Standing down. Ahead stealth."

  Bangler sneaked along with the others, invisible, listening closely for his comrades’ breathing and soft footfalls. “Mr. McAllister,” Sira whispered in the ear of the unconventional warfare commander, “another guard is exiting the house via a side door. Send one of your men to the back door, and another to the corner. I will erase the short term memory of the first guard so that,” she sighed, “your man may kill him, then I will do the same to the other."

  McAllister was attired in active camo rather than an invisibility device but was no more visible to their quarry for that. He flipped a finger at two of his men. They moved into position, and Sira was silent for a moment, concentrating. “Now,” she said. “Number one."

  The ninja-like operative dropped the frozen guard as if he'd been a mannequin.

  "And number two,” Sira said seconds later.

  The second guard fell.

  They dragged the two bodies into the heather, then both teams started for the back door. Within seconds they were crouched along one side of the structure.

  "All right,” McAllister said, “get ready to move out, kiddies. Faith, you take the back door and play bulldozer. Hope, get—"

  "Sst!” Sira's hiss could be heard, though she herself could not be seen, thanks to her invisibility device. “Hold up! The underground network layout is off! They're almost below us!"

  "Are you sure, honey?” Tomlinson, her invisible mate, asked in startled tones.

  "Positive. The underground facility design is skewed relative to the house, and they dug out from under without realizing it.” A tiny, smooth gouge appeared in the ground, as the invisible Sira delicately wielded her disintegrator. “If I go straight down right there, and the teams use ropes, we might be able to get them out with no one in the house being the wiser."

  "Do they know you're here?” Tomlinson pressed.

  "Not only do they sense me—and are happy about the fact—they have sensed the disintegrator in use, not to mention the invisibility devices,” Sira averred. “That's the edge of the chamber they're being held in, and they're alone for the moment. It's dinner time for them, and evidently the British don't like watching us eat.” Grim humor was detectable in the Crispy woman's voice. “They've stopped eating and have moved to the far side of the room. They want out, as fast as we can get to them. Is everyone ready?"

  Tomlinson and McAllister glanced at each other. “Go, Sira,” Tomlinson ordered.

  "Stand back, then.” Abruptly a smooth sided tunnel appeared, some eight feet in diameter, going straight down through first soil and then solid rock for about thirty feet. Near the bottom, a dark rectangular hole opened off toward the house. Three green heads peeped out cautiously. Two were typically Cresperian pyramidal; the third was vaguely human shaped, with long, dark green hair.

  "Ropes!” McAllister ordered, and Unit Faith flung three ropes down the hole, wrapping the top ends around nearby rock outcrops and belaying with their own bodies. The first sheets of rain moved in just then, heavy and soaking, and within seconds they were all dripping. But the gusty mist and swirling fog that came behind it obscured their rain soaked outlines, effectively eliminating any possibility of their being spotted.

  Sira called out softly in Cresperian, and the three below ran for the ropes. Bangler noted that two were still in full Cresperian form, but one was evidently in mid-transformation: it had the body of a human female, but still possessed soft orange eyes and green pelt. They were all naked except for metallic armbands wrapping each of their arms, whether two or four.

  The two normal Cresperians used all four arms and both legs to shin rapidly up the ropes, but the half morphed female desperately cried out something in Cresperian, as she struggled with the rope near the bottom of the pit. She leaped upward a good ten feet, grabbing the wet rope and managing to haul herself another foot up it before losing momentum.

  "She can't!” Sira exclaimed in a low tone. “She doesn't yet know how to do it with only two arms!"

  Having gotten a short distance up the wet rope, the partially morphed Crispy lost her grip and slid down to the bottom. Bits of green and red stuck to the rope, and the Crispy involuntarily wailed in pain, a high pitched, distinctly inhuman sound.

  At the cry, lights flashed on inside the house.

  "Shit! That did it!” McAllister cried. “Get ready to boogie, kids! Time to blow this joint!” He started waving off his people.

  "WAIT!” Bangler blurted, ditching his pack on the ground and deactivating his invisibility device. “I can get her! Wersky, help belay the rope!"

  Tomlinson nodded permission. Without hesitation, Wersky slung his gun over his shoulder and anchored the rope as most of the members of the Faith UW team hustled the two rescued Crispies toward the coast and the waiting sub. Sira called something down to the third Crispy, and she stepped back, rubbing her raw palms. Bangler grabbed the rope, looped it once around his left leg, and leaped into the pit, crudely but rapidly rappelling downward.

  At the bottom, he gestured to his back. “Do you speak English?” he asked urgently.

  "English, some,” she said in a decidedly aristocratic British tone. “They not talk us much. Order me to fix this, heal that, make this stronger. Anatomical terms I know well. Other things, not so much. I named Piki. What you want?"

  "Okay, Piki, get on my back and hang on!"

  Piki nodded and clambered onto Bangler's back, wrapping her arms around his neck and her legs about his waist, careful not to put her raw, rather bloody palms on anything.

  "WERSKY! PULL!” Bangler bellowed, bracing his feet on the wall of the pit and leaning back.

  Suddenly the pair surged toward the surface, the big Pole anchoring a good half a dozen men and women as they hauled fiercely on the rope. Bangler fairly ran up the wall of the pit.

  "HURRY!” Sira cried, and Bangler heard a scream, abruptly terminated, from near the house. “They're coming!"

  Bangler topped the edge of the pit with so much momentum that he landed on the ground standing up, the Crispy still clinging tightly to his back. The rope team staggered backward as the opposing force was released. They dropped the rope, and in one motion, Wersky swung the machine gun around his body and opened it up, adding its firepower to Sira's disintegrator as British soldiers emerged from various doors. Piki scrambled off Bangler's back.

  A burst of gunfire from below angled upward, missing them all. The next round was angled lower, and Bangler jumped in front of Piki, then gasped in pain as a round caught him in the vest, and another found his upper arm.

  "GO!” Tomlinson yelled, dropping the rope and glancing at his chronometer. “Three minutes! Bangler, activate your invisibility!"

  One last burst of disintegrator took out a corner of the building as well as several persons inside while Bang initiated his invisibility device. Wersky and the other heavily armed extraction team members covered Bangler, Tomlinson, Sira, and the new Crispy as they retreated across the farm house's small herb garden toward the rough valley and the submarine waiting in the fjord below. Sira led the way, avoiding traps and snares, and the others fell in line.

  Just before they crested the descent to the fjord at the edge of the lawn, the Crispy Piki, having observed everything, declared, “STOP."

  Bangler, and everyone else, instinctively screeched to a stop.

  "Sira. Tchchlk."

  Without question, Sira removed the disintegrator from her hand and tossed it to Piki, who donned it.

  Before anyone else could say anything, the Crispy pointed her hand at the house. A man, barely discernible in the dark, stood in front of it gesticulating violently in the pouring rain. A string of filthy curses floated toward them on the misty wind. In the darkness and confusion, Bangler just managed to recognize the man from their briefing materials: it was the British Prime Minister.

  Suddenly he—and a substantial portion of the house behind him—disappeared. Two elegantly shod feet, the bloody stumps of ankles protruding above them, were all that were left standing where he had been.

  Piki removed the disintegrator, wiped it clean of her own blood, and tossed it back to Sira. The female Crispy commanded, “GO."

  They all started running again, as the female noted, voice thick with something like emotion, “He bad man. After I start to change—hope it helps me get away soon, get helps—he hurt me between my legs, and beat me. Make Piki scream."

  "Oh, dear God,” Bangler huffed, struggling against the pain in his chest and arm. “Tell me that doesn't mean what it sounds like."

  Sira's voice murmured something in Cresperian, and Piki answered in kind.

  "It does,” Sira noted grimly. “He raped her."

  Between highly effective machine gun fire and disintegrator rays, the safehouse was in complete disarray, and soon the extraction team realized they weren't being followed. Everyone in the small group was invisible except Piki, and her green pelt blended with the foliage reasonably well, so it was unlikely anyone could see them well enough to target them anyway. They didn't slow down, however; an aircraft carrier was off the coast in international waters, and its Harriers carried more than just training missiles, as did the F-22s covering them. Tomlinson called out checkpoint times as they went, and although they were slightly ahead of schedule, due to the “shortcut” down to the underground level, it wasn't enough to suit them. Tomlinson, in the lead, suddenly blurted, “Otter slides!"

  "What?” Bang wondered.

  "Look at these!” The Hope Leader subvocally deactivated his invisibility neckband and pointed to several smooth, muddy rivulets running down the side of the tor, avoiding rock outcrops and boulders like a bobsled run. “They're sea otter slides! We can use them to speed up our descent!"

  "I don't think they have sea otters in the Atlantic, sir,” Bangler replied thoughtfully, feeling somewhat dizzy and seizing on the concept in an effort to focus. “It might be the Eurasian species, though. They're making a comeback around here."

  Tomlinson rolled his eyes. “Either way, Bang, somebody's watching out for us!"

  "Biology major,” Nunez noted with a grin.

  "Lead the way, boss!” Wersky declared.

  Tomlinson plopped down on his ass in the slippery mud and shoved off. He zipped downhill on the slick, rain-wet surface, easily following the contours of the animal-carved descent. Sira followed immediately. Nervous, Piki located Bangler by perception and clambered onto his back. “You helps?” she whispered in his ear.

  "...Yeah,” he agreed, hoping his arm and chest would hold out. He didn't think his arm was bleeding too much—he hadn't felt blood on his fingers yet—but he was pretty sure his ribs wouldn't take much more pounding, and as heavily as he was breathing, his chest hurt bad. Nevertheless, he eased himself onto the otter slide, Piki on his back, and shoved off.

  Seconds later, the rest were following suit.

  There were a couple of mishaps, where the otter runs ran out or ended in mud piles, and once Bangler went chest first into a boulder, burdened as he was with Piki's additional weight. He managed to protect the Crispy's hands and feet. But he thought he felt something crack in his chest. Suddenly breathing became a lot more painful. Shit. There goes a rib. Thank God for body armor, or I'd be singing soprano about now, he thought, looking on the bright side. He picked himself up, hefted the lightweight Piki more firmly onto his back, and ran after the others, trying hard to ignore the pain. After all, if I don't make the sub, that'll hurt a lot worse. Adrenaline coursed through him, and instantly the pain diminished.

  The shore was predictably rocky, with waves breaking over boulders the size of Volkswagens and seaweed, ripped from the bottom by the passing storm, lodged slimily in every crevice. The team could faintly hear boats already headed out to a dark, sea monster like shape barely discernible in the foggy bay. Another two rubber boats rested onshore, their pilots antsy to be off. The last of White Horse bailed unceremoniously into the rafts, Sira and Tomlinson in one, Bangler and Piki in the other. Several of the remaining team jumped in with Sira and Tomlinson, including Taylor, who had stayed behind to help haul up Bangler and the third new Crispy. Wersky and Nunez joined Bangler and Piki, and Nunez eased a clinging Piki off Bangler's back as the pilots shoved off and revved the stealth engines toward the submarine. The female medic gently surveyed Piki's hands.

  "Rope burns,” she said, “pretty nasty. They're superficial, but pretty extensive, and I know from experience how painful they can be. But I can treat these.” A kit came out of her medical pack and Peggy gently cleaned the rope bits out of the abrasions, then swabbed something on Piki's wounds. Piki sighed in relief as the numbing agent in the antibiotic gel took effect.

  "Thank,” she said softly to the medic. “I can tell some mens nice, some mens bad. You nices, all.” She waved her denuded palms. “Now I shall concentrate, and fix this."

  "The bad man hurt you,” Peggy added tentatively, catching one of Piki's hands and applying a temporary bandage until the alien woman could close the wound. “Do you need help fixing that, too?” She caught Piki's other hand and did the same.

  "No,” Piki sighed. “It is fixed, but... it is not the same. It does not hurt any more, though."

  "Are you going to have a baby?"

  "Baby?"

  "UH boy,” Wersky tossed over his shoulder, looking back at the shore past the pilot, machine gun still at the ready. Suddenly the raft, already storm-tossed, bucked hard, and everyone grabbed for purchase to avoid being launched into the drink.

  "What the hell was that?!” Nunez demanded.

  "Dunno,” the pilot remarked, puzzled, then shrugged. “Probably a sunken log."

  "Great,” Wersky grumbled. “Now we're gonna sink. And in this weather.” He spared a moment to glance apprehensively about them at the rough, choppy water of the misty inlet.

  "These rafts are tougher than that,” the pilot chuckled. “We're fine."

  "Back to business, then,” Nunez said. “Piki, a baby is... uhm, reproduction, making a new person, uh..."

  A soft call floated across the water in Cresperian. “Ll'tk, Piki. N'do ll'tk?"

  "Oh,” Piki said, understanding. “No. No baby. I stop that before he do. I made his sac empty—fast fast. Then made his... uh... I don't know right word for that.” She gestured with her bandaged hands to indicate male genitalia. “He called it whanger? I made it go short, small, floppy. Make it so it would not get long and hard anymore. It hurt lots, because it was already long and hard, so he screamed back. Piki laughed then; he not make babies ever. Not hurt me that way no more ever. That why he beat."

  "Uh BOY,” Wersky added, trying to find a way to cross his legs in the rubber boat.

  "Um,” Bangler began, starting to feel decidedly light headed as some of the adrenaline faded. “I hate to interrupt, but... um—” Appear, he thought woozily, and instantly became visible, his torn bloody sleeve readily apparent, as well as a hole in the chest of his shirt exposing his bulletproof vest. Before he could say any more, he slumped in the boat, semiconscious. Piki let out a small wail of concern.

  "Oh shit,” Nunez muttered, alarmed. “I didn't know he got hit.” She set to work, rapidly slitting open the sleeve of his shirt and bandaging his arm to stop the blood loss; the chest would have to wait. By the time they'd arrived at the Sea Wolf, smelling salts were bringing him around.

  .Piki stayed close to Bangler, not only concerned for his well being but seeming to feel safe with him, and together they managed to climb the ladder to the top where he escorted her inside.

  As the passengers entered the sub, the pilots dexterously deflated the rafts and stowed them and their engines in a compartment near the stern.

  Within seconds, the hatch was closed and secure, and the submarine disappeared beneath the whitecap covered surface of the weatherbeaten loch.

  Two minutes later, a bright flare erupted from the pinnacle of the tor, illuminating the sea loch. Seconds after, a concussion wave swept across the surface, temporarily smoothing the rough water.

  A large head broke the water. It looked around, big eyes glowing luminously in the dark. Its gaze riveted on the blaze at the head of the loch, and it watched for several minutes. A deep, booming grunt escaped its mouth, a sound of annoyance at the amount of disturbance its home waters had experienced in the last couple of hours.

  Then it dove back down. A large, smooth, dark grey body followed the head, leaving not a ripple in its wake.

  
   [Back to Table of Contents]
  

  
   

  


  
   [bookmark: chap8]
  

  
   Chapter 6
  

  They were met by the Sea Wolf's small medical staff, with Dr. Ontan Forcula, the Chief Medical Officer, leading the way. “I hear we have injuries?” he asked.

  "One abused Crispy and one injured soldier here, sir,” Tomlinson noted.

  Forcula instantly spotted the bandage on Bangler's arm, and the Crispy Piki clinging to the other arm. “Nature of injuries?"

  "Sergeant Bangler took a bullet in the arm and one in the vest, sir,” Nunez reported. “Cresperian Piki was beaten, raped, and suffered rope burns to her hands in the rescue."

  "I think I got a busted rib, sir,” Bangler murmured, still light headed from the pain and difficulty breathing.

  "You sound like it,” Forcula noted, listening to his shallow breathing and choppy speech pattern. He turned to his team. “Two stretchers, to sickbay, NOW."

  Bangler all but tumbled into the stretcher, but Piki refused. “I can walk,” she averred, starting to improve her grammar through listening to the others talk. “I have already repaired most wounds.” She turned to Sira. “This nice man,” she waved a hand at Bangler. “He help me."

  "He did,” Sira agreed. “Bang is a very nice man. And very brave."

  "Bang. Like the weapon sound—bang-bang. He has—uhm, fun? No, that what bad man try to do; funny is right word. He has funny name. You shall help me fix him?"

  "I'll help you fix your hands first, then yes, I'll help you fix Sergeant Bangler,” Sira said, smiling gently.

  "Fix?” the CMO wondered. “I've heard scuttlebutt about alien abilities, but how can a human woman help a Crispy fix something?"

  Sira just smiled. “Come, doctor,” she said, taking his arm, “you'll see."

  By the time they'd reached sickbay, Forcula knew Sira's origins; Sira and Piki had repaired the superficial rope burns on Piki's hands, removed the bandages, and were concentrating on easing Bangler's pain. He sighed in relief. “Thanks, guys,” he murmured groggily. “Between that and the pain meds, it's not too bad."

  "You save me,” Piki said softly. “I help you."

  "You SAVED me, I WILL HELP you,” Sira corrected gently.

  "Ah. Yes. That, too,” Piki gave a half Cresperian, half human grin. Most of the other humans glanced away, not quite able to handle Piki's current facial appearance, but Bangler fixed his gaze on her and responded with a lopsided, drug induced grin of his own.

  "I take it you two can fix the busted rib?” Forcula wondered.

  "Yes,” Sira verified, “but you'll have to remove the bullet in his arm before we work on it. We could probably do it ourselves, but it will be faster if you do. Then we can close the wound behind you."

  Forcula nodded and began scrubbing up as Nunez removed Bangler's shirt and Piki and Sira tended to the broken rib. Soon Bang was breathing much easier.

  "It is not broke too badly,” Piki told him. Her grammar was still a little rough on the edges, but she was learning fast. “Everything is in place. We,” she indicated herself and Sira, “is just reattaching."

  Bangler, thoroughly looped by this time, decided Piki was cute to listen to.

  "There,” Sira said. “It's intact. There may be a little residual soreness for a few days, Sergeant, but you'll be fine."

  "I will help,” Piki declared. “Make him all well soon."

  "Now for the arm,” a masked Forcula noted, bending over the man on the stainless steel table. “Scalpel...” His nurse placed the scalpel in his gloved hand.

  "CUT?!” Piki almost shrieked, reaching for the injured sergeant. “Don't cut Bang-bang! No!"

  "Hush, Piki,” Sira whispered, grabbing her hand. An anxious Piki clutched onto Sira tightly. “They have to get the bullet out. Then you and I will fix the cut. It will be fine."

  "Get the bang-bang out of Bang-bang?” she queried, a twinkle beginning to appear in orange eyes.

  Sira laughed. “Now you're getting it,” she said. “That's right."

  The two Crispies watched as the human surgical team swiftly removed the bullet from Bangler's upper arm. Between local anesthesia, painkillers, and the Crispy abilities, Bangler felt no pain. “There ya are, ya damn little bugger,” Forcula muttered to himself, grasping the lump of lead with a forceps. “Come on out of there."

  As soon as the lead was removed, Sira and Piki went to work on Bangler's arm. The surgeon watched in amazement as the small wound slowly closed, seemingly of its own accord. Ten minutes later, only a red mark indicated where it had been. Bangler sighed gratefully.

  "Bang-bang feels better now, eh?” Piki asked, her mouth slit curving upward.

  "Uh-huh,” he said woozily, “Bang-bang feels much better."

  "Let's get him in a bunk now, so he can sleep it off,” Forcula decided. “He stays in sickbay overnight, though."

  "How are the other Crispies?” Tomlinson asked McAllister.

  "They're reasonably well, if a little malnourished,” Mac responded. “Upset at the way their friend was treated, but they're grateful we got all three of them out. They want to talk to Sira badly, though, to understand why in hell a Crispy would ever want to become human, after the way Piki was treated."

  "I bet,” Tomlinson sighed. “Now we get to repair the mental damage as well as the physical."

  "Right,” Mac agreed.

  "Heard anything about the others?"

  "Unit Celebration got picked up. They're safe, although I understand the flight crew is a little folded and spindled,” Mac noted. “But they didn't lose anybody. Evidently Sea Wolf hasn't heard about the other operation sections yet.” He shook his head. “By now they're either extracted or dead, I'd expect."

  "Here's hoping the former,” Tomlinson said, grimacing.

  Once Bang was ensconced in bed, Forcula turned to Piki. “All right, miss, let's see to you now,” he said gently. He led her to an exam room, along with Nunez, serving as his female nurse. The table was equipped with gynecological stirrups, and they helped her onto it, placing her feet in the stirrups and gently spreading her legs.

  Before the doctor could move, and without his remembering it happening, Piki was across the room. “NO!” she declared, with all the firmness she could muster. “You not hurt Piki that way! I shall make your sac go, too!"

  "Wha?” a wide-eyed Dr. Forcula said, mouth hanging open. “No, no, dear. This is a medical examination. I need to look at the place where the bad man hurt you and make sure it is all right."

  Sira came running in, having sensed Piki's anger and fear. She took one look at the tableau and understood. “Perhaps I should do this, doctor,” she suggested smoothly.

  Forcula shook his head. “I have to write the report,” he protested. “I'm responsible for her well being while she's on board, and I can't sign off on an exam I haven't conducted."

  "Piki, relax and ‘look’ at Dr. Forcula,” Sira suggested. “You can tell he is a good man, not like the one who hurt you."

  Piki stopped and the orange eyes seemed to cross temporarily. “Oh,” she said softly. “Oh.” She slowly moved back toward the doctor.

  "I'll stay here and observe the exam,” Sira determined. “Piki will feel better that way."

  "I trust, now,” Piki said. “But I..."

  Forcula nodded. “My sister was raped,” he revealed. “I understand the emotional trauma. It's okay, Piki.” He turned to Sira. “Ms. Whitman, please do stay."

  Sira helped Piki back onto the examination table.

  A distraught Piki endured the exam, holding tight to Sira's hand, but was still very glad when it was over. Forcula declared she had no lasting damage other than to her hymen, which had healed normally after first intercourse. “I did manage to get residual DNA evidence, though,” he noted, tucking away several vials and poly bags for later analysis. “There were some skin cells and... other mucosa... adhering to Piki's pelt."

  "I told you,” Piki declared quietly. “I fixed it."

  "We know, Piki,” Sira offered gently, “but he had to do that so his superiors would know you are being well taken care of now. And now we have evidence against your captors, to justify what we did in rescuing you and destroying the compound."

  Piki sighed.

  "Your friends have eaten, Piki,” Nunez noted. “Would you like something else to eat, too? The bad men didn't feed you very well, and you need more nourishment. I understand that Crispies don't have to eat as often as humans, but still, you need more than you've gotten."

  Piki looked at Nunez, and the medic could have sworn there was pleading in the alien orange eyes. “May I eat with Bang-bang?"

  "Sergeant Bangler is asleep, Piki,” Peggy explained. “He's resting so he'll recover his energy after all the injuries."

  "I can help that,” Piki suggested. “I will eat quietly and help Bang-bang."

  Sira, Nunez, and Forcula exchanged glances.

  Sira saw Piki settled in a chair right next to Bangler's bed along with a tray of appropriate food, which to the humans looked and smelled mildly like regurgitated stomach contents, but which Sira assured them would be acceptable. “It isn't our normal fare, true,” she explained, “but is more like what you would term ‘emergency rations.'” Then the converted Crispy placed a small palm computer on the bedside stand, having already instructed Piki in its use. Sira and Peggy closed the door and withdrew down the narrow corridor.

  "She's got it bad for him, doesn't she?” Nunez asked the Crispy human, her heart sinking. Peggy had developed somewhat of a fondness for Ed Bangler, and hoped it might develop into something more. She wasn't sure if she would have a rival in the alien woman or not.

  "It is certainly headed in that direction,” Sira admitted, to Nunez’ dismay, “according to my perceptive sense. He saved her, and she has bonded to him because she trusts him."

  "Does she love him?"

  "Not yet,” Sira decided. “She has not completed enough of the transformation to understand what humans know as romantic love. But if she does—it will prove very difficult, given what she has already endured.” She hesitated, then continued, “I will speak to John about this, so it will be noted in the record and get to affiliated units, but please spread the word among your unit to watch their language around Piki. It seems the Prime Minister was decidedly crude in his speech during her rape, and, well...” She shook her head. “She reacts especially badly to the, uh, the ‘F-bomb,’ as John puts it."

  "Uh boy,” Nunez muttered.

  Sira laughed. “I am going to have to tell John to rename his unit to ‘Uh boy,'” she giggled. “Between you and Corporal Wersky..."

  "Uh boy,” Nunez uttered again, not sure if she was serious or not. A red faced Sira clapped her hand to her mouth to stifle giggles, and Peggy realized she was joking.

  The two women burst into laughter and headed to their quarters aboard the submarine.

  When Bangler woke, he wasn't alone. Piki had pulled her chair over to the bedside and sat there, one forearm resting along his chest, as her other hand manipulated the palm computer. Flickering pages reflected in orange eyes, which gazed intently at the small screen. He caught his breath, and his eyes widened, not sure what to think.

  Piki looked up at the sensation of his sudden inhalation. “Oh, hello, Bang-bang,” she gave him that half human, half alien smile. “You are awake. How do you feel?"

  Bangler blinked, turning his focus inward and searching his body. “Pretty good, actually,” he admitted. “A little stiff in the shoulder, I think, but otherwise, not even any soreness."

  "Good.” The smile grew into a grin. To his surprise, Bangler didn't find it repulsive, like he'd thought he would. She's a person, not a thing, he decided, and that makes all the difference in the world. Er, worlds, I guess.

  "Did you help it along?” Bangler asked then.

  "Yes,” she said. “I sat here and learned about your world,” Piki waved the palm computer, “and helped you feel better.” She patted his belly. “I... you have done much for me already, Bang-bang,” she said softly, and Bangler suddenly sensed doubt from her. “I wishes to ask a favor of you, but I understand if you wishes to say no."

  Bangler was still a little groggy from the pain medications, so he found the conversation moving a little fast for his drugged mind. “Um, can I ask something first?"

  Piki paused. “Yes.” The orange eyes appeared inscrutable to Bangler.

  "How MUCH ‘feeling better’ did you do on me?"

  
   Well, I get the confusion, easy enough, Bangler decided, looking into Piki's bewildered orange eyes.

  "I do... not understand,” she finally ventured.

  "Did you just heal me, or did you do the ‘fixing’ like the bad men wanted you to do to them?” Bangler elaborated.

  "Ah. Mostly heal,” Piki admitted. “I did not want to go too fast and hurt you. I did make the heals stronger, though. But I did not wants to go farther until I know you wants it.” She raised something that looked like it was going to become an eyebrow. “Do you wishes me to fix you better?"

  "No—I mean, that's not—I don't, well, I do, but...” Bangler stammered. “Damn, I—” He broke off as Piki flinched, then cringed. “What's wrong?"

  "Bad man use that word,” she whispered, looking up at him reproachfully and reverting to incomplete grammar. “I not think Bang-bang say."

  Bangler blinked. “What? You mean ‘damn?’”

  Piki closed her eyes, turning away.

  Bangler drew a deep breath. “I'm sorry, Piki. I didn't mean to upset you. But it isn't just bad people that use words like that. They're exclamations. Yeah, I guess they're crude and kinda rude, and maybe I should watch my language around... around ladies.” He glanced at her to see her listening carefully.

  "Shall we... make a deal, I think is the phrase?” she offered hesitantly, formal—and more complete—British grammar back in full.

  "What?"

  "I will try to... um,” she searched for the words in her memory, “will try not to react, if you will try not to say them so much. Especially... Sira said it was sometimes called... ‘the F-bomb?'” She looked at him queryingly.

  
   Ooo. Ouch. I can see THAT, Bangler thought, internalizing the wince as he realized what must have happened during Piki's rape. Well, it isn't like I'll have to watch my language that long. Get her back to the Enclave and turn her over to the right people, and I'm done.

  "Okay, deal,” he agreed. “But be patient. I may slip up sometimes. And if something is really—I mean REALLY—serious, I may still use one anyway."

  Piki nodded. “I am patient. And I understand. Now for my favor?"

  "Sure,” Bangler agreed.

  "I have been reading papers wrote by Sira and a Dr. Trung,” Piki began, unaware of the incongruity of the usage error embedded in her very proper English accent; it put Bangler in mind of Eliza Doolittle, and he had to try not to laugh. “It seems Cresperians need a... a mentor?... during their conversion to human. And this mentor is better to be of opposite gender.” Orange eyes looked up at Bangler, where he sat, shirtless, in bed. “Bang-bang, would you be my mentor?"

  Bangler blinked. “Uh boy,” he said.

  Bangler was released from sickbay that day. He reported to Tomlinson regarding Piki's request, which he had diverted by saying that, as a soldier, he had to ask permission first. Piki hadn't quite understood, but grasped the concept when he compared it to the loose chain of command that had existed on her starship.

  Tomlinson raised an eyebrow. “Lucky man,” he said. “But you look doubtful."

  "I am. I'm not sure if I'm ready for this, sir."

  "You're also not sure if it's what you want."

  "Uh, permission to speak frankly, sir?"

  "Frank and off the record, Bang. I'm John right now, by the way."

  "Thank you, John,” Bangler said in some relief. “I know you have a... a relationship with Ms. Whitman, so please don't take anything I'm about to say personally. It has nothing to do with Ms. Whitman, or Piki, or Crispies at all, really. It's just that... well, I've noticed that the mentors of Crispies usually tend to wind up as the mates of the Crispies, if they're of opposite gender. I...” He broke off, suddenly curious. “Are there such things as gay Crispies?"

  Tomlinson blinked. “I don't know how to answer that,” he confessed. “So far no human Crispies have chosen that path, but their innate concept of gender is different from ours. You know they have three natural genders? I think they can switch between, too..."

  Bangler swallowed. Hard. “No sir, I didn't. I must've missed that in the briefings."

  "John, not sir,” Tomlinson reminded with a smile. “Okay, didn't mean to divert the conversation. Go ahead, Bang."

  "Well, John, I... I'm just not sure I'm ready to settle down yet, and it seems like mentoring a Crispy transformation is the same as."

  "I didn't mentor Sira, Bang."

  "You didn't?"

  "No. Dr. Mai Le Trung did. The geneticist that Sira replaced when Trung left on the second starship."

  "Dr. Trung—Vietnamese name,” Bangler mulled.

  "She,” Tomlinson filled him in, with some tongue in cheek humor, when he saw what Bangler was trying to puzzle out.

  "Ah. Same gender."

  "True,” Tomlinson admitted, “but Sira went through several boyfriends before we found each other."

  Bangler looked up sharply.

  Tomlinson nodded. “She had a hard time finding just the right one—like any other woman. There is another Crispy back at the Enclave, too, a male, who was found in the Rocky Mountains. He was mentored by a married couple, and he didn't fixate on either of his mentors for a mate. As a matter of fact, he's still single and ‘on the market,’ as it were."

  Bangler nodded thoughtfully.

  "Off the record, you know the powers that be are going to want you to do this, Bang,” John pointed out. “Especially if Piki chose YOU. It means she trusts you. From a Crispy, that's the highest of compliments."

  "I know,” Bangler admitted with a sigh. “I just needed to get some information and figure out what..."

  Tomlinson smiled. “Understood, Bang. I'll keep quiet about it until you decide what you want to do. That way you won't be forced into anything until you've got your ducks in a row, either way."

  "Thanks, John."

  "Meanwhile I'll assign Piki to the women's—what the heck do they call the barracks on a sub, anyway?” Tomlinson wondered.

  "Beats me,” Bangler grinned.

  "Um. Maybe we better watch more than our curse words around Piki..."

  Bang winced as he mentally played back the conversation. “Oo. Good point."

  During the return to the States, the Sea Wolf ran silent and deep. Tomlinson and McAllister organized training classes in an unused conference room off the bridge for the three new Crispies, classes whose teachers included Sira, her lover Tomlinson, Bangler, Nunez, and Dr. Forcula. After awhile, the two unchanged Crispies decided that humans weren't so bad after all, and under Sira's and Tomlinson's guidance, began the slow change to male and female, respectively. They took the names Peter Murphy and Karen Townshend. Piki looked disturbed.

  "Do I need to change my name, too?” she wondered, discussing the matter with Sira and John.

  "No, dear, I wouldn't think so,” John decided. “Piki is a cute name, and could easily be assumed of Oriental or Mideastern extraction. ‘Sira’ isn't her Cresperian name, but as it turns out, it sounds like it, it's just easier for us to pronounce. So she took that, then merely added a human surname. It depends on how... um, unpronounceable to humans your original name is."

  "Yes,” Sira agreed. “'Nndtilith’ and ‘Ssrpa’ would be impossible for the average human to pronounce, so they're changing them. My friend Jeri, who is presumably aboard the Galactic now, had a name much like mine, and ‘Jeri’ was a good Earth approximation, so she, too, more or less kept her own name."

  "Oh. So I only need a last name,” she said, glancing wistfully toward Bangler conversing animatedly with Nunez.

  Sira bit her lip, agonizing for her fellow Cresperian. “Yes, Piki."

  "Do you have any ideas?” Piki wondered, shoulders drooping slightly.

  "I took mine from a famous poet,” Sira said. “You've done a lot of reading lately. Find an author, or perhaps an artist, that you like, and adopt the name."

  "Probably not TOO famous and unusual, though, or it might raise questions,” Tomlinson warned. “The last thing we need is for you to be found out and caught up into another situation like we just got you out of."

  Piki shivered in dread, then considered the matter awhile. “Burroughs,” she decided. “I will be Piki Burroughs."

  "For a certain writer of Mars adventures?” Sira grinned.

  Piki grinned back. “Yes. I thought about Seuss, because I heard someone describe our true forms as looking like ‘the Grinch on crack,’ but thought that might be too easily recognizable. So Mars will do.” She and Sira giggled.

  "...So has she asked you to mentor her yet?” Nunez wondered, keeping her voice low.

  "Yeah, she has,” Bangler sighed.

  "What are you going to do?"

  "Hell if I know,” Bangler shrugged. “But I know what the brass are gonna want once they get wind of it."

  "You think they'll order you to?"

  "I dunno. Tomlinson seems to think it's a possibility, but I'm hoping not. The... connotations and aftermath... seem to always be too personal, I'm thinking."

  "So you think they'll push, but stop just shy of ordering it?” Nunez verified.

  "That's what I'm thinking, yeah,” Bangler nodded. “I hope it's not wishful thinking. I mean, I just don't know what to do. They seem nice enough, but if they're capable of erasing short term memory, and modifying your body, are they capable of making the person they've selected as a mate fall for them, whether the person intended to or not?"

  Nunez frowned. “I didn't get the impression they had THAT much mental control, Bang,” she told him. “All the medical and biological data I've seen indicate it's not really telepathy they do. Or even empathy. At least not with humans. Maybe with each other..."

  "What's ‘empathy?’”

  "Reading and sharing emotions,” Nunez explained. “They can kind of sense emotions, yeah, but they can't manipulate ‘em."

  "Huh,” Bangler grunted. “You'd think if they could do one, they could do the other."

  "Not necessarily,” Nunez disputed. “Just because you got a radio receiver doesn't mean you got a whole broadcasting station. Not to mention, everything has to be on the same wavelength."

  "Well... good point. But still, you have to admit, there's a strong correlation between mentoring and ‘happily ever after-ing.’”

  "And you're not sure you're ready for that."

  "Well, yes and no,” Bangler admitted uncomfortably. “I'm not against commitment. I'd just be happier if I felt it was more my decision, dammit. More a JOINT decision, I guess I should say.” He stared glumly down at the toes of his boots.

  Nunez stole the opportunity to glance over at the half morphed Crispy, talking to Sira and John. She was surprised to see Piki look their way, and even more surprised to be able to recognize wistfulness in the orange slitted eyes. She knows he doesn't want to, Peggy realized, and it hurts her. Already it hurts her. But... that expression... her face is already human shaped, it's just still green and fuzzy, so I guess that's why I can read it. And if ever I saw a woman trying to let a man go, I'm seeing it now.

  "Listen, Peggy,” Bangler said, claiming Nunez’ attention again, “speaking of decisions, I was wondering if... if you might like to go to the theater for a movie when we get back to the Enclave."

  "You mean a date?” Nunez blinked, surprised.

  "Well,” Bangler flushed slightly, “as near a date as you can get in that big cave, anyway. We'll have to eat dinner in the regular mess, I guess, but the movie's on me. If you want to, that is,” he added hastily.

  
   Uh boy, Peg, gal, here is one kettle of fish, she decided. Grab your chance when you don't know yet if there's anything between the two of you, or give him up and let the lady... woman... uhm, female, who loves him have a shot at him.

  "Well, maybe we better wait until we get back and see what orders we have,” she hedged. “If that's cool, and our schedules synch up anytime soon, I'm game."

  "Great,” Bangler grinned.

  "Now you need to determine a final form, dear,” Sira advised. “You already have the rough shape, but you need to complete the physical transformation, and we will help you with the mental and emotional. It's far closer to what my specialty was aboard ship anyway, not to mention I've had some experience with it."

  "What... do you think...” Piki shot a quick glance at Bangler, who had wandered away from Nunez to get a glass of water, and struck up a conversation with McAllister, “...might be liked?"

  Tomlinson glanced at his mate, wide-eyed, and Sira had a mental impression he'd held up his hands in a desperate, “don't ask me” gesture. She smiled to herself.

  "My observations indicate, current trends notwithstanding, that pale blonde hair and bright blue eyes, with your current figure, might be very... liked,” Sira said with a straight face. “Why don't you use your palm computer to pull up some photographs, and... Oh! I know! Ask Sergeant Bangler to help you pick attractive features? You know each other, and as he's... unattached, he brings no special bias to the matter, as for instance, John here might do, because of his relationship with me."

  "Ooo, I like,” Piki decided happily. She got up to fetch her computer.

  Tomlinson raised an eyebrow, watching the other Crispy walk away. “Smooth, hon."

  Sira shrugged, a mischievous grin on her pixyish face. “I thought so."

  "You know it could end up hurting one or both of them. She's got a lot of mental issues after that rape, and she does NOT understand the ramifications of what she's starting to feel for him."

  Sira sighed. “What would you have me do, John? The more she develops mentally and emotionally under our tutelage, the more attached to him she grows. He SAVED her, and she knows it. He took two bullets intended for her. She loves him for that, if for no other reason. If he refuses her, it is already too late to prevent it hurting her. He is also more open to her than anyone else on this vessel—you saw how he grinned when she smiled, while everyone else looked away. I picked up his reaction at that point; he thought she was cute, John. As in ‘attractive cute,’ and that, in her half Cresperian form. Besides which, if she cannot get past the trauma of the rape with him, she will not get past it at all. At least this way there is a chance they may both find what they want."

  "Speaking of what we both want,” John said, drawing Sira out of the small conference room, “let's find someplace to talk."

  There was no one in the women's bunk area, and they ducked inside it. “If I'm caught in here, I'll never hear the end of it, so I'll make it quick,” Tomlinson said. He suddenly dropped to one knee, holding out a glittering object. “Sira Whitman, will you marry me?"

  Sira's eyes went wide, and she fairly lit up from within. “Yes, John Tomlinson, I will! I will!” she exclaimed joyfully.

  "Good,” Tomlinson said in some relief, standing and slipping the diamond solitaire on her left hand before kissing her thoroughly.
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   Chapter 7
  

  Tomlinson thanked his friend aboard the sub crew who'd snuck the engagement ring aboard, he and Sira made their momentous little announcement, and the tutoring classes continued. But Sira sent Piki off with Bangler to the captain's tiny ready room so they could concentrate.

  "So... you want me to help you figure out how to... to look?” Bangler asked, confused. “Why?"

  "Because I do not know what is considered attractive to humans,” Piki explained, her English improving every hour. “And I know I am... ugly... to them, right now. I want to be like Sira and be pretty to humans. I do not wish to frighten them, or to be... be caught... again...” Her voice trailed off.

  "You're not ugly,” Bangler found himself protesting, “just... different. Why don't you ask Sira? I'm not... I'm not good at stuff like this."

  "Sira says she only knows what she finds attractive in a male, now she is female. And John is biased, he says, because he loves Sira. Dr. Forcula is married; Nunez is female. So Sira suggested you, since you are,” Piki shrugged, “I think the word is... unpartial?"

  "Impartial,” Bangler corrected automatically. “Listen, John didn't have anything to do with this, did he?"

  "No,” Piki cocked her head in puzzlement. “It was all Sira's idea. John did not know what to suggest."

  Bangler let out a breath he didn't even know he'd been holding. “Okay, I guess so. What do you want to work on first?"

  "I think face shape,” Piki decided. “Here are some face shapes I found in my computer.” She hit a button, then toggled through several images on the small screen, holding it so Bangler could see it.

  "Mm... lessee...” Bangler muttered to himself as he studied the facial structures. “Oh. Look here. This lady has really pretty bone structure.” He pointed to a particular photograph.

  Piki studied the image. “Wide, high cheekbones, a high forehead, and firm jaw,” she noted. “She looks strong, this woman. I am not certain I am so strong, Bang-bang."

  Bangler stared at her. “You not only survived a rape and beating, but you rendered your attacker incapable of attacking again, then healed yourself? Piki, that's nothing to put down."

  Piki looked up at him doubtfully. “You... you think I am... strong?"

  "Very.” He nodded vehemently.

  She considered a few moments, then nodded her agreement. “All right. Strong face shape.” Piki hit a button on her palm computer. “Now hair color. Dark or light?"

  Bangler shrugged. “I tend to like pale blondes, myself. Other men, obviously, have different opinions. Can you change it once you do it, if you decide you don't like it?"

  "Oh yes,” Piki said. “I can... be... any woman I wish."

  Bangler wondered if he had imagined that orange bifurcated eyes could give him a seductive glance. He shook off the thought, then suggested, “Well, try blonde for a start, and we can always change it if you don't like it."

  "Blonde,” she hit a button, and different shades of blonde hair came onscreen. “Which one?"

  Wordlessly, Bangler pointed at the platinum shade. Piki entered confirmation.

  They went through lips, nose, and ears the same way, Piki offering options from the computer, and Bangler helping her choose. But when they got to her eyes, Piki got a surprise.

  "I... I dunno,” Bangler confessed. “I... can't seem to see you with any other color than the one you've got."

  "Orange?” Piki wondered. “I thought humans did not have orange eyes."

  "Well, not true orange,” he admitted. “But you can get some really interesting shades of brown and hazel that are fairly close.” He shrugged. “Make them human shaped, with round pupils, then maybe darken the orange shade a bit. That oughta work, and you'll still look like... you."

  Piki blinked. “But I will not look like this at all, Bang-bang,” she pointed out, sweeping a hand down her body. “How can I look like... me?"

  Bangler flushed slightly. “One of our poets—dam- er, dang if I know which one, said something about the eyes being the windows of the soul,” he explained. “I'd like to be able to see the Piki I know right now in your eyes, even after you've changed."

  "You... do you like me, Bang-bang?"

  
   Uh boy, Bangler thought, mentally backpedaling. “Sure, Piki, we're friends,” he declared. “After all that crap back in Scotland, of course we are."

  Piki smiled happily, and Bangler decided that, in spite of what he'd been told about the half morphed appearance, she definitely looked cute. He was also beginning to conclude that his nickname—especially his new one—wasn't so bad after all.

  "All right,” she declared, “dark orange eye color, and—which shape?"

  "This one,” he pointed to an image.

  Piki clicked several buttons, and the little computer built up a composite image based on the selections they'd made. She looked at it for a moment, then nodded approval and showed it to Bangler.

  Bangler had all he could do not to gasp. Dear God, she's gonna be gorgeous. Utterly, totally drop dead gorgeous. And those eyes... I can hardly stop staring. He shook himself back to normal. “Yeah, Piki, you're gonna look great,” he said in deliberate understatement. “I think that's perfect."

  "Now,” she declared, “what about body? Are my arm and leg proportions right?” She held out her arms and spun slowly in place.

  Bangler raised his eyebrows as he scanned her up and down. “I... don't see anything wrong with ‘em, so I guess so."

  "Neck? Breasts and hips? Waist?"

  Bangler swallowed hard as he scanned the green, furry, but rather voluptuous body. “It all looks good to me,” he said, then caught himself, hoping her perceptive sense hadn't caught the Freudian double entendre.

  Piki turned away briefly, ostensibly to enter the information into her little computer, but in reality she hid a hopeful smile. When she turned back to him, it was gone. “Skin color?” She held out the computer for him to see “color swatches."

  He picked a rather dark tan tone, and she entered it, then the computer built up a complete, full body, nude image. Bangler's mouth suddenly went dry.

  "Um, yeah, that'll look really nice, Piki,” he concluded. “Burroughs, you said?"

  "Yes."

  "You'll get a lot of attention from the guys, Piki."

  "As long as they are nice to me, that is fine,” she averred. “But if they are mean, and try to touch me there, they will not mate anymore, ever.” The fuzzy green face developed an amazingly fierce scowl, considering it was still half Crispy in structure.

  Bangler ran a hand over his hair. Geez, I can't let that go by. She has to understand about sex and... and that it's only bad if it's forced. That two people in love, married, are supposed to enjoy it. How the hell...? Tomlinson! Get me outta this! You and your girlfriend! Argh!

  "Piki,” he finally ventured, “touching there... between two people who want it... isn't mean."

  "Isn't mean?” she wondered, her attention suddenly focused on him. “Explain."

  "Uh boy. I don't know if I'm the right one to be explaining. Maybe Dr. Forcula or Medic Nunez would do better..."

  "Why cannot you explain, Bang-bang?” Piki insisted. “If we are friends, please explain. I do not know they so well."

  "Them,” he corrected, distracted. In it whether I like it or not, I guess, he thought. Bangler drew a deep breath and plunged in.

  "Piki, touching there is a part of reproduction for humans. And whether you believe God created us—which I know Cresperians don't—or evolution, it's SUPPOSED to be pleasurable between mates in love. Very pleasurable.” Bangler tried not to flush and failed; he could feel the heat blazing in his face.

  "But... it hurt,” Piki protested.

  "Because he didn't consider YOU at all,” Bangler explained. “He didn't love you, he was only using you to feel good, just like he was using you to ‘fix’ him. You weren't ready, physically, mentally, or emotionally. You're right, he was a bad man, and he did that badly. A good man, who really loved you, would make sure you were completely ready before he tried, and then it would feel good to you, too."

  Piki's mouth slit crumpled on one side, and Bangler recognized it as the beginnings of a human expression of doubt. “Have you ever touched?"

  Bangler felt his face get even hotter. “A few times,” he admitted. “I thought I was in love for awhile, but she turned out not to be the right one.” He paused. “I decided I'd wait until I was sure next time. It... didn't end well at all."

  "Did it hurt?"

  "In a way. The ending of the relationship did, anyway. Emotionally, though, not physically, like yours did."

  Piki considered him with that piercing orange gaze. “Have you BEEN touched?"

  "...Yes."

  "Did it feel... good?"

  Shit dammit to hell and back...

  "...Yes."

  Piki nodded. “You are a good man, Bang-bang. Some day when I am ready, I shall have you show me.” She turned toward the main conference room. “Let us join the others now. I want to show Sira what I am going to look like."

  
   Uh boy, Bangler thought in dismay, standing up and following.

  The next day the Sea Wolf surfaced, and Units Faith and Hope—with their adjuncts—were transferred, in rapid succession, to the battleship USS Franklin; the aircraft carrier USS Seahawk; thence by helicopter to the mainland; then by cargo planes and vans to the Enclave. It made for two excruciatingly long days.

  But by its end, Peter and Karen were starting to take on a vaguely more human shape, although they had a considerable way to go; and Piki's hair had transmuted from dark green to a pale green with lighter streaks. Her face was slowly changing as well; the semblance of a nose and ears were beginning to form, as the mouth developed thin lips and became more flexible. All in all, Tomlinson declared, it had been a successful mission.

  Then they reached the Enclave and got the news.

  "...Yeah, all hell is breaking loose,” Hand Anderson noted to the two newly arrived teams. “We got all of Operation Cavalry successfully conducted, especially the British expedition, White Horse. We lost two guys in China on Red Horse, and one in the Middle East from Black Horse, but we got all the Crispies home in one piece."

  "What shape were they in?” Peggy Nunez asked, concerned. “You've already gotten the medical reports on ‘our’ Crispies..."

  Hand shrugged. “The only Crispy left in China refused to change, when he saw what happened to Lau and his buddy Chu—who went SO off his rocker the Chinese themselves ended up shooting him. But they still wanted Dalunith to change, and since he wouldn't, he was tortured for it. It was sort of like the Greek myth of the guy sentenced to roll the stone up the mountain, only to have it roll to the bottom when he reached the top. They tortured him, he healed himself; they tortured some more, he healed it. On and on. The last beating was pretty severe. They banged on his head with what look to have been metal pipes. Cracked his skull. The fact he's Cresperian has to be the only reason he's not dead. But he's got brain damage he's trying to heal. He could use some help with it, though."

  "Shit,” Bangler expostulated, only to get an elbow in the ribs from Piki.

  "NICE talk,” she reproved. “You promised."

  "Sorry,” Bangler muttered. “That IS a good reason to use a curse word, though, Piki. That's a very serious injury.” To his gratitude, no one laughed, or even grinned. They were all too aware of what the Crispies they'd rescued had been through.

  "It is?” Piki asked, startled.

  "Very much so,” Sira agreed. “Think about it, Piki. You were beaten. They beat Dalunith in the head hard enough to almost kill him. And now his brain doesn't function right."

  "Oooo,” Piki muttered under her breath. “I think I am starting to understand. These ‘bad words'... they have many uses, do they not?"

  "They do,” Bangler agreed. “They can be abusive—as you experienced—or they can be a way of expressing oneself in a strong, shocking situation. I gotta admit, though, they're often overused, in our culture."

  "Agreed,” Tomlinson averred. “We're trying to tone it down for you, Piki."

  Piki nodded. “Thank you. Please, go on."

  "As to Sira's friend, Frstiminith, she had initially indicated he had changed to male,” Anderson went on. “But it seems that his transformation wasn't really completed before he realized within himself that something was... ‘not right,’ as he put it. He halted the metamorphosis, and in fact regressed it. He put forth as his excuse to his captors that something about being on Earth affected his ability, weakening it. He, too, has been abused, but after he indicated his abilities had been handicapped, they stopped focusing on him—as, of course, inferior and imperfect—and concentrated on the Crispy technology they'd confiscated from Sira and Frstiminith. So he is more or less intact. Rather badly malnourished, but intact, mentally and physically. Well,” he amended, “he could probably use some counseling."

  Sira nodded. “Frstiminith was always more sensitive than the rest of us, in every sense of the term. I believe I can help him, there. But Dalunith will have to take priority."

  "And the locations where they were held captive?” McAllister pressed.

  "Bombed to bits,” Hand noted. “But therein lies a good part of our problem, especially where the Brits are concerned."

  Mac nodded. “I can imagine. Allies attacking allies."

  "Exactly,” Hand agreed. “All hell is breaking loose, politically. The President has also given a strong public hint that India's new god, Vishnu, isn't a god at all. I mean, good God! Er, excuse the expression. But he's got four arms, and didn't even bother to change the number of fingers!” He shook his head in disgust. “Unfortunately there have been talks of retaliation, especially from the Chinese, who of course possess nuclear technology. So we're at DEFCON 1."

  "ONE?!” Wersky expostulated. “But..."

  "Exactly,” Hand said grimly. “We've never been at DEFCON 1 before."

  "Defense Condition One. That means imminent possibility of a nuclear attack, at any time,” Bangler explained softly to Piki, aside.

  "OH!” Piki exclaimed, alarmed. Tentative, she turned to Bangler. “How do you say it—damn?!"

  "Now that,” Tomlinson admitted, “is a good reason to curse."

  "It is,” Bangler agreed, nodding at Piki, who looked thoughtful.

  "What do we do?” McAllister wondered.

  "I don't care,” President Waterman declared vehemently, “if the whole damn State Department wants it. It isn't going to happen. I'm not putting that...” he bit off what he'd been about to say of the Secretary of State, “out there to give back what the lives of our men and women won, especially after hearing the report of how the Crispies were treated, across the board."

  "But sir,” Smith, Waterman's aide, said, “what do you propose, if not diplomatic negotiation?"

  Waterman flung himself into his desk chair, deep in thought. “Get me Caleb on the horn,” he said.

  "Yes, sir."

  Lieutenant General Caleb Washington called a meeting of all Crispy Operations, Research, and Development staff, to include all members and rescuees of Operations White Horse, Red Horse, and Black Horse, in the largest conference room they had short of the auditorium.

  "Here's the scoop,” he said to all the Crispies in the Enclave, as well as their human friends, associates, and rescuers. “We all know there's an international brouhaha developing out there, as a result of bringing our friends here."

  Nods went around the room.

  "The first thing I'd like to ask is: Are all of the Crispies happy with the decision to be brought here?"

  Every green head in the room bobbed as emphatically as the lack of a neck in Cresperian physiology would permit; a couple of human looking heads bobbed as well.

  "We are being treated well,” Karen Townshend, one of the British Crispies, remarked. “You care for us as beings, not as tools. You feed us well, you ensure we are healthy even though we can ensure it for ourselves, and you treat us as equals. You do not beat us or violate us or force us to do anything against our wills. Some of us,” she indicated Dalunith and Frstiminith, “are still recovering, but we have discussed it among ourselves, and we are happy you did what you did, although we are very sorry it has caused you trouble."

  General Washington nodded his graying head. “Sorry enough to be willing to help?"

  Many pairs of orange and a few green eyes looked at each other. Dalunith was the one who spoke.

  "Please forgive Englishes, I is a little slow,” he said in measured tones. “I beat in head, still repairs is. Is help, all,” he waved his hand around the room. “But we helps glad, if know how."

  "Okay. Then I need a volunteer,” Washington announced. “A Crispy who is willing to go on television and discuss how you were treated in the other countries—especially Great Britain."

  The room buzzed with astonishment for a moment, then fell silent.

  "This request comes down from no less than the President of the United States himself,” Washington continued. “We need a calm, well spoken Crispy—who looks like a Crispy, or at least doesn't look like a human yet—and was one of those rescued. Someone who can speak first hand to the maltreatment."

  Sira raised her hand. “Sir, why do you want a non-converted Crispy?"

  "Because,” the general explained, “while we are going to reveal to the public the existence of aliens on Earth, we don't necessarily want them knowing they can assume human form so closely they're indistinguishable from humans. Let alone how they do so, or that the same technique can be used to enhance and de-age humans. We already know what kind of response that information produces."

  A sigh of understanding ran among his audience.

  "We also intend to simultaneously reveal the existence of our starships, as intended to help the Crispies find their way back home,” he added. “THEN,” he continued with emphasis, “we're going to start building the fleet as fast as we can. Space is the high ground, and if we can get enough ships into space, it ought to deter any attacks from disgruntled countries like China."

  "But I thought our natural form tended to disturb most humans not used to us,” Peter Murphy, the third British Crispy, noted.

  Washington sighed. “It does,” he admitted. “It's a risk the President is willing to take."

  Bangler sat silently between Piki and Peggy. All of them were deep in thought. Suddenly Piki raised her hand.

  "General,” the partially morphed Crispy addressed Washington, “I believe I may be able to help. As you can see, I am somewhere in between our normal form and your normal form. Perhaps if I were your speaksperson..."

  "Spokesperson,” Bangler murmured.

  "Spokesperson,” Piki corrected herself, “I could discuss our treatment at the hands of the British, adding stories from the others, without frightening unfamiliar humans too badly?"

  "But how do we explain her form being so different? Not to mention the dude claiming to be Vishnu,” Tomlinson wondered.

  "He- heck,” Bangler corrected himself mid-word as he piped up, “we have apparent differences just among Homo sapiens. Skin color, eye color, height, weight, all that stuff. Explain it like that. And the cat over in India is just flat out in disguise."

  "I like it,” Washington decided. “Ms. Burroughs, I've read the reports on what happened to you. Are you certain you want to do this? Are you certain you're up to it? You've had as much violence wreaked upon you as Dalunith, just to different effect."

  Piki drew a deep, calming breath, then let it out. “Will it stop the NICE British people from being mad at you?"

  The general nodded. “We hope so."

  "What about the other countries?"

  "Those we're less sure of, but at least it should get our allies back on our side."

  "Then I'll do it,” Piki said, firming her half formed jaw.

  "See? I told you, you were strong,” Bangler murmured to her, under his breath.

  Orange eyes lit up on his left.

  On his right, brown ones dropped their gaze to the floor.

  Preparations went quickly after that. It was decided that Piki needed clothing to ensure more conservative sorts wouldn't react badly to her apparent nakedness, despite the fact that she still had her pelt, and no details of her body showed through it. Sira took her in hand for that, and clad her in a soft rust colored suit and cream blouse. It was also decided to use a different name to protect her identity once she did finally become human. At Piki's request, Bangler was assigned as her liaison and guard for the excursion; the television appearance would take place in Washington, in the Oval Office with the President. And even he would have a different name patch for his uniform, to preserve anonymity.

  "...But I promise, Peggy,” Bangler told the female medic, “we'll go see that movie as soon as I get back."

  "I know, Bang,” Nunez sighed. “I just can't help feeling that a precedent is being set."

  Bangler joined her in her sigh. “Yeah, I know. But I got no choice. They've got liaison and bodyguard in one, in me, and that's a cost savings, and you know the red tape..."

  "Yeah. Every penny they can pinch is going into more starships and armament,” Nunez agreed. “Damn Congress. Go. I'll be here."

  Scant days later, Bangler and Piki were escorted into the presence of President Waterman and his Cabinet by secret service agents. A makeup team had been ready to glam up Piki, but backed off rapidly upon seeing the alien, not at all certain how to even work on such a creature. Piki blinked, disconcerted by the obvious rejection, and Bangler murmured, “Don't worry. You look great. You don't need them.” Piki flashed him a wobbly smile, not noticing when the makeup team averted their faces.

  And then they were in THE Office, and Piki was the center of a swirl of attention and media as she met the Cabinet members, shaking their hands as Sira had instructed her. Bangler followed closely at her shoulder, silent and solid, every sense on alert for the protection of his charge. Occasionally one of the Cabinet members shook his hand with a friendly word as well, most notably Martin Singletary, the Secretary of Defense, and General John Salter, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, both of whom knew who he really was, but maintained the facade. However, the Secretary of State, Sandra Fellowes, pointedly ignored him and focused all her attention on Piki.

  Fellowes shook Piki's hand. “Greetings, Ambassador,” she said formally, loudly, and slowly, enunciating precisely.

  Waterman rolled his eyes, then met Salter's and Singletary's gazes, and realized they were all thinking the same thing: She's not deaf, and she's not stupid, Sandra. Besides, even if she didn't speak ANY English, talking louder isn't going to help. Idiot. No wonder your third marriage is breaking up, if you treat your husbands like you treat other people.

  "I am the chief diplomatic representative of the United States of America,” the woman continued, in the same loud tone. “My name is Sandra Fellowes. I want to formally apologize for the method in which you were brought here, and the,” she finally glanced scathingly at Bangler, “armed guard under which you've been placed. I intend to see to it that THAT is addressed immediately."

  Piki raised a not quite there eyebrow and replied in soft, well modulated, and eloquently British tones. “Ah. You mean B- the, er, sergeant here? No, no. He saved my life, Ms. Fellowes. He is my bodyguard, and I am far from being a prisoner. I am quite thankful I have been brought here, as are my colleagues."

  
   Take THAT, Ms. Pacifist, Bangler thought complacently. He happened to catch the President's eye at that moment, and was startled, then amused, to see him turn slightly and cover the smirk that spread over his mouth. Oh. I guess she got politically foisted on him. Pity him, then.

  "Surely you jest,” Fellowes protested. “Don't tell me they've brainwashed you, too.” She shot a venomous look at Bangler. “Bodyguard,” she muttered under her breath, disgusted, shaking her head. “Poor thing."

  "Jest?” Piki wondered.

  "Humor—a joke,” Bangler murmured, face neutral.

  "I am afraid I have not yet entirely grasped this concept of human humor,” Piki admitted. “And nor has my brain been... washed?"

  "Never mind,” Waterman said, interrupting the one way verbal jousting that made pretense at conversation and rescuing Piki and Bangler. “We'll hear all about that very shortly. Ms... Bergman, are you ready?"

  "I believe so,” Piki said in her impeccable English accent, as the President led her to a chair next to his desk. “I merely speak to the camera, correct?” She pointed at the television crew and their equipment.

  "Correct,” Waterman verified, “and merely tell it what happened to you and your shipmates."

  Piki nodded. Bangler stepped just out of camera range, the President took his seat behind his desk, “Hail to the Chief” started up, and the cameras began rolling.

  "Hello,” Waterman said, gazing steadily at the camera, as the microphone boom picked up every word. “I am aware of the worldwide distress regarding events which the United States felt it necessary to undertake, and I am here tonight to address that distress. In recent months, there have been rumors of aliens upon Earth, and starships in space. I am about to confirm both rumors."

  There was a short pause to allow for reaction among his remote audience before Waterman resumed. “A spokesperson is here to speak to the details, but I can tell you that Earth has made contact with extraterrestrials—the Cresperians. It is their technology that has enabled the United States to build a fleet of starships. The Cresperians are friendly, peaceful people, but they look very different from us. For some, their appearance is disturbing. It was this difference, unfortunately, which led to the slaughter of one Cresperian in rural Mexico, where he was thought to be a monster, something akin to the chupacabra of legend and myth. However, the appearance of the ‘Crispies,’ as those of us who know them have affectionately nicknamed them, varies somewhat from person to person. When we consider the diversity of our own species, this should not be surprising. Our spokesperson is a Crispy whose appearance more closely approximates humans than some others. Due to the near impossibility of humans to pronounce the Cresperian language, she has taken the human name, ‘Patricia Bergman.'” He nodded to Piki. The cameras and microphones swung toward her, focusing in.

  "Hello,” Piki said calmly, in her inimitable English accent. “I am glad to be here, and able to speak to you.” She primly folded her hands in her lap. “Please excuse me if I make a grammatical error; I have only begun properly learning Earth languages since arriving in the United States. I had little to no opportunity before, due to my isolation and imprisonment."

  She drew a deep breath. “I have come to understand since arriving on Earth that humans have a wide variation, not merely in appearance, but in morals and intents. But let me first explain what happened to me and my ship.

  "My ship originated from our home planet of Cresperia very many of your years ago. We were an explorational team, composed principally of scientists curious about the Universe, and we set out to investigate that Universe. We had a propulsion drive which your human scientists are only now beginning to understand and utilize—hence President Waterman's reference to the starship fleet. But an apparent navigational error led to a disastrous interaction of that drive field with the gravity well of your solar system, which was not on our charts. Your star was, but the surrounding solar system had not been detected previously.” Piki sighed.

  "It destroyed our ship. We evacuated, those that could, but only a few of the lifepods made it to Earth. The rest—were lost in space.” Orange eyes closed in painful remembrance. “Our lifepods came down at slightly different times, at different locations around the Earth, and our tiny little groups of survivors was found by different peoples."

  "WERE found,” Bangler murmured from off screen.

  Piki grinned slightly. “Excuse me, WERE found. My group of three landed in an area you call Scotland, and we were found by the British peoples. I now understand that the British peoples are good people; but not all of your elected officials are good people. The men in power held us captive—but the ones who first rescued us in our lifepod... were killed. The officials wanted our skills and technology for their own private use. I do not fully understand why yet, but I do know that the leader kept speaking of something he called a ‘coup.’ If we did not provide in accordance with their wishes, we were beaten and starved. In addition, because of my resemblance to human form, I was...” Piki swallowed visibly, “I was raped. It was... painful. Very, very painful. Our anatomy is... not like yours. Then, when I fought back, I was beaten badly. I am told there is medical evidence which verifies that the Prime Minister did this.” Alien orange eyes, holding agony visible even to humans, dropped their gaze.

  The room was dead silent except for the sound of the television cameras whirring.

  "I have since talked to my crewmates who were in China and the Middle East,” she finally continued, raising her head. “While none of them were ra- raped, they were beaten, sometimes severely. My friend Frstiminith was neglected and starved, and Dalunith was beaten so badly his skull was broken and he had...” she glanced off screen at Bangler, “brain damage? That is the term?” Bangler nodded, and she reiterated stronger, “Yes, brain damage.” She paused, and somehow the extraterrestrial's orange eyes managed to convey sadness. “Dalunith's two friends were driven mad and killed."

  A horrified squeak, fortunately not audible on the air, came from Fellowes.

  "So you see why we are glad we were rescued,” Piki declared. “And that is what it was—a rescue. Although no one died in the team that rescued me, good peoples died in the other two rescues. For that, we are truly sorry. We are also sorry that it was necessary to kill the bad men. But it was not all the Americans that did the killing. The leader—the... Prime Minister? Yes. He ran out after me, and I was afraid and angry. I took a... a gun, and... and shot him,” she confessed. “I am sorry. I have never killed before, but I did not wish to be... raped again."

  "Self defense,” Waterman murmured, and the microphone caught it as the camera flicked momentarily to him. “It's called self defense, Ms. Bergman. And no one on this planet would ever hold you accountable for it."

  "We do not blame the peoples,” Piki went on as the media crew cut back to her. “We know that bad mens—er, men—were responsible, not the peoples of the countries. And I liked this Scotland, what little I saw of it. It was very pretty. I would ask you, please do not be angry at the Americans. We needed their help, and they gave it, even at the risk of their lives. I do not think he is on camera, but there is a man here who did... what is the phrase?” She pivoted in her seat and looked directly at Bangler.

  Bangler, blushing and desperately waving off the cameraman, thankful the President reinforced the order via a hand gesture so he didn't have to appear on air, suggested, “Rescued?"

  "No, when the bad ones shot from the hole in the ground."

  "Oh. Human shield? Bodyguard? Took a bullet?"

  "Ah yes,” Piki nodded. “Thank you. He took a bullet—took two—to save my life. One hit armor, but another hit him.” Here, she pointed to her torso and her shoulder, indicating where Bangler had been struck. “Both hurt him. But he still helped me get to safety. He is,” she declared, “my hero.” Orange bifurcated eyes looked directly into the camera, surprisingly pleading. “Please, friends of America, STAY friends of America. They did the right thing."

  The camera cut back to Waterman. “Thank you, Patricia.” He nodded at Piki, then looked into the camera. “The sites where the Crispies were held captive were destroyed in order to ensure that any misused Cresperian technology would be destroyed, as well. We believe a lifepod landed in India in addition to the aforementioned countries, and this Vishnu person around whom their religious revival has developed is, in fact, a disguised Crispy, rather than one of the old gods, returned. The cultures of Earth are sufficiently different to their minds that sudden immersion in some cultures alone is sufficient to render a Crispy mentally unbalanced,” he hedged, to protect the secret of the Crispy ability to shape-change. “Isn't that right, Patricia?"

  A quick cut to Piki, who also stretched the truth, understanding. “It is, Mr. President."

  The camera returned to Waterman. “We have already built several starships based on Crispy technology, in an effort to help them find their home planet,” he declared. “This is what the astronomer, Dr. Anne Osbourne, reported sighting, as it returned home after a search. We plan to continue, and even accelerate, construction of starships based on the news that the USSS Zeng Wu brought back. It seems that the Cresperians are not the only aliens we have now encountered. And the other aliens are not nearly so friendly, it appears.” He took a deep breath. “It is the considered opinion of myself and the majority of my Cabinet that we must be prepared in case this other, inimical alien force, locates Earth. To that end, we—and the Cresperians—are willing to share Crispy technology with those willing to ally themselves with us. And we will protect the entire planet to the best of our capability, regardless of alliance."

  The camera zoomed in on his serious face. “This is a critical time in our history. I speak not merely as an American; I speak as Homo sapiens. It is every bit as momentous as the first moon landing, and much more volatile. Humanity is on the brink of becoming a true space faring member of the galaxy. The choice being set before us is simple: Will we work together to move forward into that galaxy, allying ourselves with those galactic races worthy of alliance? Or will we tear our planet to pieces, over perceived territorial disputes? Is this woman...” he gestured to Piki, and the cameraman pulled back to include both beings, “who is a sentient, intelligent PERSON, merely a possession to be owned? I thought we'd gotten past that attitude decades ago."

  Waterman paused. “This is the choice we have as a race, as a planet. This is the choice we must consider. And we must choose wisely, or we will likely cease to exist. Thank you for listening."

  The red light on the camera went out.

  Waterman was shaking Piki's hand and congratulating her—and Bangler—on a successful broadcast, when one of Waterman's aides tapped him on the shoulder. He turned.

  "Yes, Smith?"

  "Telephone, sir. The SPECIAL telephone."

  "Who is it?"

  "Sir, it's... it's the Queen of England. Herself."

  "Oh, dear Lord. Here goes,” Waterman said, paling slightly. “Shut up, everybody."

  The Oval Office silenced.

  Waterman picked up the phone. “Yes, Your Majesty?"

  Everyone watched as he concentrated on the conversation. “Yes, madam. Indeed. No, I had no idea myself what she would say. No, I don't think her liaison did, either.” He listened. “Yes, she is right here. Be aware she hasn't been trained in Earthly royal protocol. Very well."

  Waterman handed the phone to Piki. “She wants to talk to you."

  Piki took the phone. “Yes?"

  A soft feminine murmur issued from the phone. Piki answered intermittently. “Yes, Queen, they did. Yes, that was his name. No, he was a very bad man. It was... it was... no, I do not think I wish to talk about it yet. Yes, I will ask my bodyguard to have the doctors send you the, um, the evidence. Oh! Yes, thank you. Yes, I am very, very glad. Thank you! Thank you very much!"

  There was an audible click from the telephone as Piki handed it back to Waterman. He checked that the line was dead just to make sure, and hung up. “Well?” he wondered.

  "She apologizes,” Piki declared. “She was unaware, and is very angry about it. She promises to appoint a temporary Prime Minister who is a good man. Britain and America are friends again."

  A sigh of relief went around the room.

  Other phone calls began arriving for Waterman on the “special” line, and Bangler escorted Piki toward the door. Sandra Fellowes made a beeline for the alien woman, and General Salter smoothly cut her off, engaging her in conversation as a diversion to allow Piki and Bang to make their escape.

  As the pair approached the door, one of the Secret Servicemen stepped in, removing his sunglasses. “Hi, Ms. Bergman,” he said with a smile. “I wanted you to know, off the record, you're quite a beautiful little thing, alien species or no. Your eyes are gorgeous."

  "Thank you,” Piki said primly, drawing back slightly.

  "Any time you want someone to show you around the world of humanity, just let me know,” the agent continued, despite Piki's closed body language and withdrawal. “I'm sure there are those of us who can do a much better job of introducing you to... some things... than a stuffy old British prime minister."

  Piki moved closer to Bangler; sensing her bodyguard's urging, she plucked up her courage and asked, “Such as?"

  "Oh,” the agent's voice dropped low, “a little hands on training, maybe? It doesn't have to be painful, you know."

  A keening wail issued from Piki's throat. “NO!” she cried. “Stay away!"

  "You son of—you bastard!” Bangler snapped, stepping protectively in front of Piki as he swiftly corrected himself to avoid language that would exacerbate Piki's panicked reaction. “Is there a brain in that head, or is that what the cord in your ear is for?! What the he- blazes do you think you're doing, propositioning a woman who's been raped within the week??"

  "More than you're able to do, soldier boy,” the agent said coldly. “You've probably got orders not to even touch.” He got up in Bangler's face; he was roughly the same size and height, so it was an even match. “You're in serious trouble, sergeant. In fact I'll see to it you get permanently dead-ended, if not sent to Leavenworth, for that little outburst."

  "I don't think so."

  Both men spun at that, to find President Waterman and General Salter side by side, glaring. Piki hid her face in Bangler's back, trembling and patently terrified.

  "Sir,” Bangler and the agent said in unison.

  As one, Waterman and Salter held up warning hands. “You first, John,” Waterman said.

  "Sergeant, take your charge and go. Now. We'll handle this. Very good, by the way,” the general added.

  "Thank you, sir."

  "Would you be willing to keep it up?” the general asked meaningfully. Piki watched the exchange, peeping over Bangler's shoulder.

  "I... I suppose so, sir,” Bang replied slowly, “at least, to a point."

  "I... understand. Good. And thank you. Dismissed."

  Bangler turned and took Piki by the shoulders and eased her out of the room, then hustled her down the corridor and away.

  "My turn,” Waterman said grimly. “Agent Patterson, you are hereby relieved of duty pending an investigation. You may be summarily dismissed. You were on duty and still chose to proposition a being who is, effectively, an ambassador of her people. YOU are the one who is in serious trouble."

  Secret Service agent Patterson blanched.

  By the end of the day, NATO was settled, the UN was pacified, and the UN Security Council was concentrating more on extraterrestrial matters than international. But China and the Islamic Confederacy were still incensed, and India was in the throes of inner turmoil.

  Congress called an emergency session which ran very late into the night, discussing the Snapper threat as well as the possibility of nuclear retaliation. It was known that China had nukes, and further, it was suspected as well that several members of the Islamic Confederation had purchased them from various former components of the Soviet Union in need of ready cash after the breakup. The issue in question was how best to protect the United States, let alone the entire planet, from attack on various fronts.

  The matter was settled when most of the countries signatory to NATO threw their weight—and their finances—into a joint space fleet.

  The vote in favor of an emergency funding of the fleet passed 94 to 3 with 3 abstentions in the Senate, and with better than a three-quarters majority in the House.

  By the time Piki and Bangler reached the Brider Enclave, Caleb Washington and Wayne Terhune had received the orders to effect fleet construction at all possible speed.

  They had also been informed that Terhune was, henceforward, Space Admiral Wayne Terhune, in charge of the just commissioned United States Space Fleet, and the newest member of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.
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   Chapter 8
  

  Bang walked Peggy back to her quarters after the movie. “I liked that,” she said softly, with a smile. “For once, it had a happy ending."

  "Yeah,” Bangler agreed. “The good guy got the girl for a change."

  "Speaking of which,” Peggy murmured as they arrived at her door, “wanna come in for awhile?"

  "Sure,” Bang agreed, giving her a grin. “You have any whisky?"

  "Yeah. I thought an after date drink might be nice, too."

  They entered, and Bang saw that Peggy's quarters were pretty much the same as his, except that she'd prettied hers up a bit with some framed pictures of flowers and nature scenes, as well as some soft, colorful throw rugs. Several matching accent pillows adorned the bed. He wondered briefly where she'd managed to come up with all of it, let alone get it past inspection, before she brought him a double shot of Jack Daniels.

  "Have a seat on the nearest thing I've got to a couch,” Peggy said, plopping down on the end of the bed and patting the mattress next to her as she sipped her own shot of dark rum. “That's why I have all the pillows."

  Bang chuckled, sipped his drink, and eased his body down next to her. “I can't say that my quarters are anything to write home about, but I've got the feeling, once we get spaceborne, it's only gonna be tighter."

  "Yeah, probably even worse than the sub, from what I've heard,” Bang agreed. “They're trying to maximize everything, including fighting force."

  "I dunno, Bang,” Peggy murmured, taking another swallow of rum. “I just don't have a good feeling about these Snappers."

  "Ah, don't worry about it, Peg. From what I could tell, the Zeng Wu got surprised. When the Galactic came in, knowing what was going on, they pretty much routed ‘em.” Bang confidently knocked back a significant portion of his drink, glad to be off duty for a change.

  
   One quick nice buzz, and then sip the rest of it. At least we finally got to go on our date, he thought. I mean, Piki is coming along great now, but I was ready for some time away.

  He considered the progress the alien woman had made. She now had tanned skin instead of a green pelt, with long, pale blonde hair cascading from her head. Her nose and ears had become more prominent, and her lips were forming properly. Her smile was starting to turn heads—and not away, he'd noted—which, for some reason, he found disturbing. The orange of her eyes had darkened somewhat, and their shape was closer to a wide almond than previously. The pupils are round instead of catlike now, too, he realized.

  The fit of her clothing—for with the disappearance of the pelt, she'd begun wearing clothing continually—had changed some, too. But Bang wasn't about to go asking why, let alone what was underneath. He knocked back the rest of his drink at that thought, wondering why it seemed to bother him. Hm. Maybe agitate is a better word, he decided, puzzling over his reaction. Ah, it's probably like watching your young protege grow up, I guess. He tried to dismiss the thought entirely.

  "Want some more?” Peggy asked, noticing his empty glass. “Got a couple bottles of stuff, especially for tonight."

  "Um, yeah, sure,” Bang said, hiding his startlement and holding out his empty glass. 'Especially for tonight'? What the hell did that mean? Does she expect...? Uh boy.

  Peggy topped off her own glass and brought it and Bang's refilled glass back to the end of the bed. “Here ya go, hot stuff."

  Piki sat in Sira's and John's joint quarters, moisture leaking from her dark orange eyes. “But... but he went with HER,” she protested, in something very close to a wail of despair. “I... I hoped he..."

  "Patience, Piki,” Sira murmured, taking the other Crispy in her arms and hugging her, rocking her like a child. “I know it hurts. But you have to let HIM choose."

  "He's afraid, Piki,” Tomlinson pointed out. “I think you need to know something. I... he didn't tell me I couldn't talk about this, but please don't let him know that I did, in case I'm accidentally breaching his confidence: He and I discussed it, early on, when you asked him to mentor you. See, Piki, he already knows that you easily have the capability of becoming his ‘perfect woman.’ But he feels like that takes away his free will in the matter. Like it leaves him no choice. And I'm not sure he's ready to commit to a serious relationship yet, anyway."

  Piki raised a tear streaked face. “So... he is not really with her, either?"

  "I would be very surprised,” Sira soothed. “They have not known each other THAT long. Besides, he did meet her before he met you, remember. This date may very well have been arranged some time back, and had to be postponed."

  "Do you understand the nature of what you're feeling, Piki?” Tomlinson wondered. “Do you understand that, in humans, the emotions you are feeling would be construed as physical attraction, which can eventually lead to love and mating?"

  "Ma- mating?” Piki stumbled over the word in horror. “As in... touching? Rape?"

  "No, not at all like rape,” Sira murmured, stroking Piki's hair to soothe her. “I'm sure you've seen how close John and I are."

  "Yes..."

  "Does that seem like what happened to you?"

  "No, it is nowhere close,” Piki admitted. “You and John are very... when I am with you both, I sense warmth and... and togetherness. It is as if you are one, and yet not one."

  "And that's what love is, Piki,” John elaborated. “Maybe you need to spend some more time with Sira and me, so you can see—and feel—what a healthy relationship is supposed to be like."

  "I think that's an excellent idea, John,” Sira agreed. “Piki?"

  "May I still spend time with Bang-bang as well?"

  "Of course, dear. Maybe we can occasionally ‘double date.’”

  "If he desires to be with me, perhaps."

  "And that's something you have to let HIM decide, Piki,” John added softly, and as gently as he knew how.

  Piki nodded, unutterably sad. “I understand. May I ask you a question?"

  "Sure,” John shrugged.

  "Do the two of you... touch?"

  John's face promptly turned beet red. He looked at Sira helplessly.

  Sira's lips quirked. “Yes, Piki, we do,” she admitted. “And it is very enjoyable."

  Piki sighed in despair. “I do not understand how it could be."

  "Hush, dear,” Sira said, rocking her again. “Hopefully you will, one day. For now, let us be an example to you of what the emotions are like."

  "V- very well.” Piki sniffled a little. “What is the liquid coming from my eyes?"

  "Tears, dear,” Sira smiled gently. “In response to a very human emotion."

  "C'mon,” John offered, “let's go to the computer and do some research on it. It'll help you understand better."

  The three rose and moved to the computer console.

  After several drinks, Peggy and Bang relaxed even more, Peggy going so far as to stretch out on the bed. They talked and laughed about past experiences, shared childhood tales of derring-do gone awry, and generally got to know each other. After awhile, Peggy started wrapping her body around Bang's seated one, resting her head in his lap.

  "So, hot shot,” she murmured, eyes heavylidded, “how about a kiss?"

  Bang grinned and crunched down to cover her mouth with his.

  "Mm,” she sighed into his mouth, “you're good."

  "Thanks. So are you...” Two pairs of eyelids fluttered closed.

  After a few minutes, Bang realized small hands were inside his shirt, stroking his chest. He smiled, enjoying the sensation. “You're a sneaky little thing."

  "Mm. I've got a few tricks up my sleeve, big boy."

  Bang twisted around until he was lying facing Peggy, to make it easier to kiss. She slid her arms inside his shirt, effectively pulling it loose from his pants, and he sighed with pleasure. In response, Peggy pressed deeper into his mouth, and Bang responded in kind.

  But when he felt her hands at the fly of his trousers, his eyes flew open. To his shock, Peggy had already shed her uniform, and underneath was a decidedly non-standard issue set of bra and panties. How did she hide that bright red under her uniform?! he wondered. Uh boy. She's... I've gotta set this straight. He pulled away slightly.

  "Uh, Peggy, you've um, you've got the wrong idea, honey,” he said gently. “I... this was a first date. I..."

  "Yeah, and this is a first night,” Peggy said with a grin, still working on his trousers. “I've been looking forward to this for days."

  "You... you don't understand,” Bang tried to explain, suddenly realizing this probably wasn't going to go well. “I... a year or so ago, there was this girl, and I... and we... I really thought I loved her. I did. And then I found out she'd been cheating on me, and... she got pregnant, it was a real mess, but it was the other guy's... the medical tests proved it... And, well, I just decided I was gonna wait until I KNEW I'd found the right one..."

  "And I'm not the right one,” Peggy said flatly.

  "I don't KNOW yet, Peg,” Bang protested desperately. “It's too soon. That's what I meant. It's only our first date."

  "And this isn't hot enough to change your mind?” Peggy wiggled her scarlet thong clad hips, a seductive smile on her lips.

  "It has nothing to do with that, Peg,” Bang murmured, a hint of pleading in his tone, hoping she would understand. “I... I got burned bad, Peg. I'm just..."

  "Not interested."

  "No, I'm interested, just... not ready."

  "There's a switch,” Peggy said wryly, reaching for her shirt and slipping it on. “Maybe you better go back to your quarters now."

  "Yeah,” Bang said disconsolately, tucking his shirt back in. “I'll... I'll see you tomorrow?"

  "I'll be in staff call,” she said somewhat coolly, fastening her shirt. “Other than that... you can let me know when you're ready."

  Bangler sighed and let himself out.

  For Bang, staff call the next day was a strained affair. Peggy sat across the room from him, not ignoring him, but no longer treating him as a special friend either. Piki sat nearby, unobtrusively sizing up the situation, both visually and with her perceptive sense. Afterward, she approached Bang in private.

  "Last night did not go so well?” she asked softly.

  "No,” Bang admitted. “It started off well, but..."

  "But what?"

  "Remember how I told you about getting hurt after,” he flushed, “after being touched?"

  "Yes?"

  "Peggy didn't understand that I wasn't... wasn't ready for touching yet."

  New blonde eyebrows rose in sudden understanding. “She wanted to be touched."

  "Yeah."

  "And you did not."

  "No. Not... like that. Not yet, anyway."

  "And she got angry."

  "Mm-hm."

  "Did she... beat you?” Piki's forehead wrinkled in deep concern.

  Bang blinked, then abruptly grasped Piki's antecedent to the question. He hastened to reassure her. “No, she just told me to leave. And,” he sighed, “now she's not talking to me. I think I embarrassed her. I didn't mean to; I didn't know that's what she wanted until... well, until she was ready."

  Piki considered, deep orange eyes sad. “Bang-bang?"

  "Hm?"

  "Do you want her back? I believe I can... can help."

  Bang blinked again. “How could you help, Piki?"

  Piki drew a deep breath. “I can ‘fix’ you. I can make you stronger, younger, extend your life indefinitely. I can make you emit... I think they are called pheromones, that she will find irresistible. Then she will be yours, and she will wait until you are ready, however long it may take."

  "But... if I've got an extended life... and she doesn't,” Bang tried to puzzle his way through, “won't she get old and die before...?"

  "I can... I can do it for her, too.” Bang never saw the pain it cost Piki to make such a gesture.

  Bang rubbed his forehead, considering the matter hard, then made a decision. “Piki, I'd been thinking about this anyway, but with respect to the political stuff that's going on. You once offered to enhance me..."

  "And that offer is being extended again today, Bang-bang.” Piki looked at him and tried to smile with soft, moist lips that quivered. “I want you to be happy."

  Bang gazed at the Crispy before him. Her transformation was nearly complete: beautiful deep orange eyes; a heart shaped face; long platinum hair; a pert, adorable nose; full, luscious rosy lips; a curvaceous but not overdone body with long, shapely legs. She's even more beautiful than the computer simulacrum, he realized.

  "Aw, Piki,” he said softly, ruffling her silver blonde hair affectionately. “I appreciate that. But... if Peggy isn't willing to wait until we've known each other better—battle comrades notwithstanding—maybe she isn't the right one anyway. And if she is, she'll calm down after she gets over being embarrassed. No, what I think I'd like for you to do for me is to make me the best possible ME I can be. Peggy said something last night: She's got a bad feeling about these Snapper sons of... er, bastar... uhm, bad guys, and frankly, I do, too. I think we're going to need some fast, strong soldiers in what may be coming, and if I'm gonna be involved—and I am—I'd like to be able to make a difference and still come back in one piece."

  Piki mulled that over. “So... you want to be ‘fixed,’ as the bad Prime Minister put it, but not to dominate women, and not to take over. You want to help."

  "Yes,” Bang declared firmly.

  "Okay,” Piki said simply. “I will help you do that."

  Operation Big Bang, as Bangler whimsically put it, commenced immediately. Sira and Tomlinson were let in on it, and Tomlinson was in full agreement, pointing out that Bangler had a bright mind, an excellent strategic idea and good instincts. Sira assisted Piki, having learned some safe ‘shortcuts’ in the course of her genetics work, and in just under a week they declared Bangler's enhancements finished.

  In the meanwhile, it gave the four a considerable amount of time together—nearly around the clock—which was just what Sira wanted and what Piki needed. The newly minted human began to see the nature of the relationship between John and Sira; noted, too, certain similarities of attitude and mindset between Bang and John. All four got along well, and within the first forty-eight hours of the little experiment, became a very close knit group.

  Piki was still uncertain about the human notion of intimacy—very much so—but she also wanted the opportunity to find out. And that meant ensuring that Bangler would be coming back from whatever missions he undertook. So Piki took especial care in enhancing him.

  When Sira and Piki declared the transformation complete, Tomlinson called in Lieutenant Hand Anderson and Sergeants David McAllister and Michael Wang, then put Bang through his paces on an obstacle course. It wasn't until then that Bang himself realized how much he'd changed. He drove a double weight sled back as if it were nothing, scaled a net like a spider, broke the rope suspending a weight bag, and still ran the course in record time.

  "Sheeeeit,” Hand muttered when Tomlinson clicked the stopwatch. “Now THAT is a Space Marine."

  Bang jogged up to them; he was barely panting. “How'd I do?

  "Broke every course record we've got,” Tomlinson noted. “By a substantial margin. In every case."

  "WHAAAT?!"

  "You heard the man,” Mac commented. “You beat every member of my Special Ops unit all hollow."

  "We need to talk to the Crispies,” Hand decided, “all of them. I wonder how many of our boys and girls they can enhance at a time?"

  "Just one each, according to Piki,” Bang informed them. “Takes about a week and a half. A week if they're in a hurry or more than one of ‘em works on ya."

  "And we have... mmm, Sira, Piki, Chris, Peter, Karen, Dalunith, and Frstiminith,” Hand noted. “Do you think Dalunith is up to it, though?"

  "Sira told me he was basically back to normal now,” Tomlinson said. “Chris, Peter, and Karen have been helping him. He's good to go. In fact, he and Frstiminith were starting to consider their own conversions to human."

  "So we could do groups of seven at a time,” Hand decided. “We could have our platoon done inside a month's time."

  "We could,” McAllister agreed. “Should we talk to Colonel Chadwick?"

  "Not yet,” Tomlinson warned. “The Crispies have to be willing. This isn't a snap of the fingers for them, by any means."

  "So we talk to our Crispies first,” Hand ordered.

  Piki was walking back to her quarters alone, deep in thought. I must discuss this with my fellow Cresperians, she decided. Bang-bang has struck upon an excellent idea. But Sira and I cannot do it alone. We will all need to...

  Her musings were interrupted by a hand on her arm. She turned, apprehension gripping her insides, to see a vaguely familiar man standing beside her, a wide smile on his handsome face. A short shock of blond hair framed said face, and hazel eyes crinkled at the corners as they gazed at her.

  "Hi,” he said in a friendly fashion. “I'm Pete McCord. I'm a NASA propulsion engineer. I don't know if you remember me. We sat next to each other at the last briefing."

  "I... recollect you, yes,” Piki said warily. She could already sense what he wanted, and she only desired to get away. A knot of fear grew in her throat; it was a struggle to swallow. “I am afraid I am busy right now.” She resumed walking toward her quarters, moving swifter.

  "Oh, this won't take long. You're Cresperian, right?” McCord asked, matching his stride to hers.

  "I am,” Piki said shortly.

  "Good. I've... heard a lot about you Crispies, and I was wondering. You're a gorgeous babe. Would you like to go to the movies with me sometime?"

  "I am afraid not,” she said bluntly, spotting her door ahead with thankfulness. “I anticipate being extremely busy in the near future, helping Earth prepare to ward off any Snappers."

  "Oh, surely you'll have some down time. You can't work twenty-four hours straight."

  "We can do so for several days straight,” Piki corrected him. She arrived at her door and touched the lock plate. There was a click, and the door opened. “Excuse me, please. I must get ready for my meeting."

  "Oh, I don't think so,” McCord said, forcing his way through the door behind her with a smirk. “See, I don't take ‘no’ that easily. And I've heard all about how sex starved and hungry you Crispies are. I think you're just playing hard to get, trying to get me all hot and bothered.” He grabbed her arm again and pulled her against him. “Guess what? It worked. And I'm here to fulfil every fantasy you've ever had, sweetheart.” He bent his head to kiss her.

  Just then his shoulder was grabbed and jerked with enough force to spin him around. He lost his grip on Piki, who retreated across the room to the computer console, and found himself staring into the angry gray eyes of Sergeant Edward Bangler.

  "What the h- blazes do you think you're doing?” Bang growled.

  "Satisfying a little hottie,” McCord replied insolently, shoving Bang's hand away, “and three's a crowd. So shove off, kevlar top. The babe and I have some unfinished business—horizontal business. And believe me, she'll be more than satisfied when I'm done."

  "Has the lady told you she WANTED to be satisfied?” Bang asked, replacing his hand on McCord's shoulder.

  This time McCord found he couldn't break Bang's grip, which was tightening uncomfortably. “That's between the two of us. And like I said, three's a crowd."

  "I don't think so,” Bang snarled. “You obviously haven't got a clue who you're talking to, or what she's been through. I suggest you leave now."

  "Oh yeah? What're YOU gonna do about it, bad ass?” McCord challenged.

  "Oh, it's not what I'LL do to you,” Bang said with a wolfish grin, his hand continuing to tighten on McCord's shoulder; the engineer was now struggling to avoid grimacing in pain. “It's what SHE'LL do to you."

  "Wha?"

  "The last man who tried to force his attentions on my friend over there,” Bang nodded at Piki, “came away from the encounter with no balls and a dick barely big enough to piss with. Now, if you value your ability to reproduce—and given your level of comprehension, I'm not sure if you ought to be allowed to swim in the gene pool—I strongly suggest you apologize to the lady and get the hell out of her quarters. And never speak to her again."

  McCord paled. “She's... she's THAT one...?"

  "She is."

  "Oh, dear God,” McCord whispered. “Lemme go! Lemme go, now!"

  Bang released him, and he bolted out the door and down the hall, disappearing around a corner.

  Piki stayed by the computer, seeming frozen. Bang turned to her. “I'm sorry, Piki,” he apologized softly. “I know I used some words you don't like hearing. But that idiot wasn't gonna get the picture otherwise."

  "I... I know,” Piki murmured. “Thank you, Bang-bang. He... is as arrogant as the Prime Minister was, though in a different way. I... was able to record the incident, after you freed me.” She gestured to the computer, then switched off the video camera attached to it.

  "Good. Send it to the NASA coordinator here at the Enclave. That'll fix his little red wagon well enough, I'd think."

  "But... I thought you could not send them back."

  "Given how public things are getting,” Bang noted, “that might not be true. But what IS true,” he added with a smirk, “is that we've got a brig now. I don't think you'll be seeing him again, even ‘across a crowded room.’”

  "Oh,” Piki said, then managed a weak grin herself, as she sat down to email the video to the chief NASA liaison.

  Later, she contacted Sira. They had a brief, intense discussion, then agreed to meet in Sira's quarters.

  Anderson, with Tomlinson's help, approached the small contingent of Crispies already gathered in Sira Whitman's apartment. “Guys, we were wondering..."

  "Yes,” Chris Roberts, one of the original Crispies brought in from the Rocky Mountains, said, before Hand could even get out his question. “Sira and Piki have told us what they have done with Sergeant Bangler. And we are aware of the enhancements to Sergeant Tomlinson, Dr. Trung, and Kyle Leverson. Piki also explained Sergeant Bangler's rationale. We are in agreement."

  "You... you are?” Hand tried not to stammer.

  "Yes,” Sira said softly. “John and I have talked about the concept a good bit in the past. Also the four of us—myself, John, Piki, and Sergeant Bangler—discussed it considerably while Piki and I were enhancing the sergeant. And judging from the video we saw from the Zeng Wu, we are agreed that the Crispies and the enhanced humans were the ones who were best able to hold their own in the fight."

  "We believe this may be the best use of our abilities at this time,” Frstiminith agreed. “Dalunith and I have decided to postpone our own conversions until we can enhance—or ‘fix,’ as Piki likes to put it—as many of your Space Marines as is possible for us to do without exhausting ourselves."

  "Which thing we do NOT want you to do,” Anderson averred. “May we go forward to our superiors with this?"

  "With one caveat,” Peter Murphy, one of Piki's colleagues, added. “NO one is to be ORDERED to do this. Each space marine must volunteer, as we have volunteered. We will not perform the modifications against the person's will. We have had enough of that ourselves; we will not inflict it upon others."

  "Understood,” Hand agreed.

  "You're kidding,” Colonel Chadwick said blankly. “They want to enhance our people?"

  "They feel, as we do, it may be one of our best edges against... whatever's going to happen,” Anderson explained. “But we can't issue orders. The Crispies made that plain. It has to be voluntary."

  "I don't think we'll have any shortage of volunteers,” Chadwick observed. “Hell, I'll be at the head of the line, if I can pull rank.” He nodded. “I'll go forward to Washington and Terhune."

  "HELL, yes,” Terhune agreed immediately. “How fast can we get it started?"

  "Wait a damn minute, Wayne,” Washington interrupted. “What kind of strain is this going to put on our Crispies?"

  "Not that much, sir,” Chadwick declared. “They know their limits, and they know it doesn't do us or them any good to push too hard."

  "Is the injured one from China up to this?"

  "Right as rain, sir. Clean bill of health from our medics as well as the other Crispies."

  Caleb Washington thought for a few moments, while Admiral Terhune fidgeted in impatience, and Chadwick waited patiently for orders.

  "All right,” General Washington agreed. “I'm with you, Wayne. Let's get this rolling. Put out the call for volunteers, Chadwick."

  "Yes, SIR."

  "So,” Peggy said to Bang in the mess hall, “I hear you're Superman now. The first in a long line, it appears."

  Bang flushed. “Not really Superman. Just... a little better.” He paused. “You gonna have it done?"

  "Damn straight. If I gotta patch up wounded, it's a lot more useful if I can run like hell and lift a couple times my own weight. Or at least more than, to get TO the wounded and get ‘em outta more harm's way."

  "Yeah, it works really good."

  "Your pretty little Crispy do it for you?"

  "She's not ‘my’ Crispy, but yes, Piki—and Sira—did it."

  "Ah,” Peggy said, her brittleness wilting a bit. “Why did you decide to do it?"

  "Because of what you said,” Bang shrugged.

  "About what?"

  "About having a bad feeling about the Snappers."

  "Oh."

  "I figured, if it came to a fight with some real bad boys, it'd be nice if I had a little extra edge,” Bang admitted. “Actually, Piki offered to do it to help me win you back."

  "She did?” Peggy sat upright, dark brown eyes wide. “Damn."

  "What?"

  "I knew she cared about you, but I didn't realize it was that much."

  Bang hung his head. “I..."

  "Listen, Bang, it's okay,” Peggy said softly. “I... was jealous of Piki, getting you for that D.C. trip, and... and I threw myself at you. I'm sorry. I got to thinking, and kinda reading between the lines of what you admitted to. And you've got reason for being hurt, and reason for taking your time. And that's the mark of a sensitive, intelligent, wise man."

  Bang nodded. “Thanks,” was all he said.

  "I guess you should know,” Peggy began awkwardly, “I started seeing this guy over in Company C. It was a rebound thing at first, but he and I... it's... pretty intense."

  Bang nodded, hiding his resignation. “You two serious?"

  "I... think so."

  Bang slapped a mischievous grin on his face to hide the disappointment and rejection. “But does he KISS as good as I do?"

  Peggy blushed scarlet. “Um. Well, maybe not quite."

  Bang grinned ruefully. “I'll take what I can get, I guess."

  "Listen, are you and Piki...?"

  Bang shrugged. “Subject's never actually come up, except for some really naive comments on her part back on the sub. And I sure as hell dunno how to BRING it up. Or even if I want to,” he admitted frankly.

  "You oughta do SOMEthing for her, after all that enhancement,” Peggy pointed out.

  "Yeah, I guess so,” Bang admitted. “Besides, all this waiting around for the other shoe to drop is killing me."

  "What do you mean?"

  "The Galactic is out there, somewhere. Did they find Cresperia? Did the Snappers find THEM? Are they still alive? Are the Snappers headed here? Are China and the Islamic Confederacy gonna push the button? One? Both? What the hell is gonna happen next? The suspense is getting next to me."

  "Yeah,” was all Peggy could think of to say.

  For lack of any better ideas, Bang asked Piki if she'd like to go to a movie, and she agreed. To make it easier on the pair, Sira and Tomlinson offered to make it a double date, and to cook dinner for four in their quarters. Bang and Piki accepted, and the four had a congenial evening together. The movie playing in the Enclave theater was an action adventure with comic overtones, and the two female Crispies sat side by side, with the men flanking them. Piki murmured the occasional question when the movie ventured into areas she didn't comprehend, and either Sira or Bang whispered explanations.

  In the end, Bang decided it had been an enjoyable evening. So, for that matter, did Piki. They discussed it a little bit, casually, as Bang walked Piki back to her quarters.

  "So this is a first date,” Piki murmured thoughtfully. “I think it was a nice first date, Bang-bang."

  "Good,” Bang grinned. “I'm glad you enjoyed it."

  "Are you going to want to come in now and... do anything?” The lovely copper eyes were inscrutable, but the slight hesitation in her voice betrayed Piki's anxiety.

  Bang shrugged. “Not necessarily. If you want me to, I can come in and talk for awhile. Or if you'd rather, I can go back to my quarters."

  "Would... you mind... not coming in... this time?” Piki looked up at him, pleading with those glorious eyes.

  "No,” Bang murmured, understanding. “It's okay. I know how you feel."

  "Thank you,” Piki whispered. “But...” she tilted her face to one side, “you may kiss me, if you wish..."

  Bang smiled, bent down, and dropped a soft kiss on the velvet cheek. Then he saw her safely into her quarters and made his way back to his own, happy with the evening and deciding maybe it might not be so bad after all to date an alien. He went to bed happy and content.

  The next morning, however, the other shoe dropped.

  "All hands, please report to the auditorium immediately. All hands not on security duty, please report to the auditorium immediately. This is not a drill.” The loud annunciation from his computer woke Bang from his sleep. He leaped from the bed, years of military instinct taking over, and realized he was hearing the voice filtering through the door of his quarters as well. Must be loudspeakers in the hall, he thought. I hope this isn't “The Big One."

  He shucked into a fresh uniform, ran a damp comb through his close shorn hair to ensure there were no cowlicks, scraped a dry razor across his cheeks, and headed out the door.

  The corridor was a river of people, all headed in the same direction he was. Side corridors were tributaries, funneling more and more human floodwater into the main stream. At last, like tumbling over a waterfall, they spilled into the lake of the auditorium, where they swirled about, located their respective units, and sat together in some semblance of order. The Crispies intermingled with Bangler's platoon. Piki chose to sit next to Bang, and Bang could find no particular objection to having a gorgeous blonde beside him.

  Once everyone was seated, Admiral Terhune himself rose and moved to the front. A soft gasp went up from civilian and military alike; Bang realized that, whatever it was, it was serious.

  "Ladies and gentlemen,” he boomed across the auditorium without need of a microphone, “The USSS Galactic has entered our solar system. In two minutes, we will be receiving a broadcast from that vessel which is also being relayed to the President and his staff of advisors, as well as to the heads of state of our allied nations, though with a slight delay in transmission. This will be our initial debrief regarding what they have found. And since they entered the solar neighborhood with all speed, we may assume that the news they bear is extremely important."

  He sat down, and moments later, the viewscreen flickered to life.

  General William Shelton's face appeared onscreen. “Sorry it couldn't be Jules sitting here,” he said, referring to Captain Becker, “but he's a little busy right now, navigating into the solar system as fast as possible without repeating the Cresperians’ wreck."

  "That's okay, Bill,” Caleb Washington said on a microphone headset Bang hadn't noticed him don. “What's up? You guys are coming in like hell bent for leather, as the saying goes."

  "Well, we got good news and bad news. First off, did the Zeng Wu make it back?"

  "They did, safe and sound—at least from the point where the Galactic showed on the scene."

  "Good. So you already know about some of the bad news."

  "If by that you mean the Snapper race, yes."

  Shelton drew a deep breath. “Okay. Good news. We found Cresperia. Bad news. So did the starship from India, who had a deranged Crispy on board, purporting to be their god, Kalki, Tenth Avatar of Vishnu. More bad news: they got there first."

  "Shi...” Washington began, then broke off, remembering the abused Crispies in his audience. “Blast."

  "Good news. Kalki went totally off the deep end and got himself and a bunch of his more rabid followers killed. Bad news. The Snappers followed us to Cresperia, even though we tried to lose ‘em,” Shelton continued.

  "So that's why you're running at max speed,” Washington realized. “Are they following you?"

  "Not so far as our sensors can detect, Caleb,” Shelton noted. “But we couldn't detect them during part of the flight to Cresperia and they still found us. So I don't know. Besides, good news: The Crispies outfitted our ship with technology that whupped the Snappers’ butts when they attacked Cresperia. That's the other reason we're going ‘hell-bent for leather’—to get the technology back here before the Snappers can find Earth."

  "Fantastic,” Washington noted grimly. “We'll all be glad to have that. Keep going; you don't look like you're done with the eleven o'clock news report yet."

  "I'm not,” Shelton said simply. “More good news: the Indian ship left. Bad news. We haven't seen them since, so we don't know if they were captured by Snappers, or their ship malfunctioned, or they took a different route back, or what. Good news: We have a colony on Cresperia, composed of civilian human scientists, a contingent of Space Marines, and Gordon Stuart heading up the Crispy humans, of which there were several in progress when we left."

  Washington waited. Shelton stared at the screen. “What else is up, Caleb? Waiting for the bad news."

  "That's it. No more news. End of the report. Downlinking a list of casualties from the Swavely fight, and another fight on another planet, for notification of next of kin now."

  "So you found a second group of hostile aliens?"

  "No,” Shelton corrected, “we found another planet of Snappers. We figure we inadvertently encroached on the edge of their space. Whether they have an empire or the like, or not, we didn't bother to find out, for obvious reasons. The encounter at the second planet was an immediate and unprovoked attack upon an exploratory team of scientists. Needless to say, we got the hell out in a real hurry."

  "How bad?” Washington winced.

  "Josh and I figured you'd ask that,” Shelton said. “Here's some video one of the surviving scientists got of the initial attack."

  The image of Shelton faded, replaced by a lovely pastoral scene. Humans fanned out through the meadow in front of the ship, and began taking samples of soil, flora, and other, less identifiable items. A few just held hands and strolled. Rolling hills faded into the distance, and a stream lined with something that closely approximated Earth trees ran off to one side.

  Abruptly two large hovercraft zoomed over the hills and landed at the edge of the field. They opened and disgorged hordes of Snapper infantry, which immediately began firing on the civilians with laser weaponry, obviously with intent to kill—at which they were decidedly successful. The hovercraft themselves turned into armored vehicles similar to large tanks, equipped with heavy laser cannons, adding to the mayhem. Many humans went down screaming, until the remainder could organize themselves and begin to fall back. The scene rapidly turned into hellacious, gory carnage.

  Over the shoulder of the cameraman, a large laser beam suddenly lanced forward, attacking the armored vehicles, and the popcorn sound of small arms fire could be heard. Moments later the camera view swung wildly, taking in a view of the Earth ship before diving down. A jiggling view of the ground, then of the metal ramp, followed, and the audience realized the cameraman was running for his life to get inside the ship while he still could.

  "We pretty much had to take out the sons of bitches to the last man—er, being,” Shelton said, as a view of his face returned. “We lost an entire platoon of marines, but we couldn't take off until we'd cut down the attack sufficiently to do so safely, and they wouldn't stop until there weren't enough left to mount an attack. Even then, the few survivors were still firing on us as we took off.” He shook his head. “These are some real mothe—"

  Caleb Washington cut him off quickly. “We believe you, Bill,” he said hurriedly. “What else?"

  "Here's some footage of the Snappers’ interaction at Cresperia,” Shelton added.

  Again his face was replaced by video, this time of the standoff exchange between the Indian ship and the Snappers, followed by the destruction of the small Snapper runabout. Then it cut to a montage of Snapper raids on the Crispies’ automated supply ships, followed by a scene of a Snapper runabout's attack on a Cresperian underground city, using split screen to depict orbital and ground based scenes. The lovely garden on the surface vanished, but the laser cannon stopped short of reaching the rock carved buildings beneath. Suddenly a bright flash erupted from the city and the Snapper runabout... vanished. Shelton's face came back.

  "Completely unprovoked attacks on Cresperia, I might add,” he said. “No communication between them and the Cresperians, and the Cresperians made no move to harm them."

  "Could they have thought the Indian ship was Cresperian?” General Washington wondered, and waited while Shelton considered the matter.

  "It's possible, I suppose,” Shelton finally said, “but unlikely. Their ship and ours didn't look enough alike for the Snappers to be certain they were built by the same people. And I fully expect the Snappers could resolve the planetary surface sufficiently to see that our tenders were positioned... opposite each other, let's just say."

  Caleb nodded. “Okay. Bring it on in and let's get started on the technology. What is it, by the way?"

  "Defensive shields and offensive beams, and the brains to go with them,” Shelton said, mildly cryptic. “We'll be on the ground in half an hour."

  "Are you still convinced they're peaceful, Sandra?” President Waterman asked his Secretary of State as the transmission ended.

  "Absolutely,” Fellowes declared. “Obviously the second outpost had had communications about the evil invading humans from the first outpost. No wonder they followed them to Cresperia."

  "But they attacked the Cresperians!” CIA director Jess Ravenshoe protested, incredulous.

  "You heard the general say they mistook the Indian and American ships for Cresperian ships,” Fellowes shrugged.

  "You only hear what you want to, Sandra,” General Salter remarked, voice dripping with disgust. “He SAID he SUPPOSED they MIGHT, but that it was IMPROBABLE."

  "You military types are all alike, aren't you?” Fellowes snapped. “It's never YOUR fault."

  "Considering every video we have yet seen, and every testimony from STATE DEPARTMENT PERSONNEL, have corroborated that conclusion, yes,” Salter averred.

  "Just give me half a chance,” Fellowes declared confidently. “I'll show you what real diplomacy can do with intelligent beings."

  Waterman sighed. “Be patient, Sandra. You never know. You just might get it."
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   Chapter 9
  

  As soon as the Galactic landed, technicians and engineers were waiting to meet it, study the new technology, and begin replicating it for the some eight other ships of the fleet that were currently in various stages of construction. Becker and his crew stayed with the ship, but Shelton and the Leversons led the civilians, both Crispy and human, off the starship and toward waiting transport.

  Soon they were on their covert way to the Enclave.

  A spur of the moment cocktail party took place the evening after arrival, in the Leversons’ quarters. Every Crispy in the Enclave, new and old, as well as their friends and significant others and several officials such as Caleb Washington and Bill Shelton and his wife, were there. All in all, the apartment, large though it was, was jammed; there were nearly thirty Crispies, with associated humans.

  "We did it, guys!” Kyle exclaimed enthusiastically, popping the cork on a magnum sized bottle of champagne. “We not only found Cresperia, we're now an interstellar species!"

  "We did,” his wife Jeri grinned. “Or rather, you did. We were already an interstellar species, I guess."

  By this time, all of the Crispies had converted successfully to human, and were happily participating in the food and drink. “And we are very glad you did,” one of the ‘imports’ from Cresperia, who'd taken the name Margie Jones, declared. “This is a delightful exploration of a new culture."

  "Not without loss, though,” Shelton said quietly, and the group sobered.

  "Listen, everyone,” Caleb Washington injected into the sudden silence, “not meaning to mix business with pleasure, but since everyone who needs to discuss this is already here, I've got some propositions to put to you..."

  "We are already doing this, those of us who have been here,” Piki averred, standing beside Bang. “We have been grateful for our rescues and, considering the news the first starship returned with, decided it was appropriate."

  "I suggest a vote,” Jeri remarked. “All in favor, raise your right hand."

  Every Crispy in the room raised a hand.

  "I think you have your answer, generals,” Jeri grinned broadly. “We're willing. Do we need to start now?"

  "No, no,” Washington protested. “Most of you have barely even gotten moved in. And you certainly deserve this ‘splashdown party.’ Those that can, please report to Sira Whitman's office tomorrow morning. Those that can't, do so when you get the chance."

  "Consider it done, sir,” Margie declared, and everyone returned to the celebration.

  The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, John Salter, had called a classified meeting. Attending were his aide, Lieutenant Gerald Bannerman, functioning as secretary; Secretary of Defense Martin Singletary; CIA Director Jess Ravenshoe; FBI Director Jose Torres; Chief of Crispy Operations, Research and Development, Lieutenant General Caleb Washington; his predecessor in that post, General William Shelton, back from space for a scant week; and Space Fleet Commander In Chief Wayne Terhune.

  "So the Crispies’ defensive shields have a limited area, huh, Caleb?” Salter asked.

  "Yeah,” Washington responded. “Stands to reason. Can't say I fully understand this ‘unreality physics’ myself, but if nothing else, you have power supplies and fluxes and inverse square laws and all kinds of shit like that. Same goes for the disintegrator cannons."

  "So what's the effective range?” Singletary wondered.

  "One maximum scale shield will safely cover roughly ten thousand square miles,” Washington noted.

  "And according to our observations,” Shelton added, “the cannon will go through atmosphere up to low orbit—say about three hundred klicks or so. Probably farther in space, five or six hundred, MAYBE as much as a thousand, without atmospheric attenuation, I'd estimate, before inverse square laws render it ineffective. But we didn't have occasion to find out, thank God."

  Salter, Singletary, and Torres drew deep breaths. “That's nowhere near large enough to cover our bigger cities, let alone the biggest,” Torres pointed out.

  "Yeah, but we're working on a way to ‘daisy chain’ the shields,” Washington informed them. “Seems Bill brought back a shitload of reinforcements to our Crispy contingent. We've got about four times as many as we had awhile ago. And every one of ‘em busy helping us get ready. Those guys multitask like an octopus on speed."

  "That sounds better,” Singletary decided. “So for a city the size of New York, we'd just..."

  "We'd daisy chain about half a dozen shields in the right conformation to cover all the boroughs,” Shelton confirmed. “There are a couple of drawbacks, though."

  "The rural areas,” Salter noted.

  "Yep,” Torres sighed. “Saw that one comin.’”

  "That's one,” Terhune agreed. “But, assuming we don't get nuked by the Chinese in the grain belt or something, we plan on sending out garrisons of troops armed with disintegrator weapons as soon as any hint of Snappers in the area comes down the pipeline."

  "What kind of pipeline we got?” Ravenshoe queried in surprise. “I never heard about any pipeline."

  "Wups—major oversight there, Jess,” Terhune apologized. “Sorry about that. I thought I got everyone's name on the memo, but things have been moving so fast, I forget my own name half the time. Bill, since you guys first ginned it up, you wanna fill him in?"

  Shelton shook his head. “It's not half bad,” he admitted. “Before we split up, the joint scientific crews of the Zeng Wu and the Galactic pooled their resources and developed a satellite we could drop in quantity throughout the Oort Cloud at the edge of the solar system. They'd be indistiguishable from the comets and other Oort objects, but would detect any incoming objects matching ships of known conformation, then send a signal to Earth. For that matter, they'll notify us of ANYthing incoming, just not with known identity. Then each ship's engineering team built as many as they had material for, and when we passed through on the way home, we dropped ‘em off, sending them into specific orbits. Zeng Wu had the receiver. Since the Galactic got home, we've made and popped about five dozen more into the area without anyone the wiser. We've got a full detection constellation of around a hundred and fifty, two hundred satellites. Now they're working on a second, inner layer, being deployed around the distance to the asteroid belt, only spherical."

  "And did they—” Torres began.

  "Yeah, they caught the Galactic on return,” Salter filled in. “I got the notification of that, right off. But it's been under wraps until we considered the constellation was good to go and full up."

  "Okay, so we've got advance warning,” Singletary mused. “Excellent. And we mobilize troops and activate shields immediately we get a warning."

  "Right,” Terhune agreed.

  "But you said there were a couple of issues,” Ravenshoe recalled. “'Rural areas’ is only one issue."

  "Yeah—the power to run all this hotshot equipment is the second,” Washington pointed out. “Eventually we're going to have a separate infrastructure constructed for powering all this shit. Hardened designs are in development already for that. But the only way we have to do it RIGHT NOW, is to cut power to the cities and divert it to offensive and defensive equipment."

  "That means,” Shelton continued, “that the population has to be prepared for blackouts, and essential services like hospitals have to be ready to switch immediately to generator power for an indefinite time. Not to mention stockpiles of things like food and water."

  Salter drew a deep breath. “Well, it's doable,” he decided. “If Martin and I get Tom to declare martial law during the attack, and we wait until they're in range before activating shit, it oughta work."

  "I always hate declaring martial law, even for things like post-hurricane mop-ups,” Singletary muttered. “But yeah, if we're under attack and possibly invasion, absolutely."

  "What about our allies—other countries?” Ravenshoe considered.

  "They're having essentially the same meeting we are,” Salter informed them. “Getting the procedures in place, and making sure everyone knows what's possible."

  "How much is all of this costing?” Torres asked.

  "A lot,” Singletary said. “But at least for the time being, all of the research and development from the Department of Defense has been thrown in with us, and so has NASA—including their budgets."

  "You're kidding,” Torres said, eyes wide.

  "Nope,” Salter verified. “This Cresperian stuff is the top defense R&D going. Beats anything the regular guys were doing by a couple orders of magnitude, easy. And the NASA Administrator pointed out that they do nobody any good if the planet gets wiped out or taken over. Besides, we're already going where they want to go. And we figured their scientists could probably help fill out our manpower. And brainpower."

  "It's in work right now, in fact,” Washington noted. “Has been for a couple weeks now."

  "Next question: How long will it take to implement all this?” Torres worried. “If either of our starships got followed..."

  "Did we mention the Crispies have replication equipment?” Washington wondered innocently.

  "Rep...” Torres broke off, as a wide smile spread slowly across his olive face. “How many cities are already protected?"

  "Entire East Coast metroplex,” Salter grinned, “major cities on the West Coast, Colorado Springs, Saint Louis, Chicago, Cincinnati, Fort Knox, Atlanta, Houston, Huntsville Alabama, and still going. The Enclave, of course. The spaceports. Oh, we've been busy, all right. Our intent is to get every major city and critical center in the country under shielding."

  "How long until completion of that goal?” Singletary demanded.

  "At the current rate, another two to three weeks,” Washington declared. “The biggest time consumer is actually installation at this point."

  "Go ye forth and continue, then,” Singletary declared, extremely pleased. “I'll see the President is informed."

  Salter, Singletary, Washington, Shelton, and Terhune stayed behind. “So, guys, how's the classified project progressing?” Salter asked.

  "The enhancement? Fast,” Terhune replied, “but not too fast."

  "Meaning?” Singletary wondered.

  "An instantaneous change is painful and can cause damage rather than enhancements,” Washington explained. “That's how Piki Burroughs fought back against that son of a bitch excuse for a Prime Minister when she was held in Scotland. She just made his... er, ‘family jewels’ disappear. From what she told me, he had about enough left to piss, and that was it."

  No one said anything, but every man in the room stiffened, blanching somewhat. Singletary crossed his legs.

  "So the Crispies take it slower for this kind of work,” Terhune filled in. “They've got the process fine tuned, too. It takes only about three or four days per person right now, and with Jeri Leverson back, they're continuing to find ways to speed it up. Seems converting humans holds a lot less danger than converting Crispies, as long as we do psych evals first to see who's liable to get off on a psycho ego kick about it. Which is pretty easy with the Crispies using their perceptive senses along with the shrinks. And now that Caleb has so many Crispies, we're turning out a couple of platoons a week."

  Salter's eyebrow rose. “And how long before you're complete?

  Terhune grinned. “US SPAMCOM,” his grin grew into a smirk despite himself at the acronym, “is still small yet, but we estimate complete enhancement of all psychologically cleared personnel in six months maximum. We're already a quarter of the way there."

  "So enough are ready to be the first line if something happens sooner,” Salter noted.

  "Yes, sir. That includes all platoons involved in Operation Cavalry, too, sir. The one who risked his life to rescue Piki Burroughs was, in fact, the test subject. Per his own request."

  "Excellent. Cream of the crop."

  "You know,” Martin Singletary murmured, thinking, “has anyone thought to notify Cresperia of the danger from the Snappers?"

  "It's my understanding,” Shelton said, “from talking with Jeri Leverson and some of the other Crispies we brought back, that they feel Cresperia is safe. They already demonstrated their ability to protect themselves against the Snappers, and indicated they intended to do the same thing we're doing, protecting major cities. Now, I'll grant that they don't have nearly as many cities as we do, being more spread out and rural. But they seemed to feel confident about it. Besides, we left a pretty big outpost. And I'm sure by now every one of the humans in it is enhanced, knowing the Crispies."

  "Okay,” Singletary nodded. “Just didn't want to leave out our first interstellar allies."

  "No, sir,” Shelton averred. “We wouldn't do that."

  "Good,” Salter said. “Any more questions? Hop to it, then. Dismissed."

  Piki and Bang were strolling back toward Piki's quarters after their latest movie date. This has been pretty nice, Bang realized, shooting a sidelong glance at his companion. I've got a blonde bombshell beside me, with brains like a supercomputer, and gentle and understanding, to boot. I think maybe having a Crispy girlfriend isn't a bad thing at all.

  Just then, Piki asked, “Bang-bang? How is the ship building coming? Do you know?"

  "Oh, yeah,” Bang replied, jerked from his musings. “We got a briefing about that yesterday.” He glanced around and saw no one in their section of corridor, so he dared continue. “Counting the Zeng Wu and the Galactic—both of which have made some quick, minimum crew contingent trips to the edge of the solar system since returning—we now have about a dozen starships, with more being built. But they're working on a new one now,” he lowered his voice. “It's a stealth scout ship, and it's a prototype. Seems Dalunith and a couple of the NASA guys put their heads together and came up with some techniques to combine Crispy and Earth technology for it. If it works, they're gonna build at least four more."

  "Ooo. Capital. What are they calling it? Do they have a name yet?"

  "Working name is the USSS Clippership,” Bang said, “which will probably be the name of the line, but I don't know what they'll actually christen it."

  "What about your allies? Um, our allies?"

  Bang nodded, pleased. “I'm not high up enough in rank to have definite numbers, but figure to double, maybe triple, the number of starships. I'm guessing close to forty, and still building. Earth has a pretty good fleet now, and we're getting there with the shields and armament, too. Scuttlebutt has it a demonstration is being prepared."

  "Uhm... ‘scuttlebutt?’”

  "Oh. Sorry. Gossip."

  "Ah.” A pause. “For... what?"

  "To prove to certain countries who neglect and beat our friends that they shouldn't bother trying to retaliate."

  "Oooohh."

  Bang grinned. She's this adorable mix of naive and sharp. This mentoring gig is FUN.

  "I am glad Dalunith is finally well,” Piki commented. “I felt so badly for him when his head was damaged. He was so upset; we could all feel it."

  "I'm glad, too, Piki. How are YOU doing?"

  "I'm fine. What do you mean?"

  "After... everything that happened to you."

  "Oh.” Her voice sounded a little flat. “Well, it was a very bad way of being introduced to sex."

  "Yes, it was. I'm sorry."

  "Are you enjoying our relationship?” Dark copper eyes gazed at him from a bronzed face framed by platinum hair.

  "Yeah, I am,” Bang admitted. “I was just thinking about that. You're fun to be around, pretty to look at, and you don't... you don't pressure me for... things."

  Piki sighed. “I don't think either of us wants to rush... it."

  "Do you enjoy it?"

  "Yes, very much.” Bang got a brilliant smile as a reward. “You, too, are fun, Bang-bang. It is good to finally know what the real meaning of ‘fun’ is. And you are...” she dug in her memory, “handsome. Intelligent. And you help me considerably. I know you did not wish to do this at first, but I am glad you are beside me so much. You are good for me. And... I care about you."

  Bang flushed. “Well... I'm glad. And the only reason I was reluctant at first was because I didn't want to feel pushed. But..."

  "Because of what happened to me, I do not wish to push,” Piki finished for him. “I remember telling you on the submarine that I wished you to introduce me to nice sex, but I said that in ignorance. Now that I understand the ramifications better, I want to make certain that whatever happens between us is what we both want."

  The last reservation melted away between them, and Bang felt himself totally relax in her company. “Then that's the way it'll go,” he declared.

  "Okay, we're ready if the Western Test Range is ready,” Admiral Terhune informed General Salter in a SPAMCOM Chiefs meeting. “Got a tiny little atoll in the South Pac, completely uninhabited, just enough life on it to tell if anything gets through. Shield's ready, and so is the cannon."

  "We scrambled like hell to do it, though,” Washington grumbled. “Of course the demo needs to occur once we're ready for the Other Guys to test us, which means the bulk of the cities have to be protected first..."

  "'Only a couple of weeks’ is damn good, gentlemen,” Salter praised. “Very damn good. All right, we've got two Minuteman missiles, and two backups, armed and ready to go. And I do mean armed. They're packing fifteen megaton warheads. Each."

  Terhune and Washington both drew deep breaths, but otherwise said nothing. Salter fixed his stern gaze on them.

  "Well?"

  "It should be fine, General,” Terhune verified. “Just a little stage jitters."

  "We've tried several smaller scale tests, and everything worked gangbusters,” Washington agreed.

  "Or maybe that should be blockbusters,” Terhune tried not to smirk. “Or city busters."

  "Something like that,” Caleb agreed, stress releasing as a soft chuckle.

  "Are we ready for the announcement, gentlemen?” the Secretary of Defense, Martin Singleton, interrupted, impatient.

  Salter stared at Washington. The lieutenant general nodded.

  Terhune came under that stern gaze next. He, too, nodded.

  "Ready, Mr. Secretary,” Salter said.

  "Very good,” Singletary noted. “I'll go forward to the President."

  Sira and John, Piki and Bang, gathered in Jeri and Kyle's apartment to watch the broadcast on Kyle's big screen television. How he'd managed to get it into the Enclave none but Jeri and Kyle knew, but Bang was glad of it at the moment. He wanted to see how well this worked, and do so in relative privacy. The big screen in the auditorium was up and running, and most of the rest of the Group was in there. But the Leversons had invited the two couples to join them. Bang suspected they were all as nervous as he was. We all want company while we watch this, he thought, but the auditorium would be just too much. We'd be wound tighter than a Snapper's shorts. Assuming Snappers wear shorts. Gotta be something down there in a wad, though, they're so damn mean.

  The last commercial played, and the screen flickered black for a nanosecond, regaining Bang's attention. Then the strains of “Hail To The Chief” were heard, and an image of President Waterman, seated behind his desk at the Oval Office, appeared.

  "Hello, my fellow humans and my Cresperian friends,” Waterman spoke to the camera broadcasting internationally. “Today is an important day. Today we test to ascertain if our hard work in preparation to repel potential interstellar invaders has borne fruit."

  The screen split into four separate quadrants. One still bore Waterman's image. One depicted a rocket somewhere on the West Coast, ready to launch; a countdown clock was frozen at one minute in the bottom of the image. One depicted a small island from some overhead view, likely a spy satellite, Bang decided; and the last was from a camera apparently on the island itself.

  "Western Test Range, this is Commander in Chief. You are go for test,” Waterman commanded.

  "C in C, this is Western Test Range. Copy that, sir. We are go for test,” a tinny, disembodied voice replied.

  The countdown clock started.

  Plumes of vapor drifted around the base of the missile, but that was the only appearance of life on any of the screens, save for the president turning to watch his own television, and the soft sway of palm trees in an ocean breeze on the island.

  And the countdown clock ticked down the seconds.

  Suddenly the disembodied voice returned. “Launch in seven... six... five..."

  A gush of water from the fire suppression system filled the flame bucket and continued flowing.

  "Three... two... one... ignition!"

  The missile shot upward. The camera swiftly panned to track the missile as it moved out over the Pacific Ocean. As soon as the camera lost the track, the visual for that quadrant of the television screen switched to what was, apparently, a camera on a ship quite some distance out from the island.

  Simultaneously the satellite depiction zoomed out, showing the bright orange spot of the rocket's exhaust moving somewhere off the West Coast. Bangler thought he recognized the general coastline as near Edwards Air Force Base, but he wasn't sure. He did notice that Waterman had leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees as he stared intently at his own screen.

  The shipboard view didn't change.

  Neither did the island view.

  "We are at launch plus five minutes and counting,” the voice noted over the airwaves.

  All six of them sat, dead silent, barely breathing, staring at the television, waiting. The tension in the room was practically palpable; Bang was sure that the Crispies’ perceptive senses must be going nuts. About that time, Bang suddenly realized Piki was clutching his arm. He covered her hand with his own and squeezed, comforting, then returned his attention to the television.

  The satellite view now showed a dim object, evidently the re-entry vehicle containing the warhead, rapidly approaching the island. Its view zoomed in, tightening the image and depicting exactly how close the warhead was to its target.

  "LOOK! There it is!” Kyle cried, pointing at the screen.

  A bright streak in the sky entered the distant ship's view from the top right. It plummeted toward the tiny island atoll.

  Abruptly it... disappeared.

  The island camera merely continued to depict an idyllically peaceful scene of bright tropical birds singing and deep green palm fronds waving, as the foamy white surf splashed on the dark sand.

  "Wha the...?” Bang breathed, shocked. He wasn't sure what he'd expected, but that wasn't it.

  "Just like the Snapper shield,” Kyle observed softly. “You must have similar designs."

  "Could be,” Jeri agreed. “I hope not, though. That might mean they know how to circumvent it."

  "There weren't any indications of that at Cresperia, honey,” Kyle argued. “I'd think they'd have done something then, rather than let their little scout ship get destroyed."

  "Good point."

  By that time a second missile had been launched. Again the tension mounted; the satellite tracked its progress across the ocean as soft voices murmured in the background. Once more the shipboard camera picked up a streak—but this time it stopped well short of the island, at the terminus of a flash upward FROM the island.

  "YES!” Jeri shouted, punching her fist into the air. “One hundred percent success on both devices!"

  The six beings in the room whooped and laughed, as Kyle Leverson broke out a bottle of wine to celebrate.

  A smiling Waterman turned back to the camera as the quad screen disappeared. “Complete and total success,” he declared. “The first missile was stopped by the Cresperian shielding around the atoll, and the second by a Cresperian disintegrator cannon. Both, I might add, were completely automated. They detected the incoming threat, analyzed it, and responded. This is not the first test we have made, nor is it the first system in operation. In fact, it is essentially the last. The United States of America—and her allies, I might note—are now fully protected in the event of a Snapper attack. All systems installed can be automated or manually controlled as need arises. In addition, we now have a full fleet of starships—also offensively and defensively armed—ready to go at a moment's notice. We can take the fight to them, into space, should it become necessary.

  "I sincerely hope we never have to use ANY of this,” Waterman continued, somber. “But it is, perhaps, better to have it and not need it, than need it and not have it. I wish to reiterate that our intent will not be merely to save ourselves if it comes to that. It is of little use to us to save one or two continents while the rest of the planet is decimated. Nor does it support the principal tenet of this nation since its founding—that all sentient beings have the right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” He nodded. “Thank you, and good day."
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   Chapter 10
  

  In the middle of the night the call to battle stations sounded. Bang was up and in his active camo suit before he was even fully awake. Without further thought for his appearance, he was out the door of his quarters at a dead run, joining hundreds of others on their way to their active duty stations. He burst into White Horse Platoon's headquarters, where First Sergeant Michael Wang was already waiting. Within seconds, Units Faith, Hope, and Celebration had all assembled.

  "Sit down and wait,” Wang ordered, to their surprise. They all sat, looking at him expectantly. He sighed. “The Chinese nuked New York City,” he finally admitted.

  A collective gasp went up. “How... how bad?” Bang eventually dared to ask.

  A slight smile curved Wang's mouth. “Not bad at all,” he said. “The Crispy shield—we really need a proper name for that thing—functioned as advertised. So, for that matter, did the disintegrator cannon. Three simo incomings, two shot down, the third annihilated on the shield. No casualties, even in the surrounding suburbs and rural areas. They're under blackout, however, with power diverted to the shields until we're certain the crisis is over. They'll stay safe."

  This time the collective sound was a sigh of relief.

  "Sira told me the shield and the disintegrator work using quantum foam,” Tomlinson put in. “Maybe ‘quantum shield?’”

  "Good idea,” Wang nodded. “I like it. I'll shoot it up the chain. So now we're waiting to see what comes of it."

  Wersky raised his hand. “Will we retaliate?"

  "I don't know yet, Jan. Nobody does, except maybe the President,” Wang admitted. “But that's why we're all here. If retaliation is ordered, it'll probably come by starship. Although,” he mused, “there's scuttlebutt that they've got a couple of disintegrator cannons in orbit..."

  "ATTENTION. ATTENTION. ALL PERSONNEL REPORT TO THE AUDITORIUM IMMEDIATELY. THIS IS NOT A DRILL,” the speakers annunciated.

  "I think we're about to find out,” McAllister decided.

  Caleb Washington was on the podium. Once everyone was seated and the chatter and scuffling had settled down, he stepped forward.

  "By now your section leads have told you what's happened,” he noted. “I'm here to tell you the follow-up. On President Waterman's orders, an orbital disintegrator cannon—yes, the rumors were true—was used on Chinese territory."

  The large room became deathly silent.

  A smirk lit Washington's dark skin. “Don't worry; spy satellites indicate there were no people in the targeted area at the time. This was deliberate, essentially another demonstration, rather than retaliation. However, let's just say they won't have to worry about the Yellow River flooding for quite awhile; there's a very large, very deep lake in the middle of the delta now. It's still filling up, and will be for several hours, possibly days, the geologists say."

  Snickers went around the room.

  "A communique received moments ago from the Secretary of Defense indicates that China has capitulated and will cooperate. This capitulation was followed within minutes by a similar message from the Ayatollah Moammar Rahman ibn Tariq al-Balkhi. So China and the Islamic Confederation have backed down pretty damn quick."

  Someone on the far side of the room raised a hand, and Bang strained to hear. “Sir, what about India?"

  "Right now, India is in considerable chaos,” Washington informed them. “They are, in fact, on the verge of a civil war. Some are absolutely convinced—fanatically so—that this Vishnu is a real god. Others are equally convinced he's a Crispy gone mad. As a result of the information the crew of the Galactic brought us, we now know for a certainty that he's an insane Crispy, and we're gradually releasing the evidence. Going around the State Department to do so, I might add,” he said dryly.

  Jeri Leverson raised her hand. “Speaking of which, General, has anything ever been heard out of the Indian starship?"

  "Not yet, Jeri,” Washington answered. “We're not sure if they fought each other to death and are derelict somewhere in space, if something went wrong with their ship, or if they simply got lost. For that matter, the Snappers could have got ‘em."

  "To quote that guy in the movie, I've got a baaaad feeling about this,” Bang muttered.

  "Amen, brother,” Tomlinson murmured.

  Two days later they got the answer to their question. The Hindi ship limped back into the solar system; once more Dr. Anna Osbourne spotted and publicly reported the event. Jeri snorted. “That's not surprising,” she declared. “The thing was so damn big I don't see how they ever got it OUT of the solar system without being spotted."

  But by all reports from intel, not only had Kalki and a goodly number of his followers, including his collection of Lakshmi, been left dead on Cresperia, most of the rest of the humans Kalki had modified had been killed and ejected into space. Only a few modified humans, who came to their senses after Kalki's death, were left alive. The crew of the Chariot of the Gods, as the Americans discovered the ship had been named, added fuel to the near civil war in India when they debarked and promptly denounced “Vishnu."

  Five days later, and much to President Waterman's private satisfaction, “Vishnu” was assassinated.

  India settled down rapidly after that. It was generally conceded that if the being in question had really been Vishnu, and the being aboard the ship had been Kalki, they could not have been killed, let alone so readily.

  A subsequent autopsy revealed that “Vishnu” hadn't even bothered to modify his internal organs very much, excepting for the addition of human male organs; most of the modifications were purely external, for the sake of appearance only. Jeri and Sira sent over anatomical data to help the coroner.

  "Evidently he found the images of Vishnu and decided to take advantage of his natural body's structural similarity,” Jeri observed. “Four arms and all that. Maybe he figured, by only modifying the outside, he could retain more of his innate abilities and, in effect, BE a god.” She shook her head. “Not that it works that way—even as completely human, I still have my full innate perceptive sense. He must not have realized that."

  "How sad,” Sira remarked softly. “If he had only chosen to modify his external appearance to impersonate their god, and not added the human sexual organs with all their hormones he didn't know how to control, he'd never have gone mad at all."

  "Well, who knows,” Jeri sighed. “Maybe Kalki was the first, got into the sex, and he convinced Vishnu. He WAS human, except for his size."

  "I don't guess we'll ever know, now,” Sira agreed.

  Two days after the assassination, the sensor constellation in the Oort Cloud went off, the instrumentation indicating known ship configuration—Snapper. The Brider Enclave went on high alert, and the world leaders were notified even as the hastily recomposed crew of the Galactic was mobilized and teams of Space Marines activated. Platoon White Horse was one of those activated.

  "Be careful, Bang-bang,” Piki whispered at his side, as Bang hurried down the corridor with his duffel slung on his back. “I should not wish any harm to come to you. And I cannot go with you."

  "It's okay, Piki,” Bang murmured, pausing to look down into worried copper eyes. “You know what I can do now. And this isn't like they're surprising us. It's the other way around. We're gonna surprise the sh- uh, the heck outta them."

  "I know. I just..."

  "Shh,” he whispered, then leaned forward and kissed her on the lips, a very gentle, chaste caress. Upset and more frightened than she had been since being in Scotland, Piki wrapped her arms around him and held him tight. Instinctively Bang wrapped his free arm around her waist, pulling her close, as he deepened the kiss. She didn't kiss back, but she didn't pull away in revulsion, either, and Bang decided she simply didn't know how to respond and was simply experiencing her first passionate kiss. After a few moments he reluctantly broke the intimate embrace and looked down into tear filled copper eyes.

  "Trust me,” he whispered. “Trust yourself. And trust that there is a Force that balances the Universe."

  "I do trust you, Bang-bang. And I trust what I did to you. But I..."

  "It's a choice, Piki. Trust—and faith—are about choice. It doesn't have to be something you can logic your way through."

  Then Bang turned and walked away, unable to bear watching the tears that spilled down the heart shaped face.

  The launch of the Galactic was timed to the second; the location of the Snapper ship was precisely known, and SPAMCOM wanted to ensure that the Snappers didn't detect the launch. So the Galactic left Earth at the precise time when the Moon's bulk would be between it and the Snapper ship.

  Then the Galactic crept through the solar system, its command crew in constant communication with the ground based sensor team via tight-beam relays. The quantum shields were at maximum from the moment of launch; Captain Becker was not about to let anything sneak up on him, sensor constellation or no. As much as possible, they used planets and asteroid belts as their cover, either positioning themselves behind a planet, or drifting along with a cluster of asteroid material.

  It took the entire day to reach the Oort Cloud at that rate. According to sensor intelligence, the Snapper ship was stationkeeping inside the Cloud, apparently simply observing the solar system. So Becker decided to use a ploy from his childhood.

  "When I was a kid, I used to scare living hell out of my brother, down at the river,” he told his crew. “He'd be skinny dipping, and I'd sneak over to the river and work my way upstream. Then I'd ease into the river and get underwater and drift. I'd let the river current carry me straight to him, then suddenly explode out of the water and scare the shit out of him. We're going to do the same thing. We're going to match orbits with some cloud material that our astrogator says is going right past the Snapper ship, hiding in the material, then jump out when we're on top of them."

  So Maddie Graham plotted a course that took the Galactic deep into the Oort Cloud, then maneuvered it deftly into a cluster of cometary material that her calculations indicated would pass within a quarter of an astronomical unit of the Snapper ship. She came stealthily up behind the group of comets before inserting the Galactic into it, then matched speed with them and shut off the drive.

  "Now, we wait,” she told Becker.

  "How long?” Becker asked.

  "We're not far off and we're moving like a blue streak with afterburners, for a small astronomical object. About an hour."

  "Sound battle stations."

  Bang manned his post as a gunner; one of the special schools he'd been to before being called into the Group was an artillery school that taught him everything from conventional projectile weaponry to remote guided missiles to directed energy weapons. He'd proven highly adept at the matter, and so was now rewarded with one of the disintegrator cannons. His enhanced body, mind, and reaction times only increased his skill, he'd found, in preparation drills.

  Wersky, nearby, manned a laser cannon, as did most of the rest of their unit; Tomlinson stood back at the unit command center, studying the external video feeds while listening to an audio feed through an earpiece. Peggy Nunez was stationed in a MASH room off the weapons area, medic kit at the ready, just in case.

  It was one of the longest hours of Bang's life. He knew he'd promised Piki everything would be all right. But he also knew that, if it turned into a prolonged battle, his station would be one of the first targets of the Snappers. Get them before they get me, he told himself fiercely. Take the bastards out and get home. Home to P—

  Before he could even consciously consider the thought, the Snapper ship came into view on his monitor.

  "Hold your fire,” Tomlinson said calmly, putting his finger to his earpiece. “Steady, men. Steady... not yet... hold on..."

  The Galactic suddenly surged forward, leaving the comet cluster behind, covering millions of miles in a single leap.

  "NOW!!” Tomlinson yelled.

  Bang had long since trained his weapon on the center of the enemy ship. At his superior's order, he instantly opened up with the disintegrator. A large hole developed in the Snapper ship, venting atmosphere, debris, and what to Bangler looked like a couple of bodies. Laser beams carved further into the opening as another disintegrator, elsewhere on the Galactic, punched another hole.

  The Snapper ship opened up its weaponry, lasers dancing all over what should have been the Galactic's hull. But they never got through the quantum shield. Missiles came next, but lasers and disintegrators eliminated those before they could even get close.

  While almost automatically destroying missiles one after another with his enhanced reflexes, Bang took his time, searching the ship's configuration for signs of a weakness. “Ha,” he muttered, staring at a region near the aft of the enemy vessel. “Bet those are the engines.” He aimed and fired. The engine compartment of the other ship disappeared, initiating what appeared to be a chain reaction of explosions running forward through the ship. Unexpectedly the other ship blew up, the hull and internal structures shredding into shards, some of which spiraled, oddly gracefully, end over end to obliterate against the Galactic's quantum shield.

  "Good shot, Bang,” Tomlinson praised. “That got ‘em where it hurt. Exit one Snapper ship."

  "What now, sir?” Wersky wondered.

  "Home, I guess,” Tomlinson shrugged.

  Piki gave Bang an ecstatic welcome when he arrived back at the Enclave, flinging her arms around him and kissing him hard this time. He had to admit he didn't mind, and returned the kiss with equal enthusiasm, ignoring the poke in the ribs Tomlinson gave him with his elbow as he and Sira walked by, arm in arm. It occurred to Bang to wonder when they were getting married, and as he gently eased away from Piki, he thought maybe they'd decided to wait until after this little crisis was over.

  
   I don't know that that's what I'd do, he mulled, as Piki walked him to his quarters. After all, you never know what's going to happen. But then, he glanced at Piki with amused affection as she leaned over and pecked his cheek, I'm not Tomlinson.

  A defense meeting was taking place in the Pentagon. Waterman and several other heads of state were tied in via video conference.

  "So Captain Becker,” Admiral Terhune said, in the presence of the Joint Chiefs and the Secretary of Defense, as well as General Washington, “congratulations on your effective elimination of the Snapper spy ship."

  "Thank you, sir,” Becker nodded. “We had some fine, intelligent marksmen. I'm considering putting Sergeant Edward Bangler in for a commendation."

  "Excellent idea. Did the Snappers appear to know you were coming?"

  "No sir. Absolutely no indication they knew we were there until we opened fire."

  "So their sensors aren't all knowing. Good. Do you consider that was the right thing to do in the circumstances?"

  "Sir,” Becker said gravely, “in all seriousness, from what I've seen of the Snappers—which is quite a lot, up close and personal, and ANY is too much, in my opinion—if we hadn't, I don't want to think what would be happening HERE at this moment.” He paused. “Note, sir, I did not say ‘might be.’”

  "So noted,” the admiral said. “My next question—and possibly my most important: Do you know if they were able to get out a distress call before being destroyed?"

  Becker shook his head. “Unless they were using a means of communication of which we're unaware, they did not, sir."

  "You're certain?"

  "As certain as I and my crew can be, given the possibility of unknown technology."

  "What about before you arrived?"

  "We detected no signals from them, sir. Then again,” Becker admitted, “our route out was intended to obscure their view of us, so conversely, it also obscured our view of them. If the sensor constellation didn't record anything, then I don't suppose we have any record of a broadcast."

  "It did not. But,” Terhune mulled, “that doesn't argue they didn't."

  "True,” Washington agreed.

  "What do you advise, General Salter?” Defense Secretary Singletary queried.

  Salter was quiet for several moments as he considered the situation.

  "I'd say,” he said at last, “consider ourselves found."

  Within days Bangler's platoon was called in. “Here you go,” Wang said, distributing several devices. “Brand new toys, courtesy of our Crispy friends and their replicator gizmos. This,” he held up an armband, “is a personal quantum shield. This,” he held up an object that Bang could only describe as a ray gun, before placing it in a special holster, “is your disintegrator pistol. In conjunction with your chameleon camo and your invisibility collars, this new equipment should not only protect you, but enable you to sneak up on any sumbitch Snappers you may have occasion to encounter. More and different toys will be issued soon, in addition to.” He waited until each member of the platoon had equipped themselves.

  "Now, in the event of infantry fighting, the following personnel will be assigned to armored vehicle cannon: Sergeant Bangler, Sergeant Holloway, Sergeant Carlton, Corporal Peters, Corporal Johnson. Said cannon will be of the disintegrator type. Armored vehicles will be outfitted with quantum shields. The following personnel will be assigned as drivers of armored vehicles—"

  "Sir,” Bang raised his hand.

  "Bangler.” Wang nodded at the sergeant.

  "What's going on, sir?” Bang asked.

  Wang shook his head. “We're preparing for a possible invasion, Sergeant. On home soil. The U. S. of A., and every last damn one of our allies."

  "Uh boy,” Wersky muttered, beside Bangler.

  "What he said,” Bang agreed quietly.
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   Chapter 11
  

  Dr. Mai Le Trung and her husband, Gordon Stuart, were hunched close together over the latest experimental results. “Cherry?” Gordon pointed to a section of the printout. “Look here."

  "I see it, Gordon,” she said, dark eyes narrowing. “Interesting."

  "Isn't it?” he replied. “It might just be what we're looking for."

  "Maybe. I wanna see it happen again before I start jumping up and down and hollering, though,” the geneticist declared.

  Gordon laughed, and put his arms around his wife. “You are absolutely delightful,” the Cresperian turned human told his Homo sapiens mate, just before planting a kiss on her. “All right, set it up to run again, and let's see what we get."

  "How many consecutive iterations this time, you think?” Mai wondered, moving to the computer to input the commands.

  Gordon pondered that a moment. “Hell, I don't know. Can you set it to run until we tell it to stop? I've got several relatives that want me to counsel them, and a couple of... I think you'd call them cousins... who need mentoring through the conversion to human. That's gonna keep me pretty busy for awhile."

  "Yeah, I can. And I know what you mean. I've still got that research on human healing to finish, too. It's coming along nicely, so I need to get my ass in gear and do it."

  "In gear or out of gear, it's a nice ass,” Gordon declared with a smirk.

  "You should know, you help keep it that way,” Mai fired back, dark eyes twinkling as she entered the commands into the computer.

  "Not anymore,” Gordon informed her. “Your body seems to have taken over that job on its own."

  "WHAT?!” Mai cried, spinning from the terminal.

  "You heard me, Cherry. Your genetics have accepted the new programming. They're keeping your body in its Crispy tweaked state all by themselves now."

  "But I thought... especially since you came along on the trip... Son of a bitch...” Mai breathed. “How long has that been happening?"

  "Mm, ‘bout a month or so before we arrived here, I think,” Gordon decided, hazel eyes softening and going distant as he thought back. “Yeah, that's about right."

  "We need to look into this,” she declared. “The answer to aging could be inside me—or Kyle, though he's not here—right now."

  "It might,” Gordon agreed. “Sorry, I should have told you sooner. I didn't realize you didn't know. We always intended your genetics should incorporate it at some point. What with all the secrecy about it, though, I guess it didn't get discussed."

  "Grab a hypo and let's get a blood sample,” Mai pointed across the lab, “and see—"

  The speaker went off. “Dr. Trung, Mr. Stuart, this is Major Bennett. Please report to Base HQ at once. Code Red. This is not a drill."

  Mai and Gordon stared at each other. Gordon threw the clipboard of data at the nearest countertop, and they both headed for the outpost's headquarters at a dead run.

  They burst into the small conference room to find an impatient and anxious Major Steven Bennett, commander of the U. S. Space Marines stationed on Outpost Base Crispy, waiting for them. “What's wrong, Steve?” Mai asked immediately, seeing his agitation.

  "Sit,” Bennett declared. “It's bad. We need to decide what to do, and we need to decide FAST. You, Mai, as the head of the civilian humans, and you, Gordon, as the head of the Crispy humans, and myself as the military head, have some hard choices to make."

  "What the hell is going on, Steve?” Gordon asked, obviously irked at the roundabout answer.

  "The Snappers are back,” Bennett declared, blunt. “In force. MASSIVE force."

  "Shit,” Mai expostulated.

  "...The main ships are verging on monstrous, they're so big,” Bennett briefed them rapidly. “There are some eight of them, and about a couple of dozen of lesser size, plus scads of runabouts, seeming to be in two different configurations. It's an entire fleet, for all intents and purposes. They entered the Cresperian solar system about an hour ago. They'll be here in roughly six more hours. And I don't think we have to guess what they're here for."

  "No,” Gordon whispered, paling beneath his tanned skin. “They want the planet."

  "Right,” Bennett agreed. “So the question before us is: Do we stay and fight, or do we run for help?"

  "We've got good weaponry,” Mai declared, feeling feisty now that her anger was up, “and plenty of shielding. Not to mention everyone's stockpiled plenty of food and water. I say we wait the sons of bitches out."

  "I hope you're right, Mai,” Bennett said, “but we had no idea they had ships this big."

  "How big?” Mai pressed.

  "Think about ten to fifteen of the Galactic,” was Bennett's answer. “Each. At the very least. If nothing else, they have millions of troops up there. Intelligent army ants. And that's assuming they don't have any weaponry stronger than what we've already seen."

  "They'd have used it if they had,” Mai scoffed.

  "Hopefully,” Bennett said. “Gordon, you're being quiet."

  "Mm? Oh, sorry,” he said, coming back to the discussion. “I was trying to get a sense of the Cresperian opinion."

  "Ah. And?"

  "Unease,” was all Gordon said.

  "That's... rare,” Mai murmured, feeling foreboding wash through her. Over the time they'd been mates, she had learned to sense some of what her husband was feeling, and now she picked up the anxiety radiating from him. “Why?"

  "It is as Steve says,” Gordon declared. “These are huge ships, and if nothing else, contain many soldiers. And my people are, most emphatically, NOT soldiers."

  "And it's way the hell too late to teach them,” Bennett noted with a sigh. “Shit. I should have thought ahead. I should have planned for this."

  "It's not your fault, Steve,” Mai offered. “Who knew the bastards were so stubborn?"

  "Back to our choice, Mai, Steve,” Gordon redirected the discussion. “If we are going to leave, the best time to do so would be before they have arrived, and to make our departure on the side opposite the planet from their fleet—assuming they do not have additional forces besieging the system. If we are going to stay and fight, then we must get ready, and quickly."

  "Seriously, Gordon, what do you think the chances are of staving them off, if it comes to a planetary invasion?” Bennett considered. “We have all of the soldiers and trained personnel in this base, plus the entire population of Cresperia. That's gotta outnumber the Snappers, even with those big starships."

  "It would,” Gordon agreed, “but as I said, my people are not fighters. I fear it might come to a slaughter, and not by the Cresperians."

  "Even with our help?"

  "Even with our help."

  "So should we run?” Mai wondered. “If we run, then the Crispies can surrender and maybe it won't come to a bloodbath. Then we can bring back reinforcements from Earth and whup their asses."

  "But once they become entrenched on the planet, it will be a lot harder to do that, Mai,” Bennett noted.

  "How many other choices do we have, Steve?” Gordon asked realistically. “We do not have sufficient vessels to evacuate my entire planet."

  Bennett bowed his head for a few moments in thought. Then he looked up. “How long will it take you two to get the civvies ready to evacuate?"

  Inside two hours, Mai and Gordon had their people—including those Cresperians who were preparing to metamorphose to human—ready to go, clustered in Mai's lab. But before they could depart, the alert klaxon went off.

  "ATTENTION! ATTENTION! ALL MILITARY PERSONNEL TO BATTLE STATIONS! ACTIVATING SHIELD! ATTACK IMMINENT ON NORTH CONTINENT OF CRESPERIA! ALL NON-DUTY PERSONNEL ACTIVATE VIDEO IMMEDIATELY! THIS IS NOT A DRILL! REPEAT, THIS IS NOT A DRILL! ATTACK IMMINENT!"

  Gordon snatched the remote, and activated the video.

  An intermediate sized Snapper vessel—a battleship, Gordon and Major Bennett had begun terming it—had shot forward, ahead of the rest of the incoming fleet, and was approaching Cresperia from the north. The large northern continent was indeed its apparent target.

  Suddenly, well before it was in range of Cresperian defensive beams, a green ray lanced out from the battleship, down toward the Cresperian surface. A cloud of ejecta could be seen exploding from the site, and suddenly Gordon and his fellow Cresperians, whether in human form or not, dropped to their knees. The room filled with high pitched wails and keening.

  "GORDON!” Mai screamed, crouching beside him. “What's wrong?!"

  "They... they killed them, Cherry,” Gordon panted, raising his head to look into her dark, anxious eyes. “Past the shielding, past everything. An entire city of my people... was just obliterated."

  Within seconds, the battleship itself disappeared from the video screen—or at least, most of it did. What little was left of the vessel from the orbiting disintegrator cannon's attack vented atmosphere, fluids, shards of debris, and what appeared to be dead bodies.

  "Thank God we talked Steve into outfitting the orbital cannons with active camo,” Mai murmured vindictively. “I swear the stuff works even better in space."

  "Yes, but Cherry, they have the reach on us,” Gordon pointed out. “That Snapper ship was nowhere close to being in range of the ground based defenses. Yet it punched through our shielding like paper."

  "How can that be?!” Mai exclaimed. “You guys have the best shit going."

  "Evidently not,” Gene Preconder observed. “A city wiped out obviously just got trumped in the matter of offensive and defensive weaponry. Sorry,” he added to the Crispies present.

  "No offense taken,” Zztklknith shrugged. “Truth is truth. But the fact that our disintegrator got through their shielding as easily as their energy weapon did ours, is some source of... perhaps comfort is not the right word...” He sighed.

  Just then, Major Bennett burst into the room.

  "What the hell happened?” Mai demanded. “That was a damned hot knife through butter. And all our guys went down with the pain,” she swept a hand at the Crispies in the room.

  Bennett shook his head. “We're not sure. Our current theory is that the previous assault was made with whatever ship was nearby, not necessarily a top of the line. When that failed, they brought in the big guns."

  "Shit,” Margie Preconder, Gene's wife, spat. “Blast the Snappers to hell."

  "I wish we could. How close are you to being ready to evacuate?” he demanded.

  "We were headed to the tubes when the call to battle stations came through,” JFK, the human physician, informed him.

  "Good. We're just crossing the terminator into night. If you head to the spaceports near the western coast of South Dtnir, you'll be damn near opposite the direction of the Snapper fleet. The Cresperians are preparing some smaller ships for you. They have just as much range, but a better chance of slipping out of the solar system unseen."

  "What about you?” Gordon asked.

  Bennett grew grim. “I'm sending a couple of units with you guys, to function as weapons officers and pilots if you should need ‘em,” he told them. “The rest of us are staying here."

  "But... Steve...” Mai tried to protest.

  "I know, Mai. It's... been good knowing you.” Bennett stuck out his hand, but Mai flung her arms around the Marine officer.

  "Don't, Steve,” she whispered. “Don't do it. Please. Go to ground instead. Lead an underground resistance movement. A thorn in their side. Don't go kamikaze on us."

  He nodded. “We'll do what we can, Cherry. We're not suicidal. We're just soldiers."

  "No,” Gordon contradicted. “More than soldiers. Friends—and family."

  Bennett nodded, swallowing hard. “Now go. My men will meet you at the spaceport; they're already gone. And Godspeed."

  Every member of the group hugged the major on the way out.

  Rather than create surface roadways or airways that obstructed the view, the Crispies constructed their transportation facilities, like their cities, underground. The Earth outpost personnel had taken to calling them “the tubes,” and one station was directly underneath their compound. The refugees gathered their hastily compiled belongings and research—what could be brought—and headed for the station. Having considerable sense among them, they divided into small groups and each group took a different car, on a different route, to the spaceport.

  Mai and Gordon clambered into a car. Four of Gordon's “cousins” joined them. Eugene and Margie Preconder took another car, along with several more Crispies. Four Crispies piled into a third car, along with JFK and his nurse. And so it went, each car zipping off in a different direction.

  As Mai and Gordon approached their first hub, the city of Xxtrflm, they found themselves caught in a traffic jam of sorts, as citizens of that city sought to flee into the countryside, considering it safer than the concentration of the city. The car came to a complete stop at the first commuting station, unable to move forward due to the snarl of traffic in the city proper.

  "Come on!” Gordon exclaimed, opening the car and shepherding everyone out with their small bags. “We can't wait this out. From what I saw we're still in range of the Snapper weapon. I know this city like the back of my hand, as Cherry would say! We've got to get through it on foot, then try to find a car on the other side! Let's go! Stick together!"

  Chaining hands together, the six beings, led by Gordon, threaded their way through panicked crowds of Cresperians, all headed outbound. Before they could get ten feet from their abandoned car, it was crammed with fleeing Crispies, all headed back the way Gordon and his group had come.

  Past the tube station the crowd thinned a bit, and Gordon picked up the pace to a run. The others followed hard on his heels; Mai stayed right beside him. “One hundred zrts ahead, then take a left,” he instructed. “I'm taking us the back way. It should be less crowded. Got it?"

  A chorus of “Yes!” came to his ears, and he increased speed.

  They made the corner, and the coast was clear. “Next right,” he said. “Then a dog leg, and another right."

  The six family members—because, in Gordon's mind, they were, despite radically different appearances—made the maze of underground streets smoothly, dodging the odd fleeing Cresperian. A quake shook the city, and Mai nearly fell. Gordon grabbed her before she could hit pavement, hauling her against his side as he continued to run, tears flowing down his cheeks. When she'd gotten her balance, he eased her feet to the ground and she resumed running. He released her.

  "What the hell was that?!” she exclaimed, matching his pace again.

  It was one of Gordon's cousins that answered, his tone very subdued. “I cannot be for certain, but I would guess that the adjacent city, some kimozrts away, was just attacked."

  "Judging from what I felt, I think you're right, Krnlith,” Gordon agreed, dragging the back of one hand across his eyes in an effort to erase the signs of his emotion. “I'm taking us to an older station, one that, hopefully, most people will have forgotten. Otherwise, we will simply run into another log jam of people.” He turned to Mai. “Can you go any faster, love?"

  "A little,” Mai declared staunchly, and soon they were covering city blocks in mere moments, dodging around abandoned possessions and vehicles, as well as the occasional lost pedestrian.

  "This way!” Gordon would call, whenever that happened, and the Crispy so addressed would immediately fall in behind. Soon they had a group of a dozen.

  But Mai, enhanced though she was, was running out of reserves. Gordon noticed her pace slacking somewhat. “Are you all right, Cherry?"

  "Fine,” she panted.

  "Not if you are out of breath.” Without slowing, Gordon scooped up his wife, backpack and all, and carried her. “It is only about a malazrt away, sweetheart,” he assured her. “With any luck, most of the others will have forgotten about it and we will find a couple of cars to take us away from the city. Then we will be safer."

  Mai nodded in his arms, trying to catch her breath. “You can't carry me that whole way at this pace,” she protested.

  "That is what family is for,” Dala, another cousin, noted. “We will take turns until you have recovered."

  "Gordon, what about your parents?” Lira wondered.

  Gordon remained silent. Mai shook her head.

  "He called them,” she informed the cousins, “but they wouldn't come. They've hooked up with Major Bennett and they're going to try to form a resistance movement."

  "Oh,” Lira said, subdued.

  They handed Mai off twice in the remaining malazrt to the station. As they rounded the corner to the entrance of the tube station, they stopped short. Several hundred Crispies packed the old station, clambering into cars as fast as the cars arrived. Some cars were packed with eight or ten Crispies, despite the fact that they only seated six.

  "Shit,” Mai expostulated. “Now what?"

  But the crowd had heard the English exclamation, and turned. A jabbering sounded in Cresperian, and several green hands pointed in their direction. Gordon raised his hands and responded in Cresperian.

  Suddenly the crowd parted, letting them through. Gordon, Mai, and their cousins were ushered urgently to the next car, which had just arrived. One of the oldest Crispies stepped forward as the six members of the outpost climbed into the car. He placed two of his hands on Gordon's head, the other two on his shoulders, as if conveying a benediction.

  "GO,” he said urgently in English. “I charge you: Bring back help from Earth."

  "We will,” Gordon assured them.

  He closed the door of the car, and they were off.

  With deft, knowledgeable programming of their route on Gordon's part, they avoided passing through any more cities on their way to the spaceport. It took them an extra half hour longer to arrive than originally anticipated. “Then again,” Mai pointed out, “better a half hour than stuck in some city when it gets obliterated."

  As the six extracted themselves from their tube car, they found they were actually some of the first to arrive. Anxious Space Marine attendants and several Crispy teams stood waiting at the portal to the small starcraft hangar, along with a little group of four half converted Crispies. Gordon recognized them.

  "Chnilith, what happened to the Preconders?” he demanded urgently.

  Chnilith shook his head. “We got caught in a... I think the term is ‘traffic jam?’ In Dndrth,” he finished. “Everyone was trying to flee the city."

  "Yes, the same happened to us in Xxtrflm,” Gordon noted. “What happened?"

  All four of Chnilith's hands went in the air. “We lost them in the crowds,” he mourned. “We searched and searched and could not find them. Finally we chose to save the research,” he pointed to the case in the hand of one of his companions, “and get out. Now we are here, and our mentors are not,” he anguished. “I fear we shall never see them again."

  "Why?” Cherry demanded.

  "We were barely out of Dndrth when the Snappers’ green ray obliterated it."

  "The ground quake,” Krnlith reminded them.

  "Shit,” Mai whispered, paling. “Not Gene and Margie. No, no, no."

  A soldier approached them “I hate to interrupt, Dr. Trung, Mr. Stuart , but the time for grieving is later, when we've gotten away. I'm Sergeant Douglas Bain, and I'll be your weapons master and pilot if needed. Let's get aboard our starcraft before the Snappers have the planet encircled."

  Another marine approached what had been the Preconders’ group. “I'm Lieutenant Stevie Gann,” she introduced herself, “and I'm assigned to your group. I recommend we also get away from the planet as soon as possible. There are other starhoppers waiting that the Preconders can take if and when they arrive."

  The two groups hastened toward the portal into the hangars.

  The acceleration into orbit was high; Gordon was at the controls instead of Bain. “I used to play with these things in my younger days,” he explained. “Over the years I helped with their enhancement and upgrades. I know how to use the normal accelerator in conjunction with the unreality drive to make it really move. Hang onto your stomachs, because this is going to be a pretty wild ride. I want to get away from here as fast as I can without being seen, and this is the best way to do it."

  Within seconds they were exoatmospheric, and Gordon headed for the nearest moon, which was still on the dark side in its monthly eclipse. The Crispy was intent on getting behind its bulk. But a group of three of the Snapper runabouts was hovering near the moon, apparently standing guard. It was one of the new configurations for their runabouts, and Gordon concluded they must be small, one or two person fighter craft. Fighters, armored personnel carriers, battleships, and “aircraft” carriers, to draw analogies to Cherry's world's fleets, he concluded.

  Due to his skill with the starhopper, he was on them before they had a chance to react. “See them, Sergeant?!” he called. “You take the outer two, I'll take the middle one."

  Although Mai was a decided shade of Crispy green from the way Gordon was handling the ship's drive, Sergeant Bain was in relatively good shape, if a trifle pale around the mouth. “Got ‘em, sir!"

  The center fighter craft disappeared in the sights of Gordon's disintegrator cannon, and the other two were gone fractions of a second later. Gordon flew low over the surface of the small moon, using its bulk and rugged terrain as a sensor diversion, praying there were no Snapper emplacements already on its surface.

  But it appeared the fighter flight they'd just taken out were the forerunners, and soon the smaller of Cresperia's moons was between them and the Snapper fleet. Gordon programmed the ship to maintain that orientation until they'd reached the next planet, and the little craft zipped away from Cresperia.

  Bennett took his remaining forces and the Crispies that had joined them, and led them down into the maintenance tunnels that served the complex and the tube transport. Then they ran until they were several miles away from the outpost, away from any danger of being hit if the outpost were attacked, before stopping.

  "All right,” he said. “We're the resistance. We have to hold out until the rest of the outpost members can bring back help. How fast can the little starhoppers go?"

  Casey Stuart, one of Gordon's parents, shrugged. “The drive is the same, regardless of the mass of the ship,” he said. “They will go as fast as our exploratory ships. Perhaps faster."

  "Okay, so...” Bennett did some mental calculations. “Good. I think we brought enough supplies. We're going to create caches in places underground, away from both the outpost compound and any major activity centers. It should be awhile before they get to the outpost unless they beam it, so we've got time to observe and plan, then spread out. Anybody know what's happening topside?"

  "Yes, sir,” Lieutenant Jenson noted, pulling up an image on his screen. “The first of the troop carriers have landed in the countryside, sir. Have a look."

  They clustered around the small screen as best they could, those in front taking turns with those in back so everyone could see.

  Topside, the small troop carriers were swarming over the sunlit landscape, disgorging thousands of Snappers armed with lasers and green energy beams. Then the carriers became tanks, using their laser cannons to cut apart everything in sight. The beautiful Cresperian landscape was in the midst of a rape.

  Heedless of pleading cries and obvious surrender gestures, any Cresperians the Snappers came across were mowed down without mercy. Body parts and internal organs strewed themselves across the once pristine landscape, now blackened and blood splattered. Several of the Crispies who were with Bennett made groaning noises, and Bennett himself turned away, sickened.

  "Scorched earth policy,” he murmured. “I've never seen anything like it. We must've gotten the third stringers before. I hope help comes soon, or there won't be anything left."

  Planet by planet, asteroid by asteroid, Gordon eased the starhopper, which Mai had dubbed The Last Resort, out of the Cresperian solar system, keeping a wary eye out for flanking maneuvers by the Snappers. But the hostile aliens seemed to prefer the blunt, direct approach: even though Gordon also used the cover of the automated shipping traffic, of which the Snappers already knew, they were ignored.

  Behind them, however, a couple of silent explosions erupted in the shadow of Cresperia, and the occupants of The Last Resort knew some of their companions hadn't made it away before the entire planet had been besieged. Detonations and eruptions began appearing on the nighttime surface of the planet, each one marking the demise of a Cresperian city or town.

  As soon as they cleared the cometary cloud, Gordon set a course for Earth and punched the unreality drive to maximum.
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   Chapter 12
  

  Bang was, several weeks—and missions—after his arrival at the Enclave, officially not only a gunner's mate but a fire control man in the Space Marines. He and Piki were semi-officially a couple, although still not lovers; and Piki had applied to be the Crispy adjunct to Platoon White Horse. This was debated for some time, before word came down that permission had been granted; Sira, as chief geneticist, was considered too important to send into the field on a regular basis. And as Piki had an emotional attachment, not merely to Bangler, but the entire unit, she was considered perfect for the assignment.

  Two types of gearing up were in work, however: weapons development and deployment, using a combination of human and Crispy technology in unique and unusual ways; and a wedding. For John Tomlinson and Sira Whitman were about to become husband and wife.

  "After all,” Tomlinson had told Bang, “who knows what's going to come down in the next few weeks? Sira and I talked it over and decided we wanted to go ahead and do this. That way, no matter what happens..."

  Bang nodded agreement. But he'd been surprised when the couple had asked for Piki and himself in the wedding party.

  So within a couple of weeks of the initial deployment of disintegrator pistols and personal quantum shields, Bang found himself standing beside John, both in their mess dress uniforms, gazing down the aisle of the chapel as first Piki, then Sira, approached.

  The chapel was full of guests, some in uniform, some in civilian formalwear, but neither man had eyes for any but one woman walking down the aisle, each gazing at a different vision of femininity. Bang had ascertained that with a quick glance at Tomlinson when Sira entered the room. She was in a pale cream gown, her hair crowned by some sort of flowering vine that Bang took to be a variety of honeysuckle, with a bouquet of white roses in her hands. He had just enough grey matter to take that in before he returned his gaze to the woman who preceded the bride.

  For Piki was drop dead gorgeous. Clad in the palest turquoise blue gown, her platinum hair in an updo, and a bouquet of tiger lilies in her hands that made her copper eyes glow. No offense to John, he decided, but my girl's got the bride beat all hollow. Not that he'd agree with me, but hey.

  Then Piki and Sira were beside the men, and all four turned to face the chaplain. The little ceremony was over quickly, and by the time John and Sira turned to face the chapel full of humans and Crispies, two lines of Space Marines had formed, sabers in hand, tips touching overhead. John and Sira grinned, then proceeded down the gauntlet of swords. As they passed there was a soft swishing as each pair of sabers dropped behind them. Only then did Bang offer his arm to Piki and follow the bridal couple.

  The Leversons were the first to greet the newlyweds, of course. A quick but sumptuous cocktail style reception had been arranged, and John and Sira enjoyed sharing their first bites of wedding cake, as well as sharing a sip of champagne from one flute. But not before Bang had to do his bit.

  "You guys know I'm not one for speeches,” he said, turning pink. “Especially gushy stuff. But I'm on deck for one now, so I'll do my best. I haven't really known these two that long, but I swear it seems like I've known ‘em all my life. God knows having to trust ‘em for a life or death mission within days of meeting them has a lot to do with that. But I'd do it again, because they're that good—not only individually, but especially together. So here's to togetherness—always.” He raised his champagne glass to the happy couple. Cheers erupted, and everyone joined in the toast.

  Soon it was time for the newlyweds to leave. Generals Washington, Shelton, and Salter had wangled a brief, safe, and romantic getaway for the two, and their secure transport awaited. Only one tradition remained.

  Sira flung the bouquet directly at Piki, and John shot Sira's garter, rubber band style, right into Bang's chest. Piki grinned nervously, and Bang flushed.

  Then they were gone, and it was over.

  Bang was put in charge of Unit Hope, given his background and education, while Tomlinson was away on his honeymoon,. Consequently he saw a good bit more of what was being developed than he otherwise might. Those NASA guys are throwing some good stuff into the mix, he decided, looking over the latest reports. They've found a way to triple the... I guess you'd call it strength?... of the quantum shields. That's good. And it's an easy retrofit, too. Ooo. Energy beam weapons. Oh, there's a nasty one, if they can get it working. Couldn't use it in atmosphere, but damn. Don't get in its way. Shit, it's more like a drill than a weapon.

  And so it went for a few days. Then the Tomlinsons were back, and Bang debriefed to John.

  "Very good, Bang,” John said. “It sounds great. How long until deployment?"

  "The shields are already being retrofitted,” Bang informed him, “and the big cannon type energy weapons are being deployed now, both shipboard and in orbital platforms. The platforms can be remote controlled, or they can be set on automatic, locking onto enemy signature and firing."

  "Excellent,” John mused. “Infantry weapons?"

  "I gathered miniaturization is in work,” Bang shrugged. “It's only a matter of days."

  "Even better,” John declared. “I want you—as my main gunny—to—"

  "Wait—wha?” Bang blurted, in shock. “Gunny?"

  "Yeah, didn't they tell you about the promotion yet? You're Hope's Gunnery Sergeant now, Bang. Reward for rescuing Piki and putting your life between her and those bullets, not to mention the cool way you analyzed and took out the Snapper scout ship. Commendations are on the way too, but the paperwork on those is slower."

  Bang ran a hand through his short hair. “Shit."

  John laughed. “Anyway, I want you to stay on top of this weapons development. It's your baby, anyway, now. So stay on it and just keep me in the loop."

  "Yes, sir."

  John shook his head. “When it's just the two of us, it's John,” he murmured. “Now, I'll bet you haven't taken time to go see that orange eyed beauty of yours the whole time I've been gone."

  "Well, actually, she made dinner for me night before last. But I have been pretty busy."

  "Then go take her on some sort of date now, while you can. The first briefing I got when I returned was about that new clipper ship..."

  "The stealth ship?"

  "That's the one. It's been out on a few test runs, and two more are nearly ready to join it. So far no sign of Snappers in the solar system, or even the near vicinity, but the mucky-mucks are anxious."

  "Any word who the final crew is gonna be?"

  John gave an enigmatic smile. “Dunno for sure."

  Bang raised an eyebrow. “But you've got a damn good suspicion."

  "Mm... maybe. Or not."

  Bang grinned. “I read you loud and clear, chief. Mouth shut, permission to visit my lady."

  "Permission granted, Bang. Go relax and enjoy yourself."

  Piki was happy to see Bang, and told him so, in no uncertain terms, wrapping her arms around his neck and kissing him thoroughly as soon as he got the door closed behind him. That was something that Bang had come to definitely enjoy; unlike many Earth women, who expected him to always take the lead, Piki was now quite willing to let her feelings be known to him. In fact, recently, their relationship had heated up significantly, and the couple had spent much more private time in their quarters, either his or hers, watching television, making meals together, hugging, kissing, and caressing. And, Bang had decided, she seemed to enjoy it.

  Bang knew what he was beginning to feel for Piki, and he knew it was strong and serious. What he didn't know was how Piki felt about him, or if she was, after everything that had been done to her in Scotland, remotely interested in anything more than what they already had. And he didn't have a clue how to approach the subject. The last thing he wanted to do was to hurt her, to disappoint her, to see those beautiful copper eyes fill with tears.

  But for him the situation was becoming difficult. He'd dreamed about her four times in the last five nights, and every one of the dreams had been... stimulating. Hell, he thought, returning Piki's kiss. Downright erotic is more like it. I'm falling in love with her, and I don't have the first notion what to do about it.

  So for the time, he let things continue as they were. Piki made dinner for him, which was always interesting as her lack of experience with human foods led her to try unusual combinations. But, he realized, she'd never yet had a failure, so he trusted her taste. And tonight it was another delicious success.

  Then they went to see a movie and returned to Piki's apartment to talk and have a drink before Bang wandered back to his tiny, lonely quarters.

  The arrival of the first Cresperian starhopper was a shock. The Oort constellation of sensors flagged it as friendly, and word flowed down the chain of command quickly. It landed in the spaceport in the Midwest, and its occupants—Dr. Mai Le Trung and her husband Gordon Stuart, as well as Gordon's four cousins and copilot and gunner Douglas Bain—were immediately hustled to SFREC and General Caleb Washington.

  "Yes sir,” Mai explained, as calmly but emphatically as she could. “Biggest damn fleet I ever saw. Gordon has a simile to liken them to our fleets. They've got fighter craft, small armored personnel carriers, battleships, and fighter craft carriers. Those fighter carriers would win over the Galactic by a good order of magnitude, or more, just in size alone."

  "Damn sons of bitches,” Washington cursed vehemently. “Why didn't we know about this?"

  "We theorize, sir,” Gordon replied, “or rather, Major Bennett did, that the previous experiences with the Snappers occurred with what craft they had to hand in those regions of space. When those were outgunned, they got themselves organized, and then sent in the top of the line."

  "How many others got away?"

  "We don't know, sir,” Mai murmured, desolation washing over her as she thought of the Preconders. “Margie and Eugene Preconder got separated from the rest of their party in the mad rush to evacuate the Crispy cities, and we think the city they got lost in was one that the Snappers took out from high orbit."

  "HOW high?"

  "At least halfway to synchronous orbit,” Zztklknith replied.

  "SYNCHRONOUS ORBIT?!” Washington rose halfway from his chair. “Dammit to hell and back, seven times over!” He moved from behind his desk and began pacing. “What about the Space Marines there?"

  "Most elected to stay behind,” Gordon said quietly. “We urged them not to... I think Cherry calls it, ‘kamikaze,’ but to help form an underground resistance instead. Literally,” he added.

  "Hopefully they'll do it,” Mai said, trying to remain upbeat. “Gordon's parents threw in their lot with them. I'm hoping a lot of Crispies will. Steve was talking about training the Crispies to fight. If he can overcome their natural passivity in their anger over what's happening to their planet, he just might have a chance."

  "Sir,” Dianne Torres popped her head in the door, “reports of two more small Crispy vessels entering the solar system. And...” she ducked her head out for a moment, then returned. “Make that five."

  "Full up?"

  "Don't know yet, sir."

  "So that's maybe a total of forty-two refugees,” Washington rubbed his chin. “Out of about a hundred and fifty outpost members.” He shook his head. “How fast can you lot get me a report on the Snapper ships and armament?"

  "In what form?” Gordon asked.

  "Whatever form is fastest,” Washington shot back.

  "Within the hour, sir,” Gordon said. “We need office space, however."

  "Done. Dianne, take them down to Sira's area and then send out the welcome wagon for the five other ships. Oh, and get them some coffee and food,” he added, to Mai's relief.

  "Yes, sir,” his aide nodded. “Come with me, please."

  "Shit. Damn it to hell,” President Waterman cursed, when the news reached him. “Better yet, damn it to whatever the Snappers’ home world is, which has gotta be pretty close to hell. How many did we lose, Caleb?” he barked into the phone.

  "No idea at this point, sir,” Washington's voice responded. “The little starhopper ships are still coming in. We've got around fifty refugees at this point, we think—couple of the ships haven't landed yet, so I can't give you an exact number. But some of the people we were hoping to see, like doctors Eugene and Margie Preconder, and physician Jim Kingston, haven't arrived. We're not... sure. I'm sending the initial reports, from Dr. Trung and Mr. Stuart, to you right away."

  "Good."

  "Sir... do you have any initial preparatory orders?” Washington wondered. “Are we going to help, or...?"

  Waterman ran his hand through his hair, distracted. “How fast can you get here to D.C.?"

  "Inside an hour, sir."

  "Inside...?!"

  "Yes sir,” Washington's voice held a small grin in it. “Let's just say we've been VERY busy with research and development."

  "Okay...” Waterman glanced at his watch. “Planetary defense meeting at the top of the hour. Bring whoever you need to brief us directly."

  "We'll be there, sir."

  Waterman hung up the secure phone and leaned back in his desk chair. “Son of a bitch,” he muttered in disgusted anxiety. “Well, at least it's a diversion giving us the chance to build up our capabilities. That's something, I suppose. But those poor Crispies...” Not to mention our boys and girls, he thought, a wash of desolation running through him. It was times like these when he really regretted ever even having thought about running for President.

  Finally he leaned forward and punched the intercom. “Smith? Emergency Defense meeting at the top of the hour. And I do mean emergency. Include the Joint Chiefs, and tie in the allied commands via video conference."

  "Yes, sir."

  Waterman was only waiting for the SFREC representatives when Mai and Gordon arrived with General Washington. Sandra Fellowes was already complaining about the “misunderstanding” and how it could best be solved diplomatically rather than militarily. The video images of allied nations’ defense secretaries depicted various states of emotion ranging from boredom to annoyance as she prated on.

  "Excuse me, please, Madame Secretary,” Gordon politely interrupted her tirade, “but there was no misunderstanding. My wife and I were there. The Snappers came in with an entire fleet and did not even bother contacting the planet to offer terms of surrender. They simply opened fire and began destroying."

  "Are you sure about that? What did you see?” Martin Singletary demanded.

  "We saw the first city destroyed,” Mai declared firmly. “And all the Crispies around me nearly passed out from the pain of the deaths."

  Gordon nodded grimly. “There was no quarter given,” he said. “Some of the more recently arrived ships have brought video depicting a full scale... what is the term again, Cherry? I keep forgetting."

  "Scorched earth,” Mai said in clipped tones.

  "Scorched earth invasion,” Gordon informed the President, the Cabinet, the Joint Chiefs, and the allies. Waterman noted he was pale. “They were destroying everything in sight: structure, plant, animal, and sentient being. They showed no mercy, and did not recognize any attempt at surrender. They simply... slaughtered every Cresperian they came to."

  "We've got to do something,” Mai added. “The Cresperians have no knowledge of warfare, no fighting skills, no stomach for fighting, and they're being overrun by demons from the bowels of hell itself."

  "Come now, Dr. Trung,” Fellowes reprimanded sharply, the pitch of her voice high and grating. “Let us not use such inflammatory rhetoric. I'm sure a little diplomacy can smooth over the situation."

  "Diplomacy cannot smooth over the destruction of most of the cities, with their inhabitants,” Gordon retorted, abruptly red faced and verging on anger. “One of the chief elders, a Cresperian leader, sent me off with formal orders to come here and bring back help. And it must be done soon. Do you intend to help, or will you abandon the planet?"

  "He has a point,” Salter pointed out to the group assembled around the oval table. “The longer we wait, the more time the Snappers have to become entrenched. It'll be next to impossible to get them out."

  "I still say we need more information,” Fellowes insisted. “I don't believe we need to fight, just negotiate."

  "Dammit, Sandra,” Waterman snarled, ire peaking as the urgency of the situation wore on him, “what is it about ‘no quarter given’ that you don't understand?"

  "I want to see proof,” she demanded.

  Gordon pulled a DVD out of his shirt pocket and held it up. Waterman pointed to the television and player in the corner. Without a word, the Crispy walked over, powered up the unit, and popped in the disk.

  Moments later the room silenced as the same scenes Major Bennett had watched were depicted onscreen. Faces around the room and across the world blanched as the slaughter of desperate Cresperians played out in the video; in the background, Snapper troops could be seen using their weapons to mow down vegetation and destroy buildings. “This was transmitted from the Space Marines that remained behind,” Gordon said neutrally. “Is this sufficient?"

  Just then a Crispy on the screen knelt in front of a Snapper, bowing to the ground. Without compunction, the Snapper aimed his laser at the Crispy's head, cutting a hole completely through it. The Crispy's limp body slumped to the ground.

  "That was Chnrith. He was a friend of mine,” Gordon declared, voice flat.

  "Oh, I see. It was just in the vicinity of our outpost,” Fellowes concluded, callously ignoring Gordon's statement. “Well, no wonder, then. It was retaliation for our invasion of their planets."

  "INVASION OF—??” Salter barked. “What kind of IDIOT ARE you, woman?! Can't you see this race is only bent on conquest?"

  "HOW DARE YOU!” Fellowes screamed back. “You and YOUR kind are the ones that cause all the trouble in the world! Too much testosterone, if you ask me! Damn soldiers! And now see what you've done on three other planets! If those ships had been crewed by diplomats, none of that would have happened!"

  "If those ships were manned by diplomats, Sandra, they'd never get off the ground,” Singletary remarked coldly, “because not a damn one of you would know how to operate them."

  "Besides,” Vice President James Robertson added, “I thought the original ships had complete complements of State Department diplomats."

  "They did,” Admiral Terhune noted crisply. “And they were the first ones to die, or be taken prisoner."

  "Junior, inexperienced imbeciles!” Fellowes fired.

  "Two of your top proteges headed the teams, Sandra,” Washington declared icily.

  "I still want more proof!” Fellowes shouted. “Until I see proof that the entire planet of Cresperia has been under unprovoked attack, I won't believe it!"

  "Damn you, woman,” Salter began heatedly.

  "ENOUGH!” Waterman shouted, feeling his temples throb as the heat in his face rose with his ire. “Sandra, you want more proof? We'll get it.” He turned to Admiral Terhune. “Send the clipper ship to Cresperia on a covert fact finding mission. Yesterday, if possible."

  "Yes sir,” Terhune said stiffly, throwing a hostile glance at the Secretary of State.

  Waterman watched Gordon Stuart stare coldly at the woman as he and his mate followed General Washington out of the room. Fellowes merely fluffed her hair and turned away with a smirk.

  The videoconference had ended. “I hope you realize what you just did, Sandra,” Waterman remarked casually, turning a bland look on his secretary of state..

  "What do you mean, Tom?” Fellowes wondered innocently. “Other than insist on proof—which any rational person ought to do—I didn't do anything."

  "Oh, the hell you didn't,” Waterman observed, suddenly feeling amazingly cool. “That man, Gordon Stuart, wasn't human. He was a converted Crispy. He crashed here on Earth and returned to Cresperia to be the liaison between humans and Crispies. And by his own testimony, he was SENT HERE BY ONE OF THEIR LEADERS on a mission to obtain help as quickly as possible. That makes him an ambassador. And you just condemned his entire planet to a living hell while we waste valuable time to get you more ‘proof.’ How do you think he felt about that? What do you imagine he thought?” He paused. “YOU just created the first interplanetary diplomatic incident between Earth and another planet. The chief diplomat for the United States.” He deliberately stared her directly in the eyes. “What do you think that's going to do to your credibility when it hits the media? How do you think our parties’ leaders will respond? Rest assured, it WILL become public knowledge. With what's happening, there's no way to keep it all under wraps."

  Fellowes went white. “Oh, shit,” she whispered.

  "I fully intend to see to it that party leaders on both sides are aware of what you did, Ms. Fellowes."

  "But I didn't know, Tom!"

  "And that makes a difference?” Waterman's gaze went coldly furious. “As if it's perfectly fine to treat a human that way? As if it wouldn't have mattered if he'd been an ORDINARY Cresperian? No. You're going to have to learn that your ideas aren't always right. And it looks like you're going to learn the hard way. Beginning immediately."

  "But..."

  "And one more thing,” Waterman added, ignoring her attempt to protest. “So help me, if you try to defend yourself using classified information, Sandra, I WILL see to it that you are prosecuted as a spy. I will make it my personal mission in life. Do you understand that? Good. Dismissed."

  "All right, ladies and gentlemen,” Special Forces commander Colonel Peter Chadwick told his assembled teams. “We've got a primo assignment, but it's dangerous. In fact, I can't emphasize enough HOW dangerous. Our first new clipper ship has been officially christened the USSS Starskipper, and it's about to go out on its first real mission. That mission is to infiltrate Snapper controlled Cresperian space. There you will ascertain the state of the planet complete with as much evidence as you can obtain, including not only the condition of the planet and its inhabitants, but the Snapper weaponry, and get out, all without attracting the attention of the Snapper fleet. We had planned on normal staffing of the clipper for its first real mission, but the extremely hazardous nature of this first mission requires us to utilize volunteers. The vessel is a small stealth fighter, carrying a crew complement maximum of sixteen. We'll also need some Crispies on board, in order to tell us what's what. So the Crispies must be willing to be part of the crew."

  Bang met Piki's eyes across several aisles of chairs, then together they stood. Jan Wersky stood, followed by Peggy Nunez and her lover, Jeffrey Thomas. Shane Taylor and Douglas Bain stood. Tomlinson glanced at his wife Sira, and they both stood. Further over, the Leversons stood, as did Dr. Trung and Mr. Stuart. David McAllister rose, followed by Michael Wang, and finally Hank Anderson.

  "Full complement, complete with Crispies,” Chadwick said. “With a nice spread of abilities. Mrs. Tomlinson, do you have the genetics research in hand?"

  "I do, sir. Since I was so recently on honeymoon, the Lees and Chris Roberts have been on top of things."

  "Good. You're approved, then. Get the bare minimum of gear—the quarters are very tight, for reasons that will be explained to you—and report to Transport. Personal gear is limited to a hygiene kit and one change of clothes. You'll be gone about four days."

  The sixteen filed out.
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   Chapter 13
  

  "The reason for the small size of the clipper ship line,” Chadwick briefed the crew of the Starskipper at the spaceport, “is that its stealth capability is enhanced with an invisibility cloak, and that's as big as we can make the field. The scientists and engineers found that, if we tried to scale it up any bigger, we started getting... uhm, maybe internal reflections is a good way to term it. Technically that's not really the right explanation, but it sort of gets across the idea. In addition, most of the room inside is taken up with equipment; it's outfitted with the newest offensive and defensive weapons going. Plus a new kind of comm system. And one hell of an unreality drive to power it all. The comm diverts through unreality space, and insofar as human or Crispy scientists have been able to tell, is not possible to intercept, since it only comes out of unreality space at its pre-programmed destination. The Starskipper also has two full concentric magna-quantum shields, as the upgrade has been dubbed; three laser cannons; four real, functioning versions of Nikola Tesla's teleforce ray; and four upgraded, long range disintegrator beams."

  "Excuse me, colonel, but how did you manage to upgrade our disintegrators?” Jeri Leverson wondered, as Bang studied the large black sphere behind Chadwick in the hangar.

  Chadwick took a deep breath and sighed. “I was afraid somebody was gonna ask that,” he admitted. “Okay, I'm not a technical guru, but let me give it a shot. The disintegrator acts through the quantum foam to dampen meson action. This tightens the nuclear bonds through the strong force to such an extent that individual nuclei can and do collapse into Stephen Hawking's mini black holes. With me so far?"

  Bang noticed that even Jan Wersky, who wasn't exactly known as a rocket scientist, nodded.

  "Good. Now, because of the extremely high potential energy levels near a black hole, virtual particle pairs are formed; some fall into the black hole, and some get away. This is known as Hawking radiation. For a normal sized stellar black hole, or even the core of a galaxy, the amount of the black hole's mass lost through Hawking radiation—because, of course, the mass energy has to come from somewhere to avoid violating mass-energy conservation—is negligible. But for a mini black hole, every particle lost is a substantial fraction of the black hole's mass, especially in the case of one formed from a nucleus. But the nature of the disintegrator, being based on unreality physics, shunts this particulate radiation into higher dimensional spaces, and instead we observe supersymmetric photinos, gravitinos, and neutrinos, which is why the whole area around the target doesn't get irradiated."

  "Because they pass through the surrounding matter without interacting,” Mai verified. “Which is why it's such a precision weapon."

  "Right. Now, as it turns out, the only real limit to what such a system can do is the power that's pumped into it to begin with. The device has a feedback loop through unreality that is able to re-utilize about seventy-five percent of the shunted radiation,” Chadwick continued. “So what you're really getting when you fire one is a pulse, and the duration of that pulse is determined by the entropic decay rate of the shunted energy. The more energy in, the more energy back, and the more powerful—and long distance—the disintegrator. The Crispies never looked into upgrading it to this level, because they never needed it. The hand weapons were sufficient for protection from predatory animals on unfamiliar planets, and the cannons were used on their ships in correlation with their shields to deflect space debris."

  Heads nodded, some vigorously, some less so, but it seemed to satisfy Chadwick that he'd managed to answer the question to everyone's understanding.

  "My turn,” Piki piped up. “Who is Nikola Tesla, and what is his teleforce ray?"

  Chadwick grinned. “Tesla was a fascinating man. He was a scientist who lived around the turn of our 20th century. He came up with all kinds of brilliant devices, many of which have been considered either hoaxes, practical jokes, or outright frauds, partly because no one else was ever able to get them to work—until now. It seems not only was he ahead of his time, some of our scientific team is beginning to suspect he was half Crispy.” Everyone laughed.

  "The teleforce ray is sort of like a laser beam,” he elaborated, “only it uses charged particles instead of photons. It can project a single row of particles to tremendous distances, even in atmosphere, because the cross section is reduced to nearly quantum level proportions. In atmosphere, in fact, the beam can actually become narrower in some cases, due to a phenomenon known as ‘gas focusing.’”

  "So we've got some serious hot shit weaponry,” Bang noted, and Piki elbowed him. “Um, hot stuff."

  "You do, at that,” Chadwick nodded. “We're adding said weaponry to the rest of the fleet as fast as we can, as well as to central city defensive systems. Also the teleforce ray will come out for infantry as well, as soon as we've miniaturized it. It'll probably be less a hand gun and more a... eh, more a rocket launcher size, they're estimating,” he added. “Maybe they'll get it down a little bit. We'll also have focused sonic beam guns, both infantry and cannon sized."

  "Good,” Kyle noted.

  "You'll note the ship is spherical. It's designed to be as compact as possible and to maintain the hull at a uniform distance from the shields to maximize protection. In addition, since the mass is substantially less than... well, I don't know if that applies to unreality drives,” he stopped himself. “At any rate, the drive is at least as big as the one in the biggest ship we've got, and they tell me she'll go like a bat out of...” he glanced at Piki, “Hades."

  Piki raised a pale blonde eyebrow. Chadwick colored slightly.

  "All right,” he continued hastily, raising a clipboard and reading from it. “Crew assignments will be as follows. Captain and mission commander will be Hank Anderson. First Officer is Kyle Leverson. Pilot will be Douglas Bain. Your astrogator is Jeffrey Thomas. Your tactician is David McAllister. McAllister's small but able tactical staff will consist of Shane Taylor. Chief Weapons Officer is Ed Bangler. His gunners will be Michael Wang and Jan Wersky. Chief Medical Officer is Jeri Leverson. Her medic will be Peggy Nunez. Chief Scientist is of course Mai Le Trung. Sensor Analyst is John Tomlinson. John, you're part of the scientific team as well as the weapons team, once you arrive at Cresperia. Scientific and Advisory Staff will consist of Jeri Leverson, Sira Whitman Tomlinson, Piki Burroughs, and Gordon Stuart.” Chadwick paused and looked up from his clipboard. “Is everyone familiar with their assignments?"

  A chorus of, “Yes sir,” came back to him.

  "Good. Load it up."

  On board, there were only sleeping compartments, two heads with tiny showers and washers for clothing, and a deck that combined command, weaponry, and sensor analysis. It didn't take the crew long to stow their few belongings in their chosen sleep berths, move to the flight deck and take their stations, strapping in.

  "Bang, invisibility cloak on, shields up,” Hand ordered as they moved from the hangar and began ascent.

  "Yes, sir.” Bang studied his console and punched several buttons in rapid succession. “Invisibility, joy; shield one, joy; shield two, joy,” he reported.

  "Good. Continue ascent."

  Within five minutes the Starskipper was exoatmospheric.

  "John, any sign of unfriendlies on the horizon?” Hand asked.

  "None, sir. Ground control confirms no constellation detection of unfriendlies as well."

  Hand nodded. “Institute standard comm silence; switch to unreality comm. Jeff, plot the most direct course to Cresperia and pass it to Douglas."

  "Already done, sir,” Jeff noted, hitting the keystrokes that transferred the course from the nav computer to the pilot.

  "Initiate, Douglas,” Hand ordered. “And everybody make sure they're strapped in. From what I understand, there's some disorientation when the drive kicks..."

  Bang felt a wave of dizziness, closely verging on nausea, wash over him. Managing to raise his head enough to look around the flight deck without losing his breakfast, he saw almost everyone else sway with vertigo as they passed into unreality space more swiftly than even the Crispies had ever experienced. After a few minutes the dizziness died away.

  "...In,” Hand finished lamely, with a rueful grin.

  The little ship gave new meaning to ‘fast.’ In something over twelve hours they had arrived at Cresperia. They emerged from unreality outside the Cresperian system to give themselves time to recover and avoid crew disorientation in the midst of potential enemies.

  "Shields and invisibility?” Hand barked.

  "Holding at one hundred and two percent of spec,” Bang responded.

  "Sensors?"

  "Sir, we've got a helluva mess out there,” John Tomlinson noted. “The entire Cresperian solar system is swarming with Snapper vessels. And I do mean swarming. Computer indicates close to ten thousand ships, all told, sir. They range in size from what Mr. Stuart terms a spacecraft carrier, at least fifteen times the size of Earth's largest ship if not more, down to one or two man—er, being—fighter craft."

  "Mm,” Hand considered. “All right. Tactical?"

  David McAllister and Shane Taylor had been hunched over the Tactical station, murmuring together. McAllister looked up. “Run the gauntlet,” he said simply. “We don't see any other choice. They're pretty much uniformly distributed around the planet, equator to poles."

  "I was afraid you were going to say that,” Hand sighed. “Okay. I need John, Jeff, and Doug to work real closely together. Mac, I expect you and Shane to interject anything you see, as well. Immediately. Your input has top priority. We've got invisibility to prevent photonic radiation detection, but that doesn't mean we can't be detected via our gravitational field. Work us through the fleet as close to Cresperia as you can get us. Have an escape course plotted and uploaded just in case. Weapons team, battle alert. Science team, begin observing. Place all sensors and cameras in record mode."

  "Aye, sir,” several answers came back.

  Slowly they inched their way into the midst of the Snapper fleet, striving to remain undetected.

  "Sending ship locations in a fifty klick radius to nav comp,” John murmured. “Now."

  "Locations received,” Jeff acknowledged softly. “Determining path of least effect. Oh, shit. This is..."

  "What's wrong?” Hand demanded.

  "It's the old multi-body problem, skipper,” Jeff replied. “Wish we had some Crispy navigators, not to mention computers. I can't get a solid solution because the nav computer is doing a numerical approximation. That'll take forever."

  "We don't have forever,” Gordon whispered. “Cresperia doesn't have forever."

  "We know, honey,” Mai soothed. “Hang on."

  "I'm gonna go with a four digit round off,” Jeff declared, punching commands into the computer. “Then Doug, you and I are gonna have to fly by the seat of our pants and watch our instruments for the slightest deviation from course. That'll be the gravitational residuals, and we'll compensate by hand."

  "Copy that,” Doug replied.

  "Okay, ahead full system cruise..."

  "Roger; ahead full cruise..."

  The flight deck was silent for several minutes as they entered deep into the Cresperian solar system, rapidly approaching that planet and the horde of Snapper vessels clustered about it. Douglas alternated between moving the flight joystick and punching commands into his console. Foot pedals also gave him additional degrees of motion. Not so much different from maneuvering a small plane, only it's in interplanetary space, Bang realized.

  "Approaching first ship, guys,” John pointed out.

  "On it,” Jeff noted. “Slow to one quarter solar system cruise speed."

  "Slowing,” Doug answered, throttling down the ship.

  "Yaw two degrees to port, pitch one degree up; continue speed for fifty klicks..."

  "Two to port, one up..."

  "Level out."

  "Leveling out..."

  "New data coming in, guys,” John called.

  "Roger. Got it... getting numbers... good. Maintain current course for ninety-eight klicks. Good... good... steady... on my mark, pitch down ten degrees... mark."

  "Copy."

  Just then the big ship closest to Cresperia opened fire. A faint glow in space grew brighter and became fluorescent green as the beam passed through the atmosphere. Where it touched down, a huge eruption gouged a crater into the planet, sending ejecta flying, even into space.

  "Damn,” Gordon muttered, drawing Bang's attention briefly. He saw the scowling Cresperian clench his fists in pain and angry frustration.

  "Got some full spectrum recordings on the weapon beam, in space, through the atmosphere, AND at impact,” Mai noted. “Science team, begin analysis, please."

  Sira, Piki, Jeri, and Gordon bent over their consoles, and Bang returned his attention to his targeting scope.

  "Sending over a new map of ship coordinates,” John called.

  "Received,” Jeff noted shortly. “Beginning approximations. Good. Doug, set a radial course for the center of the planet, and punch speed to three quarters cruising."

  "Radial course, three quarters cruising,” Doug replied, piloting the ship with all the skill he could manage, almost continually nudging it this way and that as he corrected slight gravitational effects in an effort to remain undetected.

  Bang sat tensely, watching his screens intently. Damn, he thought. The suspense is killing me here. We're flying by the seat of our pants, the Invisible Man, hoping we don't get caught by our footprints in the mud. And we're just barely over three quarters of the way to the planet from where we came out of unreality space.

  "...On my mark, pitch up ten degrees for thirty seconds, then down twelve,” Jeff noted. “Mark."

  "Up... aaaand... down,” Doug noted, working joystick and pedals in conjunction.

  "Maintain course and speed for one minute, nineteen seconds, then yaw starboard thirty degrees."

  "Annd... yawing."

  "Pitch up two degrees, yaw port three,” Jeff ordered.

  "Up two; port three."

  
   Hang on, Bang, the weapons master told himself firmly, momentarily removing his white knuckled hands from the weapons controls in order to flex out the cramps. Just hang on. Don't lose it. Piki's here. So are Hand, Jan, Peggy, John, and Sira, not to mention Taylor, McAllister and Wang. Don't screw up now, of all times.

  Suddenly the ship shuddered lightly. Nearby, a Snapper fighter vessel was hit amidships by what, to Bangler, looked to be an actively camouflaged orbital disintegrator cannon. What was left of the Snapper craft exploded.

  "SHIT!” Hand exclaimed. “Take us away from that before any of the debris hits our shields and discloses our position!"

  "DOUG! TRANSLATE UP FIFTY KLICKS! NOW!!” Jeff called. Doug's hands almost blurred as he punched several sequences of buttons, then grabbed the joystick again.

  Bang watched his screens as the debris appeared to move downward rapidly, although it was still executing an almost slow motion dance outward from the explosion.

  "NOW AHEAD FULL! ONE HUNDRED KLICKS!” Jeff instructed. Doug scrambled, pushing the stick of the small craft forward.

  The debris on Bang's screen quickly moved to the side and disappeared.

  "Okay, we're out of range,” John observed after several stressful minutes.

  "All stop,” Hand ordered. “Time to catch our breaths for a second. Anybody see what hit us?"

  "Yeah,” Bang piped up. “I'm pretty sure the same disintegrator cannon that took out the Snapper fired at us, too, sir."

  "I'd agree with that assessment, sir,” John agreed. “Based on my scanners, I'd say it spotted us, then it spotted the Snapper ship, didn't recognize either of us, and fired sequentially."

  "Why didn't it come back after us, then?” Hand wondered. “And how did it detect us in the first place?"

  "That's fairly simple, sir,” Gordon explained “Shortly after the original confrontation during the visit of the Galactic, we'd analyzed the Snapper defense shields and found them very similar to our own. So when we put in automated ground and orbital defenses, we programmed that in as one of the detection parameters, along with the configuration of all known Cresperian and Earth ships. It undoubtedly detected our shields. But this is a new vessel, and it isn't in the automation system's database. We're much too small to be a recognized Cresperian OR Earth ship. It therefore assumed we were Snapper and fired upon us. Fortunately our improved shields blocked it. The shaking we felt was the response of the shields to the disintegrator—a kind of feedback, if you will."

  "Why didn't it come back around for a second shot?” Hand demanded to know.

  "I suspect that feedback is precisely why,” Gordon continued. “It is possible that the cannon experienced a similar feedback and interpreted it as our destruction."

  Hand let out a long breath; it sounded stressed to Bang. “How the hell much closer do we need to get, to get the damn information D.C. wants us to bring back?"

  "We're at about four hundred sixty, sixty-five, klicks now, sir,” John replied. “If we can get about another hundred, hundred and fifty, klicks closer, I can use the spy satellite technology to zoom in on surface areas."

  Bang bit his lip. He looked at the tight, pale faces on the flight deck, and watched as Hand drew his fingers across his forehead, which appeared damp. Hand drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly, settling himself. “Pilot, astrogator, you two up for it?"

  "I think we have to be, sir,” Douglas responded, strain showing on his face as well. “That's our mission. Doesn't do us any good to chicken out now. Somebody needs this information bad, or we wouldn't be here in the first place."

  "What he said,” Jeff agreed.

  "All right. Maintain stationkeeping. Sensors, track movement of local ships and notify Astrogation of any need for adjustment of position. Tactical,” Hand fired off, “pick Sensors a couple of good targets on the planetary surface, and let Astrogation know where they are."

  "Aye, sir,” came the responses.

  Both Taylor and McAllister unstrapped from their seats and moved frequently between their own station and the Sensors station, occasionally murmuring questions to Tomlinson or one or more of the Crispies. Finally Taylor looked up.

  "Do we want the worst spots, or a general mix?” he asked. “I mean, you can see from here that huge chunks of the planet are scorched, but..."

  Hand deferred to Gordon. “Mr. Stuart, it is my understanding that you are considered a Cresperian ambassador at this point, due to your commission from one of the Cresperian leaders. It's your call."

  
   Damn, Bang thought, astonished, watching the male Crispy straighten and seem to grow taller even as he watched, is he enhancing right now, or is he just that pissed?

  "We shall obtain a complete planetary scan from our current vantage point,” he declared, “then I want a close montage of the planetary surfaces. But I want them to emphasize craters instead of cities, and the worst hit of the rural areas. If we can find any relatively undamaged areas at this point, I will be surprised. If we do, and can obtain video of Snapper interactions with the indigenous populace, we will."

  "Understood, Mr. Ambassador,” McAllister answered quietly. “And... I'm sorry."

  Gordon let out a long, tired breath, seeming to deflate. “It isn't your fault, sergeant. And Cherry has explained to me that this woman—the Secretary of State—was foisted on your current administration by political machinations. But when I am watching my family and friends—my home—destroyed without compunction, I find it difficult to maintain an emotional equilibrium."

  Mai leaned over and gave him a gentle hug. He returned it, and Bang had the sudden strong impression that Gordon was struggling to avoid burying his face in his wife's shoulder. Bang glanced at Piki, who met his eyes and nodded. His eyebrows rose, and she cocked a mischievous blonde eyebrow at him, copper eyes twinkling slightly. She didn't. Surely she didn't. None of the others knows how. How did she...? Or am I just projecting?

  "All right,” McAllister noted, “John, can you initiate that scan while still keeping a watch on the local Snapper ships?"

  "With a little help from the gunnery section, I think so, David,” John agreed.

  Bang turned to his gunners. “Mike?"

  "Go,” Wang answered with a nod.

  "Jan?"

  "Go,” the big blond man averred.

  "Weapons is a go on that surveillance, Sensors, Captain,” Bang declared.

  "Then let's get to it,” Hand ordered.

  It took an entire orbital period—nearly two hours—to get the full planetary scan, and several times the Starskipper had to make a rapid position adjustment to avoid a Snapper runabout, but they remained undetected. In the meantime McAllister and Taylor went over the surface of the planet with a fine toothed comb. All of the Crispies pitched in to help identify cities and other landmarks.

  "It's harder than I thought it would be,” Jeri Leverson remarked in a low tone. “So much destruction. It's like trying to find your way through a forest after all the trees have been cut down."

  But eventually they had the planet mapped. Then McAllister, with Taylor's aid, picked out eight different locations that appeared to have varying amounts of damage. Said locations ranged from the remains of cities peeking out from deep within craters to mountainous regions to grasslands to once fertile river deltas. Then the Tactical team sent the list of planetary coordinates to Astrogation and Sensors.

  "Okay, how close do you need to be, John?” Jeff asked Tomlinson.

  "Mm, I need to be in a little lower orbit,” John responded. “Think you can give me another fifty or seventy-five klicks, at least?"

  "Roger that,” Doug responded. “Send us the blasted obstacle course and we'll get ‘er through."

  "Bang, you guys see anything?” John wondered.

  "Nothing you don't see, John,” Bang replied. “We're good to go if you are. We'll be da- uh, awfully happy to get back to Earth without having to do anything other than watch, if you ask me."

  "Amen on that,” Hand interjected. “Please proceed, gentlemen."

  "'Obstacle course’ to nav comp,” John said.

  "Aaand obstacle course received,” Jeff said, a tinge of dark humor shading his voice. “Ready, Doug?"

  "Go for it."

  "Ahead one quarter speed, prepare to yaw three degrees to port on my mark... in three, two, one, mark."

  "Three degrees to port."

  "Steady as she goes..."

  "Roger, steady as she goes."

  "Prepare to yaw three degrees to starboard. Mark."

  "Three degrees starboard. Affirm."

  "This next one is tricky. Yaw two degrees starboard, pitch down five... pitch up ten, no, twelve... yaw three degrees to starboard... yaw eight degrees to port... pitch up twenty... full stop. Translate up fifty klicks... ahead one quarter... yaw twenty degrees to port, pitch down thirty..."

  The rest of the flight crew watched as the two men wove their vessel through a tight maze of Snapper ships, keeping just far enough away that any gravitational forces from the Starskipper would be lost in the overall activity of the fleet.

  After about ten more minutes of tight maneuvering, they emerged into a relatively open volume of space, which appeared to be a clear zone kept for observation purposes, hence unlikely to be shot or flown through. “All halt,” Jeff noted, and Douglas brought the ship to a stop, initiating stationkeeping. “How's this, John?"

  "Perfect,” Tomlinson remarked, already activating the full spectrum spy instrumentation. “When I tell you, put ‘er in orbit and I'll pick up the rest on the fly."

  "Copy that."

  As the high resolution images emerged on their screens, the Crispy contingent groaned in pain, and Bang felt ill. If I had my way, he thought, cold fury rising within, I'd take out every damn one of these Snapper ships right now, for what they did to Piki's world. There was no denying it at this point; Bang loved the Crispy woman, and would do anything she needed of him. But right now what she needs is for me to keep my cool and get her—and this data—back safely to Earth, so we can mount a rescue force.

  So he clamped his lower lip between his teeth until it almost bled, and held onto the arms of his chair with fingers that were white from the force of the grip. By now their ship had gone into orbit, and he watched as frame after frame of utter, blackened desolation, pocked with the occasional huge crater, slid past his gaze. He could see the stumps of entire forests, mowed down like grass, the trunks left nearby to rot. Suddenly they encountered a patch of lush, verdant vegetation, and everyone sat up straight.

  "What—where?” Hand muttered in astonishment. “How the hell...?"

  "THERE!” Taylor exclaimed, pointing at the screen.

  "They did it!” Mai crowed. “It's the Crispy Resistance Force! I see Steve leading a Marine force, flanking a group of Crispies using disintegrators and... Gordon! There are your parents!"

  "I see them, Cherry! I see them!” Gordon cried.

  They kept the scanners focused on the battle, watching until the relatively small Snapper force was driven back and finally obliterated. Then the Crispies spread out, setting some sort of devices all along the perimeter of their green enclosure.

  "Detectors and trip wires,” Taylor said, recognizing the devices. “Ooo. The trip wires are mostly being set to what look like hand held disintegrators."

  "Nasty,” McAllister said, “but effective. Good for them!"

  Suddenly the entire party, human and Crispy, disappeared from view.

  "They activated their invisibility bands,” Piki observed. “This is good. That means there are places where our forces can meet up with the... how would you say it? The CRF?"

  "Crispy Resistance Force?” Jeri's eyes twinkled. “I think this is...” she hesitated. “It's good, but it's sad too, in a way. My people were so innocent, so peaceful..."

  "I know, Jeri,” Kyle murmured from his station, “but I'd say you've been damned lucky. To have existed for so long, and never to have encountered more in all your travels than a few wild animals? When your star system is apparently so close to Snapper space?” He shook his head. “I don't know how they missed you."

  "Me either, Kyle,” Jeri admitted, “and I'm glad they did. But I could have done with them missing us awhile longer."

  "That would be our fault,” Kyle sighed. “In that respect, Madame Secretary of State is right. We ran into a hornet's nest we didn't even know was there."

  "Oh, dear God,” Bang exclaimed then, glancing at his screen. “Look."

  The crew's attention returned to the surface imagery. A collective gasp went up.

  "Concentration camps,” Jan Wersky hissed, barely audible. “My great grandparents died in concentration camps."

  The crew of the Starskipper could do nothing but watch as a unit of Snappers marched some thirty Cresperians out of a small building—wondering how thirty could even fit into the building—and rowed them up against a scarred, scorched stone bluff face. Moments later two Snappers opened up their laser rifles, mowing down the ranked Crispies, cutting them in two with a couple of waves of their weapons. Entrails gushed onto the ground and ruptured; blood and body fluids from the burst organs spread in a small pool at the base of the rock. An earthmover came around a corner of the bluff and began callously scooping up the body parts.

  Piki wailed and rushed from the flight deck, running for the head.

  "I'll see to her,” Peggy Nunez offered. “You guys keep scanning. That bitch back on Earth needs to know what's really going on."
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   Chapter 14
  

  In his private office, President Thomas Waterman kicked back in an overstuffed easy chair, chatting on a secure phone to General Caleb Washington.

  "Looks like the Secretary of State is in a bit of hot water,” Washington noted.

  "Yeah, looks like it,” Waterman tossed off nonchalantly. “Every party leader on BOTH sides is ready to choke her. Pretty big leak to the press, too."

  "Yeah, pretty big,” Washington agreed. “Wonder how that happened?"

  "No idea,” Waterman said with an audible smirk. “No idea at all."

  "Ah-huh.” Washington sounded disbelieving.

  Both men chuckled. “About time she got her comeuppance,” Waterman pointed out. “The nicest thing about it all is that I haven't seen her in two days. Next subject."

  "...So have you been keeping up with the video snippets, Mr. President?” Washington queried.

  "Pretty well, yeah, Caleb. I try not to do it too late at night, though. Too grim,” Waterman sighed. “I have enough nightmares as it is."

  "I... know the feeling, sir,” Washington responded, subdued. “Do you think it's enough to convince... certain diplomats?"

  "Dear God, I hope so,” Waterman groaned. “Seriously, the way they're getting the imagery—starting from full planetary views and then zooming in—that's enough to convince anyone that the planet has been devastated. And,” he swallowed hard, “the concentration camps... how many have they found now?"

  "Ten. Large ones,” Washington noted. “Whether they believe in Him or not, Lord have mercy on the Cresperians."

  "Indeed. Yes, that should get our pacifist's attention. How are we doing on the new weapons development?"

  "Not too badly, sir.” Waterman thought Washington's tone sounded more hopeful with the change of subject. “We've shared the technology with our allies, and almost all major cities around the planet are now outfitted with the upgraded shielding and disintegrator cannons. Some even have sonic concussor cannons. We've got a complete constellation of disintegrator cannons and teleforce cannons in geosynchronous orbit, clusters in the Lagrange points, and several already placed in the asteroid belt. Huge platforms hidden in the Sun-to-Jupiter Lagrange points, too. There's always a big cluster of asteroidal debris in those locations, so we can practically hide a small moon there."

  "That's good."

  "Yes, sir, very good. But we've gone fully three dimensional with the sensor constellations too—or we're working on it, I should say. I expect it all to be complete within a few days of the return of the Starskipper. We'll have a sphere of protection out to the radius of the asteroid belt, at least."

  "That's gotta be a lot of cannons."

  "Not really. Not with the range we've achieved on the disintegrators, not to mention the teleforce cannons. Those things are cool.” Waterman heard the grin in Washington's voice. “Some of the Crispies are declaring Tesla must have been the first Cresperian on Earth. And they're only half joking."

  Waterman sat up, startled. “Is it possible?"

  "Dunno. He certainly had some really strange devices that nobody has been able to duplicate—until now."

  "Can we find out?"

  "I doubt it,” Washington sounded doubtful. “Once a Crispy has converted to human, his genetics are identical to a human's. The only way to tell would be to find the core of their perceptive organs. It's like a small tumor attached to the spinal cord directly behind the solar plexus. As long as Tesla's been dead, that would... have... decayed...” Washington's voice tapered off, a sound of shock in it.

  "What's wrong, Caleb?"

  "Sir, either Tesla wasn't a Crispy—or he isn't dead."

  "WHAT?!"

  "Tom, you know how long the Crispies live! If Tesla was a Crispy, he must have faked his own death, and adopted a new identity!” The general, in his excitement, dropped into a more familiar mode of speech with his commander in chief.

  "But... Caleb, we know his family! He didn't get married, or even have affairs! If he was a male Crispy, he should have gone nuts, not to mention sex crazed! How..."

  "I don't know, Tom,” Washington admitted then. “But maybe it's something to try to look into, one of these days when we actually have time."

  Waterman settled back into his chair, trying to will his befuddled mind to settle as well. “Okay. Investigation for a future day. Maybe we can find his remains and take some of our Crispies to see them, and they can pick up something."

  "Maybe. Supposedly his ashes are in a museum in Serbia. If they really are his ashes."

  "That makes it easy. Now, back to our preparations. What about infantry?"

  "The personal quantum shields and invisibility torcs are already in the field. We've got hand held disintegrators that are essentially duplicates of the Crispies’ rings, in pistol form,” Caleb noted, his voice indicating he was having difficulty shifting gears. “The foot soldiers will also have teleforce rifles, and each unit will be outfitted with one or more sonic concussors."

  "Why just one per unit?"

  "They're kind of big. Think... oh, rocket launcher, or the old bazooka."

  "Oh. Okay, go ahead."

  "Cavalry—to include tanks, aircraft, et cetera—will have, in addition to the biggest honking conventional shells we can handle, disintegrator cannons, teleforce cannons, and sonic concussors,” Washington declared. “Well, I take that back—it was decided not to put the concussors on airborne craft, due to the possibility of destabilizing their flight. Those will be on tanks and armored personnel carriers, though. And we might have a few hovertanks by then."

  "Really? Excellent,” Waterman was pleased.

  "We're working hard on it,” Caleb averred. “And we've got specialized, replaceable and rechargeable batteries for the smaller vehicles, like tanks, to operate the new equipment. It's based on a combination of Crispy and human technology. For heavy active duty—that is to say, battle—they last a couple of hours, so we have backups aboard. We have to scale up the weight of what the Crispy devices could handle for everything, but we're awfully close."

  "How soon?"

  "Now that we've got the regular military to help out, within a week or ten days, sir."

  "Wonderful! But you're not...” Waterman began, letting his tone drop for emphasis.

  "No sir. Nobody outside SFREC personnel and the top brass—and our allies’ equivalents—know the actual secrets. We're just using the regular military to help deploy."

  "Okay. Good.” Waterman drummed his fingers on the arm of the chair, and there was a temporary silence. Caleb Washington broke it.

  "There's something else on your mind, isn't there, sir?"

  "Yeah, Caleb, there is,” Waterman admitted. “Our non-allies. We promised to protect the entire planet."

  "I know, sir,” Washington sighed. “We can't give them the technology because we can't trust them with it. And we can't create a planetary shield. But we've got weapons deployed in orbit around the planet, and we have starships to send out against the Snappers, and troops that can be mobilized, with high tech weapons. And if I remember right, sir, you promised to TRY, not to DO."

  "Yeah, yeah,” Waterman murmured. “I hear everything you're saying, Caleb. We can only do our best. And even with all of our new tech, there's still no guarantee. Still, after seeing the video of those concentration camps... Caleb, I wouldn't wish that on my worst enemy.” He paused, considering, then amended his statement. “Well, maybe on the Snappers themselves, but..."

  "Yeah. I know,” Caleb said, falling back into familiarity. “But look at it this way, Tom. They seem to be focused on the Cresperian system. They might not even come here."

  "Are you proposing we leave the Cresperian home world to its fate?” Waterman wondered.

  "No, no! Not at all."

  "Then they're going to find out about us,” Waterman pointed out. “Chances are they're smart enough to put two and two together. After all, we've already had a scout ship come to observe from the edge of our system."

  "True,” Washington argued, “but if we suddenly show up on their flanks at Cresperia and whup some Snapper ass—and I'm talking about total eradication, which I believe we can achieve—they might not have a chance to figure it out, or even get out a distress call. And they'll definitely think twice before coming after us in our home system, even if they do."

  "You know better than that, Caleb. First off, we haven't gone up against a Snapper force of this magnitude before. There's no guarantee, as you pointed out. And you know the old adage: ‘No battle plan ever survives first contact with the enemy.’ Second, even as fast as things seem to go in a battle—and remember, I served, when I was younger—there's always somebody whose job it is to send out that distress signal IMMEDIATELY. It only makes sense. The Snappers may be ruthless, but they are obviously extremely intelligent. So they won't have neglected that duty. Third, we don't know for certain that we have a good line on ALL their weaponry. And last, if they're as egotistical and empire minded as they seem, they're going to see an ass busting as a challenge, not a deterrent."

  A sigh came from the other end of the phone. “I know, Tom. I know everything you're saying is true. But I have to believe my scenario is at least a possibility. Otherwise, I'm throwing away good men and women, and possibly two entire planets as well, on what amounts to no more than a massive suicide mission.” There was a silence on the line. “We've already started tactical planning for a mission to Cresperia here. It can be mounted within about a week of the return of the Starskipper. We've code named it Snap, Crackle, Pop. What's the word on our allies in that regard?"

  Waterman shook his head, fully realizing that Washington couldn't see it, but unable to stop the expression of disgust. “They'd have been ready days ago if we hadn't had to delay for... a certain diplomat."

  "Well... maybe the delay was worthwhile, after all,” Washington soothed. “We're getting some really good intelligence information out of this mission."

  "We are, that,” Waterman admitted. “Is Captain Preston annoyed that his ship went out without him?"

  "No sir. He—and his handpicked crew—understood the dynamics of the situation, especially once they saw the makeup of the volunteer crew. In fact Preston took the time to give Lieutenant Anderson a rundown of command functions."

  "That's a mark in his favor."

  "He's a good man. He'll be a good starship commander too. He's got some experience—sea-based, but experience, just the same. And he understands the notion of a three dimensional battle better than some Air Force officers."

  "All right, Caleb, I won't take up any more of your time. Thanks for keeping me in the loop."

  "Any time, sir."

  Waterman hung up.

  The next day, the USSS Starskipper returned home safely with all hands. They debarked, decidedly solemn, and Lieutenant Anderson formally transferred command of the vessel back to Captain Preston.

  "Good job, Anderson,” Preston murmured. “You AND your crew."

  "Thank you, sir,” Anderson replied. “We... had a vested interest."

  "I understand entirely. And thank you for taking good care of my ‘girl.’”

  Hand grinned slightly. “I would have said it was the other way around, Captain."

  The two men chuckled.

  "You have to understand, Tom, emotionally they're pretty stressed,” Admiral Terhune explained to President Waterman in the president's private office. “It was a helluva mission. Not only did they have to be on constant alert, running a gauntlet of literally thousands of enemy ships—I have it to understand that none of the crew got any sleep for... well, for about as long as Cresperians and enhanced humans CAN go without going over the edge. But they also had to deal with the horrors of seeing what had happened to Cresperia and its people. And some of the crew ARE its people, and all of the rest have emotional ties of at least friendship, and in half the cases, mating. They're hurting."

  "How much rest have they gotten?” Waterman asked, concerned.

  "The trip back took about half a day. They split that up into two shifts, so by the time they landed, everyone had had about six hours of sleep. And they're all sleeping on the trip in to the Enclave. Now, how restful that sleep has been is another question..."

  Waterman nodded in grim understanding.

  "Can the debrief wait until tomorrow?” Terhune pressed.

  Waterman gazed somberly at Terhune. “You know better than that, Wayne. If we're going to save Cresperia, we have to move soon. It's already almost too late, according to what I've seen."

  Terhune slumped. “You're right, of course."

  "But what we can do,” Waterman continued, “is to video conference them in from SFREC. Saves them an additional trip, as well as the stress of being face to face with... certain people."

  "It's a plan,” Terhune agreed. “I anticipate their arrival in about two hours. Give ‘em an additional half an hour to freshen up, and we'll hold the meeting."

  "No,” Waterman countermanded firmly. “I want Sandra to see the hell they went through, on their faces. Bring them straight to the conference."

  "Yes SIR."

  Sixteen very tired and distressed spacefarers arrived back at the Brider Enclave. Immediately they were met by General Washington's staff and ushered to his video conference room. Washington was there waiting.

  "Sorry to do this, ladies and gentlemen,” he apologized softly, seeing the pallid faces. “D.C. wants to see you soonest. We're hoping your personal reactions will help influence... certain parties... to cooperate."

  "Gotcha,” Kyle Leverson nodded his tired understanding. “But can we hurry this up? Otherwise you're liable to have a sleeping crew on your hands, and that wouldn't look good at all..."

  "Assuming any of us could actually sleep,” Bang muttered.

  "Counseling and anything else you need, including medication, is only waiting on the end of this video conference,” Washington offered gently. “Are you all ready?"

  Sixteen weary nods.

  Washington nodded at the conferencing technician in the corner.

  In a secure room in the Pentagon, the Joint Chiefs, the Vice President, the President, and his defense and diplomacy advisors on the Cabinet, met together as the video conference feed came up. “Are our allies here?” Waterman asked.

  "United Kingdom."

  "Canada."

  "Australia."

  "Belgium."

  "Germany..."

  When the roll call had ceased, Waterman nodded. “Is everyone obtaining the video?"

  "Yes, President Waterman,” a Belgian official noted. “All allies, NATO and adjunct, report in that they are receiving the feed well."

  "Then let me turn this meeting over to my Secretary of Defense.” Waterman took his seat, and the Defense Secretary rose.

  "The first thing I'd like to show,” Martin Singletary, chairing the meeting, declared, “is the evidence brought back from Cresperia by the covert team."

  Without further preamble, he clicked a button on the remote control in his hand. An image of a beautiful green, gold, and blue world appeared. “This is what Cresperia looked like during the visit of the Galactic,” he declared. He hit another button; a scorched and devastated planet appeared, black and brown replacing the serene blues and greens. “This is what it looks like now."

  The planet spun at an accelerated rate, allowing those observing to see the entire surface in a matter of mere moments. Several obscenities were murmured beneath the level of hearing of those present, by those present.

  "Now let me show you the planet up close and personal,” Singletary said grimly, clicking another button.

  A montage of images flickered by: A huge crater, its bottom filled with ruined buildings. Half a mountain range, ravaged of foliage; the other half of the range had been replaced with a series of craters. Once lush fields, now blackened and bare. A dry river bed, full of dead water creatures, its ancient glacial water source obliterated. Ten more cratered remains of cities. Fields strewn with Cresperian bodies beginning to rot.

  And the concentration camps. More than a dozen; each depicting some new horror. Mass executions, some swift via laser; some less so, as the indigenous populace were crowded into a tiny, fenced space and left outside in the elements with neither food nor water. A few tiny animals were seen to scurry out through the fencing, and one or two of the audience more knowledgeable of Crispies privately wondered if these were truly animals, or morphed Crispies escaping while they could.

  But it was the video of the lab that turned everyone sick. John Tomlinson had managed to spot a surface building with a large skylight in its roof, and used his spy equipment to peer through it. Inside were rows of tables, a Cresperian strapped to each. Snappers with what appeared to be medical implements stood over them.

  As they watched, Sandra Fellowes suddenly screamed. “Oh my God!” she cried. “They're dissecting them alive!"

  "And conscious,” Singletary pointed out, “with no discernible anesthetic. It's called vivisection, technically."

  "Mein Gott,” a soft, horrified German voice came through the audio feed. “The Nazi regime vas bad, but..."

  "L'olam lo suv,” another voice responded firmly. “Never again."

  "There's one last thing you need to see,” Singletary said, as the video continued to play.

  Suddenly it was depicting the fierce battle between a Snapper contingent and a large group of Crispies, backed by Major Bennett's Cresperian deployment of Space Marines. Gradually they beat back the Snappers, eliminating the enemy unit, before disappearing into a lush green forest.

  "They are learning to fight, then,” a crisp English voice noted.

  "They are,” Singletary agreed, “of necessity. Note that the Cresperian force was twice the size of our Marine force, and was taking the lead in the fighting. It has been dubbed the CRF—Cresperian Resistance Force—by our observation crew. I have been told that one of the Crispy crewmembers remarked on the planet's ‘loss of innocence.’ Here is the proof of that."

  "Sad,” Salter shook his head.

  "Now,” Singletary said, “I'm going live to the starship crew that risked their lives to slip into the midst of the Snapper fleet to obtain this imagery, as well as tactical data and information that may aid us in freeing Cresperia.” He stared at Secretary of State Fellowes, who flinched under his gaze and dropped her head. “Ladies and gentlemen, are you there?"

  The image flickered and changed to the room where the Starskipper's former crew sat in the Enclave. “We're here, sir,” General Washington noted. “They're a bit the worse for wear, emotionally as well as physically, but everyone's here and safe."

  The camera panned around the room, depicting the weary, pale, disturbed faces.

  "Are there any questions for the crew?” Singletary asked.

  "What are your feelings right now?” Waterman wondered.

  Lieutenant Anderson stood. “Hank Anderson, Lieutenant, White Horse. Sir, I think I can speak for everyone when I say that we're...” His voice cracked, and he broke off for a moment, then resumed. “We're upset, horrified, haunted, and flat dead on our feet. But sleep isn't so good right now...” He stopped, opened his mouth to speak again, then closed it and sat down.

  "You're soldiers,” Fellowes pointed out. “Surely you're used to seeing death."

  Bang gritted his teeth, then rose. “Gunny Sergeant Edward Bangler, White Horse,” he declared, deliberately allowing his pride to come through in his voice, not caring whether Fellowes recognized him or not. Judging by her blank expression, she didn't, which didn't surprise anyone. “Ma'am, excuse me, but no one ever gets ‘used to’ seeing death. And NO one can deal with seeing it in that magnitude, and with that degree of callousness. In addition to which, about one fourth of our crew were converted Crispies, not soldiers. Watching... feeling... their pain... was almost as bad as what we saw on the planet."

  "But surely these are just aliens to you,” Fellowes probed. “It isn't like you were witnessing humans being killed. Why are you humans so perturbed?"

  "Says the master diplomat,” Terhune noted sarcastically out of the side of his mouth.

  "If I may,” Gordon Stuart broke in, standing, and Bang sat down.

  "Yes, Mr. Ambassador,” Singletary said, overriding whatever Fellowes had been about to say. “Please."

  "Just before the Snapper invasion of Cresperia, my wife, Dr. Mai Le Trung, and I made an important discovery. We haven't had a chance to follow through on it. But as fully another quarter of the crew are either mates or significant romantic interests of the Cresperians on board... and are enhanced... I would like to ask the crew a question."

  "Please, proceed,” Singletary said.

  "Jeri, Sira, Piki—when was the last time you had to... ‘update'... the enhancements on your men?” Gordon wondered.

  Jeri and Sira both blinked. “Not in a long time,” Jeri realized. “A LONG time."

  "Not since well before the wedding,” Sira added.

  Piki pondered. “I have not been with Bang-bang as long as the others,” she said, “nor has our... relationship... been as close. But it has been several weeks since I had to ‘fix’ him."

  "I submit as a working hypothesis that their genetics have adapted to the new configuration, as we Crispies had originally intended, but which information was evidently never properly passed on to them,” Gordon suggested. “They have, in essence, accepted their new ‘programming’ and are now maintaining it on their own."

  Bang raised a hand. “Could it be more than that, at this point?"

  "What do you mean?” Gordon asked.

  Bang shook his head. “On the Starskipper,” he began, “when we first started seeing scenes of the... the slaughter... and you got upset...” He broke off and flushed. “For a few seconds there, it was like I... like I knew what you were feeling."

  "Yes,” Piki declared then. “I have noticed it in you of late, Bang-bang. You are a naturally gentle, sensitive man, and I believe you are developing a weak perceptive sense."

  "I've... been doing the same thing,” Kyle volunteered a bit reluctantly. “And for... oh, shit, maybe a year or so now. Half the time, Jeri and I don't even need to talk these days."

  "Are you sure?” Mai demanded.

  Kyle nodded, but Piki shook her head.

  "No, not yet,” Piki admitted. “But if Gordon is correct, it would make sense."

  "Are you saying these people are no longer HUMAN?!” Fellowes expostulated.

  "Waterman,” came a voice over the audio, a decided French lilt in it, “you have an Einstein there, mes ami. And you say this is your Secretary of State? God help you, should you ever need negotiation."

  Fellowes flushed.

  "We're just as human as you are, Madame Secretary,” Mai responded curtly. “I'll put my DNA up alongside yours any day. Our mates have simply shared their gifts with us. This may be the next stage in the development of humanity—aided by friends."

  "That's enough questions from our side,” Singletary cut off the exchange. “Is there anything the Starskipper crew has to say?"

  Bang stood before anyone else could. “Yes sir,” he declared, with as much—polite—force as he could muster. “Cresperia needs our help, bad. If we don't go help them, I don't see as how we're any better than the Snappers. It makes us just as cold blooded to sit back and watch and do nothing, as it does them for doing it.” He sat down.

  "Well said, Sergeant,” Singletary approved. “Anyone else?"

  "I think Bang just said it for all of us, sir,” Tomlinson noted firmly. “Nothing much else to add."

  "Very well. You lot go see the medics and get some rest. You've earned it twelve times over. Commendations are on the way for each of you."

  The video went dark.

  As soon as she left the meeting, Sandra Fellowes was immediately hounded by the press—as she had been for the last three days. “Why did you insult the Cresperian ambassador, Ms. Fellowes?” one reporter demanded. “Was there some diplomatic purpose behind it? Are we about to break off relations between Earth and Cresperia? What about the Crispies already here? Rumor has it that some have even married Earth men and women. Will they be expelled from the planet? Will their human spouses be forced to leave, too?"

  "I didn't know he was Cresperian!” Fellowes blurted. “We're not breaking off relations with anyone! And there are no HUMANS married to Cresperians!"

  "How could you NOT KNOW he was a Crispy?” the reporter fired back. “Green fur, orange eyes, odd shaped head—that's kind of hard to miss, Ms. Fellowes."

  "He wasn't...” Fellowes broke off.

  
   "So help me, if you try to defend yourself using classified information, Sandra, I will see to it that you are prosecuted as a spy..."
  

  "...He wasn't there,” she finished lamely. “He was on a teleconference. I couldn't see him."

  A medic was waiting for the clipper ship crew outside the conference room. She carefully doled out sleeping pills to each crew member sufficient for the night, then scheduled appointments for them all the next day.

  As they departed by ones and twos, Bang grabbed Piki's hand and all but dragged her along back to her apartment. “What is wrong, Bang?” Piki asked, sensing his agitation.

  "Nothing. Everything. I don't know yet, Piki,” he said, upset and uncertain, as they neared her door. “But we need to talk. And we need to talk in private."

  "Come in, then.” She swiped her badge through the lock and entered, holding the door for Bang. He closed it behind them, then led Piki over to the sofa, seating her there. Then he dropped to one knee.

  "Piki,” he said in an urgent, soft tone, “I don't have the least notion what you're going to think of this, but I have to. After everything we've just seen, after getting into and out of that hellhole around your home world, I can't wait any longer. I'm afraid of what might happen if I do. Piki, I love you. Will you marry me?"

  Wide copper eyes stared at him.
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   Chapter 15
  

  "Marriage,” Piki began slowly. “This is permanent. And very intimate. And involves... touching. Much touching."

  Bang nodded, having expected this conversation before getting his answer. “Yes, Piki, it is,” he agreed. “But it isn't like what happened to you in Scotland. Well, it is, in a way. Parts of the intimacy stuff. But I wouldn't hurt you. I'd never hurt you."

  "Explain, please."

  Bang flushed deeply. “I've wanted you... like that... for several weeks now. But I haven't said anything or done anything because I wanted YOU to want it, too. If a man loves a woman, he's gentle, and patient, and tender, and helps her get ready. And when she's ready, she gets... wet... there. It's a natural lubricant. And once there's enough of that, it doesn't hurt, it feels good."

  "I have read some about this on the computer,” Piki admitted, a mixture of reluctance and curiosity on her face, “but I still do not understand how you would get me ‘ready’ so that it does not hurt, Bang-bang. I love you, too. But I do not want to be hurt—especially by you."

  "Piki,” Bang explained, growing desperate, afraid of being rejected, “when we sit on the couch and kiss and cuddle and caress, do you feel anything... there?"

  A faint tinge of color suffused her tan cheeks. “Yes,” she confessed in a whisper. “It gets... hot, and... and yes, it gets wet. And I think... I think it... swells?"

  "Good,” Bang said, smiling. “That's how I get you ready. And I can do other things, too. Kissing your body in special places, and stroking you... there. And when you're wet enough, you'll be ready, and it'll feel good. No pain at all."

  "Show me,” Piki demanded.

  "What—NOW?!"

  "Yes."

  "How... how far do you want...?"

  "Until I am ready,” Piki said calmly. “Then I will tell you if I wish to marry or not."

  "This is gonna kill me, you know that?” Bang grumbled, moving to the couch and taking her in his arms.

  "But you will not hurt me, just because of your desire."

  "No."

  "Very well."

  Bang's lips came down on Piki's, and Piki yielded to him, trusting him. She wrapped her arms around his neck, and he deepened the kiss, even as his hands gently roved her body, stroking gently. “Tell me when you want more,” he murmured into her mouth.

  "All right. More."

  Bang chuckled, then tugged her blouse from her trousers and began stroking her bare skin. Piki sighed. “I like that."

  "Good. That's the point."

  "More skin."

  "Take off your shirt, then."

  Piki unbuttoned her blouse, and Bang tried to hide his start of surprise: Like most of the Crispy females, she had no need of a bra, so she didn't bother with one, and he hadn't considered the fact. Her upper body was now clad only in the metallic armbands all Crispies wore, containing their personal defensive equipment. “Oh dear God,” he whispered. “Piki, you're gorgeous."

  Piki blushed delicately. “You like the way I look?"

  "I love the way you look.” Bang took her into his arms and let his hands skim over her torso. His lips wandered from her mouth and trailed down her neck.

  "Ohhh,” she sighed. Then, when his fingers slid over her breast, “OH!"

  "Mm-hm,” Bang murmured against her throat. “That's one of those special places. More?"

  "Oh, yes."

  So Bang fondled her breasts tenderly, then bent his head and kissed each aroused nipple, to Piki's delight. “This is... I had forgotten the Prime Minister did... he bit them,” she managed to get out.

  "Aw,” Bang said sadly. “But not like this, I bet.” And very gently, he nibbled at her nipples. Piki gasped in delight.

  "No. Not like this. Don't... don't stop."

  "Okay."

  By this time Piki's back was arched over Bang's forearm. He rested on that elbow, their bodies lying along the sofa, and let his free hand drift lower, across her belly, until he cupped her through her trousers. He could feel the warmth, and began a gentle, circular rubbing. His reward was a soft moan of pleasure.

  "Bang-bang,” Piki panted, “you... you are so gentle... not rough..."

  "That's the way it's supposed to be, when you love someone. You treasure them. You don't treat them like objects."

  "I... this..."

  "You're wet, aren't you?"

  "Yes..."

  "Good.” Carefully, Bang unfastened the fly of Piki's trousers. “Is this okay?"

  "Yes. What are you going to do?"

  "Just more rubbing."

  "All right."

  Bang continued to rub through her panties, then slid his hand inside them, locating the slit containing her treasures. Wow, is she ever wet, he realized. Maybe I can do what I'd hoped, then.

  He found her nub and stroked it, and she groaned. All the while he hadn't stopped sucking, kissing, and nibbling on her nipples, which were swollen and rosy. Slowly his fingers stroked deeper and deeper, and finally his fingertip entered her. Piki wriggled in his arms, then instinctively pushed down. Suddenly his index finger was inside her and she was writhing in his arms.

  "Bang-bang!” she cried. “Oh! I never knew! I...” She clutched at him, and he returned his mouth to hers, kissing deeply, as his fingers taught her the sensitive places “there."

  Her fingers dug into his muscular back, and she arched hard, screaming his name. Bang watched with a smile as the beautiful face contorted in the ultimate pleasure, then slowed his caresses as she relaxed, finally sliding his hand out of her panties and resting it lightly on her belly.

  "Did you like that?” he asked after a few minutes.

  "Oh... yes...” Piki murmured languorously. “That was wonderful."

  "Then imagine my ‘bang-bang,'” he grinned as copper eyes opened, “doing the same thing, the same way."

  Her dark orange eyes grew round. “And that is sex in a loving marriage?"

  "Yes."

  "Edward Bangler?” Piki asked, and Bang wondered at the formality.

  "Yes?"

  "I should love to be Mrs. Edward Bangler,” Piki declared with finality.

  Bang grinned and held her tight as they kissed once more.

  "Well...” Sandra Fellowes admitted, rather more quietly than usual, “they do seem to be a very vengeful and hostile species, those Snappers. But,” she amended, before anyone could react, “I still believe they can be reasoned with."

  The Cabinet, advisors, and allied nations had broken temporarily for a respite from the horror of what they'd just seen, and to allow the Washington group to have lunch. But Waterman looked around the room at pale countenances, and somehow he doubted that anyone had actually eaten. The group had just reconvened in order to decide what to do.

  "And if we get half a chance to do so, you can, Sandra,” Robertson, the vice president, agreed, shooting Waterman a sidelong glance. “But in the meantime we've got to look at prying their grip loose from Cresperia."

  "Agreed,” several voices on the communications links said.

  "It is a matter of honor for Germany,” the German defense minister declared. “We were the instigators of similar horrors once. As our friend in Israel said so eloquently, ‘Never again.’ Whether anyone else assists or no, our starships will go to support Cresperia. We will not sit idly by and watch."

  "You will have help,” the Israeli general noted.

  "Indeed,” an English voice spoke.

  "I think there's no longer any question regarding a joint Earth force, ladies and gentlemen,” Waterman declared. “What we need to know is how best to do it. What kind of hard data do we have on the Snapper weapons?"

  "Well,” Terhune said, “if Caleb is back on the horn, he's probably the best qualified among us to tell us the results of the analyses."

  "I am,” Washington's voice could be heard. Moments later the video screen flickered back to life, to show the dark-skinned general sitting alone in the SFREC video room. “Data analysis indicates what we suspected: that the Snapper shields are basically the same as the Crispies’ normal quantum shielding; our new, upgraded shielding is vastly superior. Their lasers are the same as our human lasers—they're basically a ramped up continuous wave chemical laser. So we know how to handle those.” He picked up a clipboard from somewhere off camera and flipped through it. “That green beam of theirs? It's actually a kind of plasma pulse weapon. It's green because it's causing the oxygen in Cresperia's atmosphere to fluoresce, like an aurora. Think of something like our anti-personnel Pulsed Energy Projectiles scaled up to planetary levels. It's not quite the same, but reasonably analogous."

  "What's a pulsed energy projectile?” a curious Fellowes asked.

  "Well, Sandra,” Terhune explained, “like Caleb said, we use them as anti-personnel weapons. They COULD be scaled up to be deadly, but we haven't done that. Our versions are intended not to harm, merely to, say, disperse a hostile crowd. Stop a riot. Things like that. We'd usually rather do that than have to get into a lethal firefight. Contrary to what you've always thought, we really don't want to get into a big fight if we can help it. Anyway, our PEP systems emit an infrared laser pulse, which creates a rapidly expanding plasma when meeting the target. The resulting sound, shock and electromagnetic waves stun the target and cause pain and temporary paralysis. The typical reaction upon would be combatants after the shock wears off is to get the hell out in a hurry. Evidently when you scale it up as large as the Snappers have, it does a helluva lot more than that."

  "Evidently,” Fellowes murmured, taking in the explanation.

  "What else do we have on them?” Robertson wanted to know.

  "Well, standard disintegrators work on ‘em really nicely, regardless,” Caleb continued. “So I suspect our upgrades will be pretty damn effective. Also we have information that the Crispies took our active camo suits and did some modifications of their own."

  "How so?” Salter asked.

  "They took the material and wrapped their orbital defense platforms in it. Works pretty damn well in the space environment from all accounts, and was simpler than outfitting the platforms with invisibility."

  "So the Snappers can't spot it?” Waterman sat up straight, intent on the answer.

  "Evidently not until they're right on it, and even then they gotta be looking,” Caleb responded. “And by that time, they're in range of the disintegrator."

  "Hot damn,” Salter noted with glee. “Get that on every new platform and sensor we send up."

  "Yes sir,” Bannerman, Salter's aide, replied, taking notes.

  "All right,” Waterman took control, “how long will it take us to organize and mount an expeditionary force to Cresperia?"

  The Joint Chiefs put their heads together with the Secretary of Defense. Murmuring could be heard on the audio to the other defense ministries. Fellowes simply sat silently, watching and listening—for once, Waterman thought.

  Finally the Joint Chiefs came up for air. Singletary motioned deferral to Salter, who turned to address the President.

  "Not less than one week, sir,” he announced. “Possibly closer to ten days. We still have some retrofitting to do, and there's coordination between allies..."

  "NATO defers to Admiral Terhune as Fleet Commander In Chief,” the Belgian minister announced. “Stand by; NATO adjuncts are being polled."

  "Standing by,” Salter murmured.

  Waterman noted Fellowes suddenly ready to explode to say something, and he didn't have to guess to know what it was. “Yes, Sandra, you and your team can go along on the flagship and attempt negotiation."

  "Good!” Fellowes practically burst out.

  "NATO adjuncts are in unanimous agreement,” the Belgian minister informed them. “Admiral Terhune shall be the Earth fleet's commander in chief."

  Terhune bowed to the camera. “Thank you for your trust."

  "It only makes sense,” the Belgian replied. “You have had more experience."

  Waterman clapped his hands together. “Then let's get this show on the road. You have one week, ladies and gentlemen, to get your shit together and get into space, pointed at Cresperia."

  "Yes SIR,” the chorus of comments responded.

  Two days later, during which time Bang moved his belongings into Piki's much larger apartment, U. S. Space Marine Gunnery Sergeant Edward Bangler and Cresperian platoon adjunct Piki Burroughs were wed in a small ceremony in the Enclave's chapel. John and Sira Tomlinson stood for them, and Peter Murphy and Karen Townshend, Piki's partners in captivity, were among the guests. The groom wore his mess dress uniform, and the bride wore the same gown she'd worn as a bridesmaid, save that she held white roses mingled with the tiger lilies.

  Despite the intent of having a small wedding, the entire White Horse platoon was present, as well as Colonel Chadwick. General Washington even managed to get away from his duties for a few minutes to attend the short ceremony.

  Once the chaplain pronounced them husband and wife, they kissed, then turned, beaming, and ran the gauntlet of arched swords. There was a brief reception, consisting of wedding cake and champagne; a few toasts, the tossing of the bouquet and the launching of the bride's garter. Karen Townshend caught the former, and Peter Murphy the latter. They gave each other a sidelong look; neither had realized their very private affair was known.

  Then the couple went back to their apartment for a week of leave time.

  "They make a cute couple,” Jeri told Kyle, watching the bridal couple leave. “And they're obviously just as head over heels as we are. Who'd have guessed humans and Crispies would make such wonderful mates?"

  "Oh, haven't you heard, honey?” Kyle remarked, faux innocence in his eyes. “There aren't any human-Crispy couples. I'm not human anymore. Neither is Bangler. Or Tomlinson, or Chung..."

  "Pssht,” Jeri waved a dismissive hand. “Don't even bother with that idiot. Besides, she unwittingly did us a favor. Given my original form, and Piki's firsthand experience, it's patently obvious we COULDN'T have mated without somebody changing physiology. And THAT,” she pointed out, “is now a classified bit of information."

  "And she thought she was only insulting us,” Kyle agreed.

  The couple laughed quietly together.

  The newlywed couple took their time. They kissed, cuddled, and fondled on the sofa, and Bang's jacket and shirt were discarded in short order. Piki's dress slithered to the floor. Dress shoes got inadvertently shoved under the sofa. Socks and trousers were cast aside. Then Bang picked up his bride and carried her to the bed. There, he laid her down and gently removed her panties, meeting her eyes to ensure he saw no fear.

  But to his surprise, she reached out and tugged his boxers down, exposing his excitement over their upcoming joining. His boxers slid to the floor and he stepped out of them, as unexpectedly, Piki gently and affectionately patted his aroused manhood.

  "You are handsome like this, Bang-bang,” she declared. “Not like the Prime Minister. He was fat and flabby and...” she shook her head. “It would have taken me a long time to fix that, for he loved to eat and drink, and was continually undoing all we had done. He was not appealing. Not like you. Come here.” Piki held out her arms, and Bang went into them.

  To Bang's surprise, Piki quickly located all his most erotic points and proceeded to stroke and kiss them. “How... how are you doing that?” he panted, breathless.

  "Silly,” she raised up and smiled down at him. “How did I ‘fix’ you?"

  "Oh,” he said. “Perception?"

  "Yes."

  This went on for some time before Bang called a halt. “Piki, you need to stop."

  "I don't want to stop. You like it. I like it."

  "Yes, but if you keep this up, I might lose control. I don't want to do that."

  "Oh.” Her metallic eyes seemed to defocus for a brief moment. “Oh. I understand. Yes, I am ready, too."

  "Do you want me to, or do you want...?” Bang wondered.

  "I want you to show me first,” she said softly. “I trust you, Bang-bang. You will never hurt me if you can avoid it."

  So Bang eased his bride to the mattress, moving atop her.

  Half an hour later, the joyful scream of a female voice echoed through the apartment, followed closely by a male roar of pleasure.

  They had three days in a honeymoon paradise before hell arrived at Earth.
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  The call to battle stations sounded as Piki and Bang snuggled close in sleep. Both awakened with a start. “That's not good,” Bang muttered, jumping out of bed and scrambling to don his active camo suit.

  "No,” Piki agreed. “I sense deep concern.” She, too, scrambled to get dressed: since she'd become Bang's “platoon Crispy mascot,” as he affectionately put it, she was required to respond to the battle call as well. Bang grabbed his personal shield and invisibility device, and they both grabbed their hand held weapons, then ran for the White Horse assembly area.

  When they exited their apartment, they found the Enclave swarming like an angry beehive. Upon arriving at the assembly area, a grim Hand was waiting for them. So was a high speed hovercart; Jan Wersky, Peggy Nunez, David McAllister, and Shane Taylor were already aboard. “Get on,” he ordered Bang and Piki. “Snapper fleet coming in over the solar pole. Oort cloud constellation completely missed ‘em. The orbits of the material we hid the sensors in left us with a hole we didn't know about. We didn't snag the damn bastards until they reached the sphere of the asteroid belt. They'll be here in less than an hour. You're being scrambled to the starships so we can get them off the ground before the Snappers are in range to take ‘em out."

  Bang and Piki clambered aboard, and they were off.

  They were assigned to the USSS Columbia, stationed in southeastern Colorado, and hastened there with all speed. A quick drive to one of the landing strips close by, and a short puddle jump took the entire platoon out of the mountains and into the rolling hills of middle Tennessee.

  There, a new type of craft awaited them. It was a pod outfitted with Earth AND Cresperian technology, in the form of fighter jet engines and enhanced hover capability. Several hundred sat in rows awaiting their passengers, many of whom were now boarding. Bang, Piki, and the others climbed in and seconds later shot into the air, headed for southeastern Colorado and the starship port.

  Ten minutes later they were there. Out of the pod and up the ramp, where each person's assignment was given by the officer standing at the hatch with a clipboard. Bang didn't recognize the officer, but he recognized the dark blue Space Force uniform and the rank of a commander.

  "Corporal Jan Werksy here."

  "Wersky—port gunnery section. Laser number three."

  "Sergeant Peggy Nunez."

  "Nunez—port gunnery section, MASH room."

  "Sergeant David McAllister."

  "McAllister—staging room. Be prepared to head up a landing unit for ground defense."

  "Yes sir."

  "Corporal Shane Taylor, sir."

  "Taylor, follow your unit lead to the staging room."

  "Sir."

  "Gunny Sergeant Ed Bangler and Crispy liaison Piki Burroughs Bangler,” Bang announced.

  "Ah. Bang, port gunnery section. You're heading up the section. Mrs. Bangler, please go with him, but whenever possible, stay in the MASH room with Medic Nunez."

  "Yes, sir."

  "Thank you, sir."

  They ran up the ramp and through the ship, headed for their respective stations.

  Bang gave Piki a quick, if intense, kiss at the door of the MASH room, then moved to the main gun, a honking big disintegrator cannon surrounded by video screens of what Bang decided was every possible angle of the port side of the ship. Meanwhile John Tomlinson and the rest of unit Hope had arrived. Bang sat down at the port gunny station of the USSS Columbia and strapped himself in. “All guns, power up!” he ordered.

  "Aye, Gunny! Powering up!” The answers came in order down the line, as one by one the various armaments emitted soft whines as they were switched on. Bang checked his readouts, then turned to Tomlinson.

  "All units powered and online, sir,” he declared. “We're ready to fight."

  "Good,” Tomlinson replied. “Here we go."

  And mere moments later, they all felt that odd, floating sensation that sometimes indicated the beginning of ascent.

  Sixty seconds after, all Bang's screens showed low Earth orbit.

  President Waterman sat in the Oval Office in his pajamas, robe, and slippers, while someone fetched a pot of coffee and some sort of pastries. The special phone was glued to his ear, multiple callers on the other end, and several televisions were on in the corner. His eyes darted from one TV image to another as he carried on an international conversation.

  "Yes, that's right. The Pentagon is ordering all ships scrambled. Yes, Admiral Terhune himself. Yes, they found a hole through our outer sensor system, but the second system caught them. No, maybe an hour. Maybe less. Yes, go NOW."

  A mildly disheveled but impeccably dressed Sandra Fellowes burst into the room, Secret Service agents trying to stop her. “Mr. President! What are you DOING?! This is the perfect chance!"

  Waterman covered the phone's receiver with the palm of his hand. “Sandra, I am damn busy right now and I do NOT have time for your nonsense."

  "But you're going to attack!"

  "NO, we are NOT—unless fired upon first. But the first rule when your radar sees potential enemy incoming is get your aircraft—or in this case, spacecraft—off the ground where they'll be of use, instead of getting blown to bits sitting on the airstrip. THAT is what we are doing. All U. S. spacecraft are already headed for orbit; all networks are broadcasting warning announcements,” he gestured at the televisions, “all cities have gone into defensive mode, and all infantry are positioned to help defend rural areas. And I am TRYING,” he added pointedly, “to help coordinate the same with our allies—and even a few nations that aren't."

  He paused, uncovering the phone and holding up a warning finger to Fellowes. “Yes, what's that? Sorry, one of my Cabinet members just came in and I was filling ‘em in. Oh, good. Yes, Admiral Terhune will be in the flagship Lady Liberty. Have your captains coordinate defensive formation with him. Yes, I assume he'll be following the predetermined plan, at least initially. Excellent. Yes, by all means. I'll be here for the duration, or else in the bunker. Either way I'll be available unless something drastic happens. Yes. Godspeed to you all.” He hung up and looked back at Fellowes. “Yes?” he drawled, tired and not a little sarcastic.

  "Tom, this is the perfect chance!” Sandra insisted. “You have to do it!"

  "I'm sleepy enough as it is, Sandra. In case you hadn't noticed, it's three in the morning. What part of my brain that's awake is focused on coordinating national leaders, and it isn't up to interpreting you. Stop babbling and make some sense, please."

  "Diplomacy!” Sandra exploded. “Now is the perfect opportunity! All we have to do to stop all of the hostility is to TALK to them the way it SHOULD have been done in the FIRST place!"

  "Oh for—Sandra, you're not gonna start that shit again?” Waterman dragged a weary hand over his unshaven face. Dear God, and my political opponents claimed my bachelorhood was a liability. If she's any example of how women think—even a few of ‘em—I'd rather be celibate the rest of my life than take a chance like that. I bet her exes do, too, now.

  Sandra suddenly became Secretary of State Fellowes and drew herself up to her full height, aided by four inch heels. How she'd even managed to get into a suit and over here so quickly, Waterman couldn't figure out, let alone how she was managing to navigate in those shoes. God only knows I'm stumbling over my bathrobe, he thought.

  "Mr. President, as Secretary of State, I really must insist on diplomatic negotiations,” she declared formally. “I propose peace talks."

  Waterman sighed. “What the hell. Who knows, it might just work. All right, Sandra, IF we can get them to talk to us at all, you'll get your wish. You can head up a diplomatic team to negotiate a peace treaty. But remember, it isn't just for Earth. It has to be for the Cresperian system, too."

  Fellowes nodded. “I promise you, you won't be sorry, Tom,” she said, and left to go rout members of her team out of their beds and get them into her office.

  Smith came in as soon as she'd left. “Sorry, sir,” he apologized. “We tried to keep her out, but you know how she gets."

  "Oh damn, do I ever,” Waterman grumbled. “Listen, Smith, could you get me a suit and a shaving kit? I need to at least look presidential if I have to give a speech or some such shit."

  "Right away, sir.” And his efficient aide was off.

  Waterman sighed again, and turned his attention back to the television screens, most of which were now showing the downlink video from the sensor constellation, as thousands of Snapper ships invaded the Sol system.

  But the Snapper fleet was watching, too. As soon as they saw evidence of orbital activity, they accelerated into the system, coming to within lunar orbit of Earth before the united Earth fleet could completely form up its defensive perimeter. Judging by their hasty maneuvers, Bang decided they were as surprised to find Earth ready and waiting as Earth had been to be caught slightly off guard.

  Abruptly one of his screens showed a Snapper battleship dart forward. A faint beam, glowing green as it passed through atmosphere, lanced downward at... Bang studied the Earth view carefully, deciding rapidly that it was some city in the Middle East. “Shit!” he exclaimed, as the targeted area fairly erupted.

  Tomlinson put his hand to the earpiece he wore. “All stations, open fire on that ship!” he ordered.

  Immediately the hum of electronics increased to a loud whine as every cannon the Columbia possessed opened up at once.

  Waterman was in the midst of using an electric razor on his face when Smith burst in. “SIR!” he cried, pointing at the televisions.

  Waterman looked up in time to see the replay of the attack. “Holy hell on earth,” he whispered. “We didn't get the perimeter established in time?"

  "No sir."

  "Which city?"

  "Tehran, sir."

  "How bad?"

  "...Bad."

  "Destroyed bad, or...?"

  "Yes sir."

  "Any survivors?"

  "Too soon to tell, but satellite imagery indicates unlikely, sir."

  "Is the military on top of it?"

  "General Salter said to tell you ‘Abso-bloody-lutely,'” Smith said grimly.

  "GET THOSE SHIPS INTO POSITION!” Terhune barked from his command chair aboard the USSS Lady Liberty. “I WANT DEFENSIVE PERIMETER COMPLETED IN THE NEXT FIVE SECONDS! WE JUST LOST A DAMN CITY, PEOPLE! WE CAN'T AFFORD TO LOSE ANY MORE! Pilot—what's your name again?"

  "Bain, sir. Douglas Bain."

  "Bain. We in position yet?"

  "About ten seconds out sir. And... mark."

  "Good! WHERE THE HELL IS EVERYONE ELSE?!"

  Officers scrambled to obey orders, and the coordinated Earth fleet darted about with purpose, forming what looked to inexperienced eyes like a giant bucky ball around the planet.

  Bang and his team of gunners targeted the attacking battleship and opened fire. Holes large and small from disintegrators and teleforce beams developed in it almost instantly, while lasers sliced it into sections. Gases vented from every opening, and liquids spewed from cut lines, vaporizing almost instantaneously. The rapid decompression of the ship blew Snapper bodies into open space as well.

  The nearest two Snapper fighter craft carriers launched their small ships. Bang watched in momentary slack jawed amazement as the two carriers disgorged literally thousands of the tiny vessels in moments. Approximately a third of the smaller craft were of the troop carrier variety, and they headed straight for Earth's surface in the vicinity of the recent attack. The rest were fighter craft, which swarmed over and around the Earth fleet, lasers and pulsed energy projectiles wide open.

  And the battle was joined.

  "Get those troop carriers!” Terhune ordered. “If we stop ‘em before they get planetside, the guys downstairs don't have to duke it out one on one! No, never mind the fighters—they can't hurt us! Focus all firepower on those small carriers! Bain, no translational maneuvers, just pitch, yaw and roll. I want to maintain position but let our gunners get the best possible angles. Coordinate, please. And notify the other pilots."

  "Coordinating, sir."

  The nearest ships, including the Columbia, began picking off Snapper troop ships.

  But the Snapper pilots were wily. Although some half of the troop carriers were eliminated by the Earth ships, the other half plotted courses that took them close into their enemies’ ships, or directly between, where the risk of friendly fire taking out allied ships was too great.

  "Call in the clipper ships!” Admiral Terhune ordered. “What they don't get, the ground troops will have to take out! Call down and tell the Pentagon to get ground troops in the field, prepared to meet the Snappers!"

  "Aye aye, Admiral!” a dozen voices came back.

  "Sir, shall we begin swatting flies?” his first officer and the actual captain of the Lady Liberty, one Henry Renfield, asked.

  "By all means,” Terhune grinned wolfishly, “ladies and gentlemen, let us swat some flies."

  The large starships began taking out Snapper fighter craft even as the ten clipper ships darted about just above atmosphere, striking at troop carriers.

  Secretary of State Fellowes hurried into the Oval Office, where Waterman was now dressed and groomed. A contingent of diplomats waited just outside the door.

  "We're fighting,” she noted.

  "They started it,” Waterman retorted.

  "I know. I saw.” She gazed directly at the president. “It seems the Crispies have developed a kind of—I think the science fiction nerds call it a universal translator. Well, it really isn't universal. It works on Earth languages, Cresperian, and what little of the Snapper speak they managed to pick up. They think it may help to communicate with the Snappers."

  Waterman nodded. “Very good. Is your team ready?"

  "Yes, sir."

  "You realize this could go badly?"

  "Highly unlikely, sir."

  Waterman mentally shook his head. Arrogant to the hilt, he thought. “All right. I'll contact Admiral Terhune and ask him to put you on general broadcast to request a cease fire for diplomatic negotiations."

  Since troops had already been strategically positioned near vulnerable areas, including non-allied countries, they were ready. The Big Red One, outfitted with the latest weaponry and joined by troops from Great Britain and Australia, spread out through Iran, evacuating as they went, and assumed defensive formations, then went invisible, whether by neck torc or active camo.

  Moments after the allied troops were in position, the Snapper troop ships moved in. They landed in the terrain surrounding what was left of Tehran and seemed to fairly vomit armed aliens over the landscape. Beaks snapping and clicking loudly, they promptly began tearing into any structures or vegetation they saw with their lasers.

  "NOW!” a voice shouted, and suddenly the Snappers began to do one of four things. They either disappeared entirely; literally fell into pieces; developed multiple smouldering holes in their bodies, entrails falling out through the openings; or dropped to the ground with the strange orange fluid that passed for Snapper blood oozing from every orifice.

  The troop ships converted to tanks instantly, laser turrets spinning about, firing randomly, trying to locate the source of the attack. A few disembodied screams sounded, but for the most part, Snappers just kept dying. The laser turret of a Snapper tank disappeared, along with about half its crew—the top half. The bottom halves merely sat where they'd been, spilling orange blood and green guts over the floor of the tank. The stench was somewhere between dog shit and rotting fish.

  "Target the turrets!” someone shouted, and the Snapper tanks came under a barrage of fire. Invisible disintegrator rays, red and green lasers, concussion cannon, and teleforce rifles all converged on the tops of the tanks. If Snapper infantry happened to get in the way, they were mowed down unceremoniously.

  The smarter tank commanders used the direction of laser fire to target Earth troop emplacements, and took out a few that way. But the other weapons were essentially invisible, and quickly the laser emplacements wised up, firing in short bursts rather than continuous sweeps.

  In short order the first wave of Snappers had been reduced to a remnant, scrambling for cover and attempting to fire from behind rocks and scrub. Even those were soon eliminated, as soldiers outfitted with invisibility devices crept up behind them and either shot them, or simply knifed them.

  The Snappers’ remains wafted a foul smelling miasma of death over the field of carnage. Several soldiers retched at the stench, even as medics began locating the wounded, and logistics officers relayed crucial information to their compatriots.

  Bang and his unit were taking out Snapper fighters right and left, with considerable glee—especially those of the unit that had been on the spy mission to Cresperia.

  "This is like... what's that old saying?” Jan Wersky exulted. “Shooting fish in a barrel?"

  "'Bout like,” Tomlinson agreed with a grin. “Don't get cocky, though, guys. We still don't know for certain what the biggest ships can do."

  "True,” Bang agreed. “A lot of the fighting in orbit was already done when we got there.” He paused, turning to his chief. “What say we find out, boss?"

  "I think—hold one,” Tomlinson said, putting a hand to his earpiece. Suddenly he looked up. “HOLD YOUR FIRE!” he shouted down the line of gunners. “I REPEAT—HOLD YOUR FIRE!"

  "Hold your fire!” Bang reiterated on his gunners’ comm.

  The big cannons’ whines silenced to a hum.

  "Why am I not surprised?” Terhune remarked, disgusted. “All right. IF it works, it beats hell out of slugging it out to the last being. Tell her to get ready with that gizmo, put it in Snapper mode, and I'll pipe her through on broadcast."

  "Got it, Wayne,” Waterman's voice came through. “You get that, Sandra?"

  "Yes sir,” the Secretary of State's voice sounded. “I'm ready."

  "Go,” Terhune ordered.

  "Alien race,” Fellowes began, “I speak for this planet, Earth, and I would like to invite you to meet me in the central plains of the smaller of the two main northern land masses so that we might put an end to these hostilities."

  Terhune rolled his eyes at the sheer egotism of the declaration.

  But to his surprise, the Snappers ceased fire.

  For five full minutes he waited.

  Then the incoming communications crackled, and a series of snaps and clicks came through.

  When it was over, Terhune snapped, “Translation."

  "Playing back,” Fellowes reported.

  
   "Earth speaker, I, Admiral Snpplk of the People of the Empire of Klkppt agree to your invitation. We insist that our peace talks be broadcast to your entire planet in whatever technology you use, and we will, in turn, broadcast it among our fleet ships and back to the capital of the Empire. It is essential that all involved be witness to this momentous occasion."
  

  "Wonderful,” Fellowes’ voice lilted. “We would do this in any case, for such an important meeting. Our tradition is to serve our guests a meal. What is your preferred food?"

  Several more minutes elapsed. Ship to ship clacking ensued, and the air to ground line remained silent. “Gene,” an irked Terhune addressed his communications officer, “would you please ask for translation—again?"

  "Aye, sir.” He turned to his console, putting a hand to his earphone as he murmured into it. Moments later the translation was relayed up to Terhune's flagship, and from thence to the rest of the fleet.

  
   "We are carnivores. Whatever animal meat your planet has will suit. We consider brain tissue a delicacy. Fermented blood is our preferred drink, but if you do not have any available, simple distilled water will do."
  

  "Um... yes,” Fellowes’ voice said, obviously trying to hide her squeamishness. “How do you prefer it cooked?"

  
   "No cooking. Raw."
  

  "I... see. Very well. We will have a meal together as soon as your ambassador and his or her team arrives."

  
   "Excellent. We see the area in question. Please indicate where within the area you wish to meet. Our embassage will join you there at the time you set."
  

  "Son of a bitch,” Terhune said in surprise. “This might work after all."

  This time, a triumphant sounding Fellowes announced, “I will have a transmitter beacon set up which your shuttle can follow to the landing site. We will meet there in two hours—uh, one twelfth of the rotation period of Earth."

  Another pause, lasting only three minutes this time, before the popping, snapping, and clicking response came. Fellowes played the translation for Terhune without prompt this time.

  
   "Message understood. Embassage being assembled."
  

  "This,” Terhune murmured to himself, “should be interesting."
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   Chapter 17
  

  A beaming Sandra Fellowes awaited the Snapper ambassadorial team in the hastily arranged facility in the old ghost town of Coronado, Kansas. A quickly established prefabricated building, attached to several inflatable structures, sat just outside the ruins of the old town. Her own team, consisting mostly of handpicked proteges, seemed a mingle of nervous, apprehensive individuals wondering what exactly they'd gotten themselves into, and those just as cocky as Fellowes herself.

  "Susan, call that damn admiral and tell him—no, order him—to make sure to let the ambassador's ship through,” Fellowes demanded of one of her assistants. “I don't want those idiot soldier types to screw this up."

  "Yes ma'am,” the somewhat meek assistant replied, and scurried off to comply.

  "She ORDERS? Since when is the Secretary of State in the military hierarchy?” Terhune wondered, gazing at the State Department employee in disbelief. “I'll do it in the name of peace, not in the name of Sandra Fellowes. When she earns a half a dozen stars on her shoulders, then she can order me around, missy. Meantime, I'll follow her REQUEST."

  "Yes, sir,” Susan murmured apologetically. “I- I'm sure that's what she meant."

  "Yeah,” Terhune said, softening his tone as he realized this was only a messenger, and an uncomfortable, possibly unwilling one, at that. “Listen, you don't have to work for her, you know. Ask for a transfer. I can think of several good positions open right now."

  "I... could you, sir?"

  "You turn in your resignation with my response, and get the hell out,” Terhune told her. “I'll see to it transportation is waiting for you by the time you can do that, and you'll be in my office an hour later. You won't even have to see the Snappers,” he took an educated guess.

  "Oh, thank God! Yes, sir!” Susan lit up. “I've been terrified of meeting them. I've never even met a Crispy, but I hear they're much nicer."

  "Consider it done,” Terhune murmured. “I need some more staff anyway, now I'm on the Joint Chiefs. If you've put up with Sandra for...?"

  "Since the appointment, sir."

  "You'll do fine,” Terhune grinned. “Now go report and get the hell out."

  "Yes, sir!"

  Terhune turned to his comm officer. “Gene, get Salter on the horn, if you would, and get high speed transport for that poor woman en route, and paperwork for her transfer under way."

  "Absolutely, sir."

  The heavens were static; Earth's fleet had set up their defensive formation, and the Snapper fleet positioned itself in counterpoint, but neither fleet moved, other than to maintain stationkeeping.

  Twenty minutes before the appointed rendezvous in Kansas, a troop carrier was released from one of the Snapper spaceship carriers. It broadcast a prearranged signal, worked out via Fellowes’ team, that it was on a mission of peace.

  "Order all ships to hold their fire,” Terhune said, “and remote the orbital emplacements to prevent firing."

  "Aye, sir,” his first officer said.

  "Let it go, Bang,” Tomlinson ordered. “Word down from the Admiral himself. This is evidently the Snapper ambassador."

  "Roger that, sir,” Bang said, relaying the order down the port gun emplacements. “Maintain cease fire."

  Piki and Peggy emerged from the MASH room, and watched over Bang's shoulder as the video depicted the lone ship entering Earth's atmosphere.

  When the ship had disappeared, Bang turned to his bride. “Did you pick up anything, Piki? Is this going to work?"

  "I honestly cannot say, Bang-bang. I have never encountered these Snappers, other than distantly in our covert mission, and I cannot even perceive any quantum entanglement that might give me a clue,” she told him, heart shaped face solemn. “I... do not know."

  Bang sighed, then hit the switch that put him through to his gunnery crew. “I know we're under a cease fire, but stay alert, guys and gals,” he told them. “We know what they did at Swavely's Planet, Faux Eden, and Cresperia."

  A chorus of “Roger” was his response.

  Sandra Fellowes was irked. Her lead assistant had just walked out on her at what Sandra considered the pinnacle of her career, and that put her in an extremely... bad... mood. “No such thing as damn loyalty any more,” she grumbled. “And after all I did for that girl, she abandons me just when the whole team needs to be here. I can't be EVERYwhere at once.” She spun to another assistant. “Make sure a scathing recommendation letter follows that woman,” she demanded.

  "Ms. Fellowes, we have an incoming Snapper ship, broadcasting the prearranged signal, and homing in on our beacon.” Fellowes didn't even recognize the young man who gave her the report.

  "Very good,” she said, suddenly all smiles again. “Teddy,” she requested her makeup artist and hairdresser, “do be a dear and make sure everything is in place, won't you?” She held still like a movie star having her makeup touched up—which was precisely how she viewed herself.

  Teddy brushed some stray wisps of hair back into place, hitting them with a touch of hairspray, then whisked a powder brush around Sandra's face. “There, Ms. Fellowes. Camera ready."

  "Cameras on?” Fellowes barked.

  "Cameras on and rolling,” came the answer. “We have broadcast."

  "Let's go meet our guests, boys and girls,” Fellowes lilted, and she, her diplomatic team, and the camera crew went outside to await the Snapper ship.

  The Snapper craft touched down lightly in the prairie grass next to the diplomatic center. Seven beings emerged. They had the bodies of giant duck billed platypi, complete with fur. But instead of a bill, they had long, hard, sharp beaks with teeth. Instead of arms they were possessed of furry, flexible tentacles, multi-tipped to serve the same function as hands with opposable thumbs. Their lower bodies more closely resembled kangaroos than anything Fellowes could think of, except for the fact that they had two tails, evidently for increased stability and balance.

  The leader approached, the remaining six fanning out slightly. He spread his tentacles in what was evidently intended to be a conciliatory gesture, and emitted a series of clicks. The small translator around Sandra's neck spoke, “Greetings, Earth speaker. I am Tklktk, spokesperson for the Third Fleet."

  Fellowes mimicked his gesture, spreading her arms wide. “Greetings, Speaker for Klkppt,” she declared. “I am Sandra Fellowes, Speaker for Earth.” An aide handed her another translator, and she took it, slowly offering it to Tklktk with one hand, while indicating her own with the other hand. “This is a translator. It will make our communications easier."

  Tklktk nodded and reached out with one tentacle, taking the device and positioning it around his neck as he noticed Fellowes had done. “There,” he said, the English translation suddenly sounding louder to the humans than his clicking speech. “How is that?"

  "Perfect,” Fellowes said, smiling. “Do you understand us, as well?"

  "We do,” Tklktk averred, as the rest of Sandra's team handed out translators to Tklktk's team. “What is this place?"

  "This is an historical site, a former town,” Fellowes explained. “It is some one hundred planetary orbits old."

  "It is... intriguing,” Tklktk decided. “But you are much more advanced than this."

  "We are,” Fellowes noted. “Come with me. We'll go into the temporary diplomatic center and share a meal before we begin discussions."

  "Very well,” Tklktk agreed. He waved a tentacle at his embassage, and they followed the humans into the hastily erected modern complex.

  The Snappers had not bothered to bring any food to share with the humans, and for this Fellowes was somewhat thankful, although she did consider it a distinct breach of etiquette. A banquet table had been set for buffet style eating, and a large plate of steak tartare had been provided for the humans partaking, since most of them didn't relish raw brains of any animal. However, several different varieties had been set out for the Snappers, ranging from beef, pork, and buffalo, to the more exotic monkey and llama. Sandra didn't ask where her staff had gotten it; she'd simply demanded it be acquired. And frankly, she didn't want to know.

  She didn't notice that Tklktk was not the first of his team to partake; another, smaller Snapper tasted each item before Tklktk would try it. Carafes of water with goblets sat around the room; this, too, Tklktk's taster tried before bringing his master a goblet of water.

  "This is very intriguing,” Tklktk noted, waving a tentacle at the table. “Most delectable foods. You have many varieties of meat. This is a rich planet."

  "Oh, this is just a small sample,” Sandra beamed. “We have a lovely diversity of flora and fauna. Some very rare and beautiful."

  Tklktk bobbed his head in what Fellowes had concluded was the Snapper equivalent of a nod. “I should be interested in seeing it."

  "Perhaps once we've worked out our peace treaty, I can take you on a planetary tour,” she suggested. “Meanwhile, would you like to see the old ghost town outside? Learn more about our histories?"

  "Indeed,” Tklktk agreed. “Multiple histories?"

  "Yes, there are many peoples, and many cultures, on Earth.” Sandra led the way back outside and both teams, human and Snapper, followed. They headed down the overgrown main street of the formerly thriving town. “This was once the town of Coronado, Kansas,” she explained. “The continent you are on is called North America. The nation is the United States of America, and this nation is divided into fifty states. Kansas is one of those states..."

  After a considerable time spent summarizing Earth's history, geography, cultures, and people, it began to get late in the day. “It is time to rest?” Tklktk queried, noting the stars outside in the night sky.

  "It is,” Fellowes noted. “We've prepared quarters for you and your diplomatic team—"

  "That will not be necessary,” Tklktk interrupted, blunt. “We have quarters aboard our shuttle."

  "I... I see,” Sandra said, covering her flusterment. “Then we shall meet in the morning, in about ten hours?"

  "We shall be here."

  And the Snappers exited the building, headed back to their troop carrier.

  When they were well gone, Fellowes turned to her team and huffed. “Well! One thing is certainly true about them—they are rude enough!"

  "Ms. Fellowes—they, um, they're not human,” one of her aides, Robert Jameson, pointed out. “Not only don't they know our rules of etiquette, their own may be very different. They may consider US rude."

  "Nonsense!” Fellowes waved away the comment. “How could anyone consider us rude, after the lovely way we accommodated them? Even if they do have a...” she choked back a retch with effort, “an unpleasant cuisine.” She turned toward the human quarters. “Now, everyone to bed. We have to be ready for tomorrow."

  "Um,” Jameson asked again, “don't you think maybe we should post a guard?"

  Fellowes spun on him, glaring. “NO, I DO NOT,” she declared loudly.

  "I mean, for their safety, as much as—"

  "Are you one of Martin's spies?” Fellowes hissed. “Testosterone! That's what it is! I'll do this without even the hint of guns, young man! You wait and see!” She turned to the others. “I said, GO TO BED!” she ordered.

  The commons area cleared immediately.

  The next day the negotiations began in earnest.

  "Our cease fire terms,” Tklktk stated, “are unconditional surrender."

  "Oh, surely not,” Fellowes wheedled, almost saccharine sweet. “Relations would be MUCH better between our peoples if we are on an equal footing. Perhaps an alliance and trade agreements..."

  "What kind of trade agreements?” Tklktk wondered. “What can you possibly have that is worth our time?"

  "Our delicious meats, for one,” Fellowes suggested. “Technology exchange. Perhaps a few other things."

  "She offered them TECHNOLOGY?!” Waterman exploded. “What the HELL is she thinking??"

  "I don't know, sir,” Jameson murmured into his cell phone. “She's... I think she really DOES believe she speaks for the whole planet, and doesn't have to consult anyone to do it."

  "Son of a bitch,” Waterman cursed. “She's trying to cover over that media debacle when she insulted the Cresperian representative, by scoring a win over the Snappers without firing a shot. And doesn't care what she gives away in the process! Idiot! Keep me posted, Bob."

  "Yes, Mr. President."

  "I think that would be acceptable,” Fellowes murmured thoughtfully. “We could be a province of the Klkppt Empire, but we would have internal sovereignty, and interplanetary trade agreements. Effectively nothing would change for Earth except we'd have increased trade via off planet transactions. Yes, I think that will do nicely."

  "Excellent,” Tklktk said, obviously satisfied.

  "Now, one more thing I must bring up..."

  "And that would be?"

  "The planet of Cresperia,” Fellowes said. “You recently invaded it."

  "Oh, the world of the green pacifists?"

  "That's the one."

  "There is nothing to negotiate. They are a conquered and subjugated planet. The people will be eliminated and processed after they have been studied, and our people will colonize the system."

  "Oh dear,” Fellowes murmured, distressed. “You see, they're allies of ours. They're really quite advanced, you know. Wonderful technology, and the ability to manipulate the... the quantum something or other, without any technology at all. They're very nice. I'm sure they'd be willing to work with you if you'd stop harming them."

  "Really?” Tklktk said, animalistic eyes opening wide. “This is interesting. Tell me more..."

  "Excellent,” Fellowes beamed. “A cessation of all hostilities, the Earth and Cresperia systems become autonomous provinces of your empire, and trade agreements all around. I think it's perfect."

  "Indeed,” Tklktk agreed. “Is the... I believe you call it, the ‘paperwork,’ ready?"

  "Yes sir, ma'am,” the stenographer noted, sending the document, which she'd prepared as they negotiated, to the printer. “Here you are."

  She handed over two copies of the multi-page document, and Tklktk took the pen Fellowes offered him in his tentacled hand equivalent and made a series of symbols on the page on the line Fellowes indicated, on each copy. Then he handed back the pen and Fellowes signed the documents, as flash bulbs went off and cameras whirred.

  Tklktk had learned to shake “hands” during the course of the negotiations, and now he and Fellowes did so. He opened his toothed beak in what Sandra assumed to be a smile, and she, too, smiled for the cameras. Then they took the treaty, turned, and disappeared into a private area.

  "Dear God, the idiot bitch has signed us away,” Waterman moaned, as he watched the televised treaty signing. “She ignored every message I sent, and did as she pleased. She's turned us into slaves, for certain.” He slumped back into the leather upholstered wing chair in his private study. “What the hell do we do now?"

  Later that evening, the Snappers took their leave. Amid much fanfare and goodbyes, the embassage, carrying their copy of the treaty, entered their small ship and lifted off.

  Once they were high in the air, Sandra sighed. “That's over,” she said with relief. Then she perked up. “And I DID IT! Without a single damn shot being fired, I singlehandedly brought about peace between the Snappers, the Cresperians, and Earth! NOW who's in the doghouse politically!"

  She and her colleagues—minus Robert Jameson, who had gotten his hands on a copy of the treaty and surreptitiously hightailed it to Washington, per Waterman's orders—stood and watched the tiny ship ascend into the heavens. A sun glint reflected off it, and for a moment it shone brightly. Beyond it could be seen the bright artificial “stars” of two fleets of starships, poised for battle. Fellowes waved a hand at them.

  "Look at ‘em!” she crowed. “All that firepower, wasted! All the money to build those warships, and all we needed to do was to sit down and have a reasonable talk! It's all about peace! Peace justifies anything!"

  The tiny moving star that was the Snapper shuttle disappeared in the larger star of what Sandra assumed was a Snapper carrier ship. A smile of triumph on her face, she turned back toward the diplomatic building.

  "WAIT! What's that?” one of her staff members called, pointing into the night sky.

  Secretary of State Sandra Fellowes turned and looked up. The triumphant smile promptly became an openmouthed expression of horror as she saw the sky directly overhead fluorescing green, the color growing brighter and brighter.

  It was the last thing she ever saw, as the diplomatic facility, the ghost town, and everything around it for a full five mile radius, was obliterated by the Snapper pulsed energy projectile.
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   Chapter 18
  

  Simultaneously with the destruction of Sandra Fellowes and her vaunted team, the Snapper ships in orbit opened fire on ALL major Earth cities. However, despite their heavy duty weapons, the Snappers’ beams fell short of their targets in most instances. A few cities in Asia, the Middle East, and Africa were destroyed, but the total number was less than half a dozen.

  
   Still, a horrified Commander in Chief of Earth's Space Fleet thought, that's several million people, right there. Wiped out with no compunction, and no regard for their word of honor.

  "BATTLE STATIONS! Cease fire has been broken!” Admiral Terhune shouted then. “ALL SHIPS, POSITION YOURSELVES TO PROTECT THE CITIES, AND OPEN FIRE!"

  Low Earth orbit was suddenly filled with searing energy beams, as Snappers attempted to destroy the population centers of the planet, and humans attempted to stop them.

  "Hang on, guys!” Tomlinson cried. “Maneuvering to intercept and block Snapper attacks! Looks like they reneged on their agreement as soon as their people were out of range! Fire when ready!"

  Bang was thankful he was strapped in as the Columbia executed a hard translational maneuver. He grabbed Piki in one arm and Peggy in the other to keep them from being thrown across the gunnery room. As soon as the ship came to a stop, he released them. “Get back in the MASH room!” he exclaimed, and they ran for the hatch. “All gunners! Target and prepare to open fire on my command!"

  "Aye, Gunny!"

  "On it!"

  "Let ‘er rip, Bang!"

  "FIRE!"

  The port side gunners of Columbia opened up on the nearest Snapper ships, which included three battleships and two carriers. Two battleships were torn apart in seconds. One of the two carriers was severely crippled; it appeared unable to release its cargo of smaller ships. Bang brought it into his sights, scanning carefully; a deliberate sequence of three disintegrator shots took out essential systems, and the huge carrier exploded like some titanic bomb, part of its remains obliterating on the Columbia's quantum shielding.

  But before the humans could react further, the Snappers turned their weapons on... the satellites orbiting Earth. In seconds entire satellite constellations were so much orbital debris.

  "Shit!” Tomlinson cursed. “Word coming down from the flight deck is that comm is down, ‘cause they got our satellites! That must've been the WHOLE POINT of the peace talks and having them televised! They NEVER intended to keep a peace treaty! They were just using it, scoping out which satellites were communications links, which were military, the whole works! We had a blind spot!"

  "Do we even know if that was the ‘ambassador's’ signature on the treaty?” Bang grumbled. “It's not like any of us can read Snapper. For all we know, he could have been writing,” he broke off, then finished with a marginally more sedate, “uh, ‘Eff you.’”

  "John!” Piki called from the door of the MASH room. “The unreality communications! Are all the ships outfitted?"

  "Brilliant, Piki!” Tomlinson replied, keying his mike. “Port gunnery unit to Bridge. Crispy liaison suggests linking via unreality comm. On those ships not so outfitted, recommend using any available unreality link, including tank and personal units, then relaying to the bridge through internal comm. Yes sir. Thank you, sir, I will.” He grinned at Piki. “Good job, liaison."

  Piki beamed. Bang shot her a brief grin before returning his attention to firing at Snapper ships. It was just then that the spacecraft carriers opened, releasing tens of thousands of troop ships and fighter craft.

  "Aw, dammit,” Tomlinson groaned.

  "Hunker down, crew!” Bang ordered. “The more of ‘em we get up here, the less of ‘em get down to the surface!"

  On the dark side of Earth, which happened to be the Western Hemisphere, the heavens were bright instead of dark. Brilliant streaks of different colors shot through the heavens, and an aurora filled the sky: So much energy was being released by the weapons that Hawking radiation was being generated. As it impinged on the atmosphere, the skies lit up from pole to pole, with the energy beams visible through the aurora's haze. Occasional explosions added to the light show.

  Even on the sunlit side, the skies hazed, with faint, flickering rainbow hues visible in the atmosphere, and laser beams and detonations rippling across the sky, competing with the sun.

  Black spots appeared in the multicolored haze, and ground troops prepared as the spots resolved into Snapper troop carrier vessels.

  "GET ‘EM!” Terhune shouted orders as fast as he could get breath. “Take out every damn Snapper ship, runabout, fighter, whatever, as fast as you can! Get word to the ground over the quantum comm to get ready, they've got incoming! Have the Space Marines on board ships get ready in case they have to go planetside! MOVE!"

  The gunners aboard the starships worked hard, but there were simply too many tiny ships, and not enough time to tell fighter from troop ship. The Indian ship, the Chariot of the Gods, evidently hadn't had time to properly outfit themselves with the quantum shields; a PEP discharge struck the vessel amidships, and it split in two, the halves venting gases and bodies, as sparks and detonations ran throughout the pieces.

  "We're getting overrun!” Terhune decided, watching the battle. “Bain! Close up ranks for the Indian ship! Comm! Have the maximum number of Space Marines ready to move planetside. We can set the gunnery on auto if we have to. Put the orbital cannons on maximum! Send the clipper ships after the troop runabouts!"

  The small, swift, spheres promptly went invisible and darted about, just above the mesosphere. Their presence was only detectable by the destruction of Snapper troop ships in wide swaths of space.

  Around the globe, Snapper ships were landing in rural areas. Any that got too close to shielded cities were taken out by automated cannon, but more rural areas were being overrun, despite the best efforts of military units around the world. The Snappers seemed in particular to prefer targeting smaller towns, which had not been shielded due to limited resources.

  The 101st Division took on the defense of the upper Southern United States. But they were spread thin, from the Ohio River on the north, the Mississippi River on the west, and the Tennessee River on the south and east.

  In a little town called Olive Grove, just over the Mississippi state line from Memphis, a unit battling a particularly heavy infestation of Snappers was horrified to see one Snapper soldier decapitate a fleeing civilian, then run to catch the head. It sliced off the top of the skull with its laser pistol, then dug its beak into the pale, convoluted tissue of the exposed brain, eating several large bites before casting the skull away. Blood and neural fluid dribbled from its beak as it sought another target.

  A concussion rifle returned the favor, scrambling its brain and internal organs before it could take another step. The Snapper fell to the ground, orange fluid seeping from all orifices. The stench was horrible.

  "Dear GOD!” the unit leader cried into his radio. “They're CANNIBALS! We need help here! We can't fight and keep the civilians safe, too! We'll be overwhelmed!"

  "We've got a two front war going on here,” Singletary told his President. “Space and ground. And I do mean ground. As in the whole planet."

  "How bad?” Waterman asked, dreading the answer.

  "Well, aside from multiple reports that animal brains aren't the only kind the Snappers like—"

  "Oh, dear GOD,” Waterman whispered fervently, turning pale.

  "...Several field positions are flatly being extended far beyond their capabilities. They can't protect the civvies and fight, too.” Singletary gazed solemnly at Waterman. “Tom, we've got to bring the enhanced Marines in. We've GOT to."

  Waterman stared back for a long moment, then nodded. “All right, Martin. Call Terhune and report the situation. Request help. We did have contingency plans for this, right?"

  "We did, sir."

  "Initiate them."

  Tomlinson listened carefully to the orders being issued in his ear. He gestured Peggy and Piki out of the MASH room as he moved over to Bangler.

  "Bang,” he said, “tell your gunners to set everything on auto."

  "WHAT?!” Bang said, startled. “No offense, sir, but it's one thing to have a brain behind the cannon, analyzing and targeting strategic points on the other ship, and another to have a computer doing it."

  "I know, but we're needed downstairs,” Tomlinson explained. “The Snappers are overcoming the regular troops, especially in the more populated areas. They can't do crowd control, rescue, and fighting all at the same time. They're spread too thin. Some of the civvies are joining in—kind of creatively, from the sound—hand guns, shotguns, Molotov cocktails, even homemade grenades and cannons. And that helps, of course, but there's a lot of panic down there, too."

  "Got it. Gunners, place cannons on full auto,” Bang ordered into his own headset. “Once you've done so, report to gunny sergeant station.” He turned his attention back to Tomlinson as the other gunners began making their way toward them. “So we're taking a tender down to the surface?"

  "Along with as many of the other enhanced Space Marines as can be spared from shipboard ops,” Tomlinson confirmed. “We're to report to Mac's area immediately for debarking. Let's go."

  "What about Piki?” Bang asked, laying a hand on his wife's shoulder.

  "What about her?"

  "Should she go to sick bay to help out, just in case?"

  "Sick bay? No. She's part of White Horse now, Bang. She goes where we go."

  "No,” Bang groaned. “She's safe on the ship. Don't send her into that."

  "You would have me stay behind when you are in danger, Bang-bang?” Piki said, one blonde eyebrow raised over stern copper eyes. “You know better than that."

  "I..."

  "Will do just as well as you will,” Piki declared firmly. “Now, let us go."

  As they headed for the Special Forces area, Bang told his wife, “Remember way back after we rescued you, when you were deciding how you wanted to look?"

  "Yes?"

  "You said you weren't strong."

  "Yes..."

  "I TOLD you, you were wrong."

  Piki laughed.

  As tenders detached from every Earth starship, headed back planetside, the Snappers’ heavily damaged forces renewed their onslaught, attempting to target the tenders. Cannons from the tenders’ parent starships, some automated, some not, opened up on the battleships and carriers.

  One Snapper ray found a vulnerable spot in the HMSS Lord Nelson's shielding just as the tender passed through. The energy beam made its way in to the hull, slamming the ship sideways as the hull tore open. But nothing vital was hit, and the Lord Nelson limped on, correcting attitude for the venting gases and turning its damaged side earthward. Then it renewed its attack.

  Inside the Columbia's tender, dubbed Columbia A, Bang and Jan manned the two disintegrator cannons as Snapper fighter craft buzzed them like flies, firing lasers. But the tender's shielding was similar to that of the clipper ships, and held readily against the lasers. Coordinating their efforts, Jan and Bang swept wide swaths with the cannons, taking out several enemy ships in one go.

  Another swarm of fighters attacked, this time attempting to block the Columbia A from moving forward. Abruptly a black sphere materialized to starboard, and the fighter craft disappeared, whereupon so did the clipper ship.

  "Thanks, Captain Preston,” Hand Anderson radioed via unreality.

  "Welcome, Captain Anderson,” came the cheery reply. “Least I could do."

  "How's it going?"

  "Getting there. Lady Liberty estimates twenty-five, maybe as much as thirty, percent of the original fleet taken out,” Preston reported. “That includes all the little bug runabouts. You guys take out the shit on the ground, we'll catch the rest of it upstairs. Godspeed."

  The White Horse Platoon joined up with a platoon of the 101st as it fell back toward Memphis. The 101st platoon had dug in and managed to hold a line through a shopping mall, but they were hanging on by their fingernails. Dead bodies, human and Snapper, littered the ground, as well as the freeway the fighting had recently crossed. A few wrecked automobiles were also scattered across the multi-lane highway. The Snappers had themselves literally dug into the midst of the mall parking lot, utilizing abandoned vehicles, concrete K rails, and breaking up the asphalt to create trenches.

  The Columbia A, which landed on the interstate a mile from the battle line, contained several specialized hovertanks and armored personnel carriers; as chief gunny, Bang got the turret gun of the point tank. Piki joined him. It was a close fit with all of the necessary personnel, but she pointed out that she could fight as well as the rest, and if she could get close enough to the Snappers without harm, might be able to assist by blanking their short term memories.

  So they activated the tank's quantum shield, Bang manned the cannon, and Jan drove. Piki had been quickly trained to use the periscope and to swap out power packs to the cannon if needed—Bang adored her eidetic memory in that moment—and Tomlinson commanded the vehicle.

  Peggy was in one of the personnel carriers near the rear, in case medics were needed. Most of the rest of White Horse were in tanks as well, save for McAllister's Special Forces unit; they'd gone invisible and were, as Bang put it, “playing ninja” quite effectively among the Snapper foot soldiers.

  The 101st platoon was more than glad to see them; they'd lost nearly half their number to the sheer viciousness of the Snappers, combined with trying to save as many of the civilian populace as they could. They fell back as the Space Marines moved past, thankful for the relief.

  Within seconds a perimeter wall had been established in front of the Snappers. Any Snapper vehicle or foot soldier who crossed that line ceased to exist, was cut to ribbons, or fell down with scrambled internal organs. The no man's land between the two lines quickly became littered with Snapper remains, and occasionally one blew up well behind the battle line; Bang knew that was Mac's ninjas at work. “Scrambled eggs and sliced ham,” Wersky noted with black humor, indicating the no man's land. “Well, sliced platypus, I guess."

  "Boy, do they stink, though,” Bang made a face. “It's even getting through the air filters."

  "It's bad,” Tomlinson agreed, “but better them than us. Piki, I need to know how to maneuver to start flanking this group. Can you get me some sight lines?"

  "Yes, just a moment, John,” she said, completing the change-out of Crispy batteries that powered both the tank and the cannon. Then she hurried to the periscope and peered out for several seconds. “Keep the turret pointed where it is, Bang-bang,” she replied, “and John, have Jan turn about twenty degrees to port, and move forward."

  "Obstacles?” Tomlinson asked.

  "A few shrubs, but it is an open car park for a... a strip mall?” she offered. “For the most part."

  As Wersky maneuvered the hovertank, the area Piki referenced entered the tiny window that comprised his view on the world. “Oh, I see,” he said. “Good girl.” He aimed the tank toward the opening on the enemy's right flank.

  "Point to White Horse Leader,” Tomlinson radioed. “Attempting to flank enemy. Cover requested."

  "Cover being provided,” Hand's voice replied. “White Horse T-2, T-3, follow Point. T-5, T-6, double around the strip of buildings on our right. Use the building as a wall, and box ‘em in. Rendezvous with Point at eleven o'clock."

  "Roger..."

  Bang kept the cannon going, and the Snappers held at bay, extending the perimeter, as Jan deftly floated the tank across the parking lot, drifting right over curbs. The fighting was so fierce that Piki had to change batteries again before they were halfway to their rendezvous point. They were nearly in a position to begin herding the Snappers closer together when they realized that the Snappers had not been oblivious to their efforts.

  "LOOK OUT!” Piki shrieked, and suddenly something slammed into the shielding of the tank hard enough to transfer momentum. They “skidded” backward on their float field nearly fifty feet, before coming to a stop against a storefront. A loud, tinkling crash marked the demise of the storefront's window.

  "What the HELL was that?!” Tomlinson demanded, and Piki didn't even flinch at the curse.

  "Move us, Jan! Hurry!” Piki urged. “They have a PEP cannon! They hit us with it! It took fifteen percent off the battery's charge! Move us!"

  Wersky worked the controls of the tank. It whirred loudly, and lurched, but did not move. “I can't. We're hung up on something. How can a hovertank get hung up on something?!"

  "HOLD ON!” Piki screamed, and the tank shuddered under another plasma projectile assault. “John, we must do something, and do it fast! We have lost one third of our battery power!"

  "SHIT! You've gotta be kidding!” Tomlinson exclaimed. “That's one of the new, super batteries! And you just installed it a few minutes ago!"

  "I know! There must be a malfunction, or perhaps this is a faulty battery. I have one battery left to finish this assault before we must return to the tender and resupply! And if they attack while I am changing it, there will not be sufficient power in the tank's reserve system to withstand the plasma projectile!"

  "Let me try to take out the PEP cannon!” Bang offered.

  "Can you see it, Bang?” Tomlinson asked urgently. “Jan, do whatever it takes to get this damn hunk of machinery moving!"

  "I see it, John!” Bang replied, targeting his cannon. “They've got a good emplacement, though. Looks like they've dug pretty deep into the asphalt in the center of the parking lot. The thing pops up to fire and then goes back down. Might take me several shots to break through."

  "Do it! Jan, how's it coming??"

  Wersky was busy rocking the tank back and forth in an effort to free it from whatever it was stuck on, however, and didn't reply.

  While Bang was setting up his shot, another hard impact shook the tank. Then Bang fired, and Piki watched through the periscope as Snapper foot soldiers went down, and an entire SUV, part of the emplacement's physical shield, disappeared. “Keep going, Bang-bang!” she cried. “Target the same position!"

  He did, and a substantial slab of asphalt, along with two K rails, vanished. Then Piki glanced at the battery.

  "STOP! Stop, Bang-bang! We only have a third of the power left!” Piki shouted. “John! Can anyone—one of the other tanks, perhaps—help us?"

  "I've been trying to contact them, Piki,” Tomlinson said in frustration. “Nobody else has a good angle on the PEP cannon!” He thought quickly. “Piki, get ready to change out the battery. I've got... hang on..."

  This time it felt as if the tank nearly flipped over. It rocked high up on its side, then, with a rolling motion, eased back down.

  "They shot below us,” Tomlinson noted. “They're taking advantage of the configuration of the shielding. I've got the timing down on the firing rate, I think, so Piki, you're going to have to change the battery when I tell you to, and do it fast."

  Piki scrambled to remove their last battery from its stowage compartment, grabbing it and getting it to the power supply feed.

  "How much power?” Tomlinson asked sharply.

  "About twelve percent,” Piki answered soberly. “It might not be enough, John."

  Tomlinson merely nodded. “Be ready when I tell you."

  Piki glanced at a helpless Bangler, tears sparkling in her copper eyes. “Bang-bang, I love you."

  "I love you, too, Piki,” he whispered, agonized.

  "Guys, hang oooon...” Tomlinson said, eyes fixed on the chronometer. “HERE IT COMES!"

  The interior of the tank glowed with green light.
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   Chapter 19
  

  Terhune watched as the smaller, but more heavily armed, Earth fleet slowly but surely reduced the Snapper fleet. They'd lost the Admiral Nelson, as well as the Ilan Ramon, but both ships had each taken a Snapper spacecraft carrier with them via ramming just as they detonated. One of the ten invisible clipper ships, the USSS Firebird, had also met its end when a Snapper battleship maneuvered into it before it had time to react. The combined closing speed had produced a spectacular collision.

  
   We've lost four, and they've lost... mmm, two thirds of their fleet, Terhune estimated. Not only that, but they've retreated a step—they're no longer encircling Earth, and have formed a defensive sphere. Time to ramp it up.

  "David,” he called to his communications officer. “They've circled the wagons. Time to start riding rings around ‘em and firing those flaming arrows."

  "Aye, sir!"

  The bucky ball formation peeled away from Earth and formed around the main body of the Snapper fleet instead. As it did so, the Snapper ships began pulling back toward the moon, evidently intent on using its bulk as shielding to flee. On Admiral Terhune's order, the remaining clipper ships zipped behind the Snappers, cutting off their retreat.

  The Snapper main ships formed a tight cluster, designed to be able to fire outward, while the fighter ships swarmed around the human starships. They were little more than ineffectual gnats, however; single sweeps of the automated cannonry took out hundreds at a time.

  When entire batteries of cannons focused on the main enemy vessels, attrition took place rapidly. A mayday came in from one Earth vessel, the High Flight; its power generator was malfunctioning, placing the shields at risk. Terhune ordered it out of the battle, and the Earth fleet closed ranks yet again.

  But soon the Snapper fleet was down to only half a dozen ships and a handful of fighters. Coordinated efforts by the USSS Lady Liberty and the Australian starship AuSS Uluru swept away the last of the fighters.

  "Cease fire!” Terhune ordered.

  The Earth fleet went silent, though the Snappers continued firing, to little effect.

  "David,” Terhune asked, “is that damn translator thing working?"

  "Yes sir."

  "Wish I'd known we had one earlier. Turn it on and open a clear broadcast line—normal frequencies. We're close enough not to need satellite transmission."

  "Yes sir."

  "Klkppt Fleet,” Terhune began, not bothering very hard to wrap his mouth around the Snappers’ name for themselves, “this is Admiral Wayne Terhune, Commander in Chief of Earth Fleet."

  The Snapper firing halted.

  "All previous treaties were rendered null and void when you opened fire after instituting them. We now control the playing field. You have been defeated. Stand down your weapons, withdraw your troops from the planet, and surrender. We also demand you withdraw your forces from the Cresperian system. Do these things, and you will be allowed to go in peace."

  There was a temporary pause. Suddenly the Snappers opened fire again.

  "There's our answer, ladies and gentlemen,” Terhune noted, then his voice dropped to a growl. “Take ‘em out. Every last damn one of ‘em."

  As one, every cannon on every ship, whether disintegrator, laser, or teleforce, opened fire at once.

  Moments later, a small nebula near the moon, rapidly dissipating, was all that was left of the vaunted Snapper fleet.

  "Sir,” David Williams, the communications officer aboard the Lady Liberty, reported, “I detected and recorded a transmission from several ships of the Snapper fleet in the last few seconds."

  "Play back through translator,” Terhune ordered.

  "Yes, sir."

  
   "...estroyed. Repeat, we are outgunned and the fleet is being destroyed. We have lost the battle. Request immediate assistance..."
  

  Terhune's face twisted in a wry smile. “Did you get the direction of transmission?"

  "Yes sir, since it went right past us."

  "Good. Configure our comm to match theirs as closely as you can, then patch in the translator again. When you've done that, let me know."

  Five minutes later, Williams turned back. “Done, sir."

  "Open frequency. Maximum range and power. I want to make sure my message reaches the sons of bitches."

  "Yes sir.” A few buttons and switches, then Williams said, “Ready, sir."

  "Klkppt Empire, this is Admiral Wayne Terhune, Commander in Chief of Earth Fleet. Your ships, which vastly outnumbered us, have been destroyed. Our planet is intact. And this,” he revealed, “was only using Fleet Alpha. Fleets Bravo and Charlie were never brought into play.” He covered the microphone as a gasp of shock went around the bridge. “Yes, kiddies, that was classified information until now,” he told his crew. “When we had all of the defense and space budgets to add to our own, for every nation concerned, the only problem was building ‘em fast enough.” He uncovered the mike. “In my history, there was a time when our motto was, ‘Don't step on me.’ The symbol that went with that motto was a deadly reptile. It holds as true today as it did then. Don't mess with us. Come to Earth again, and expect to get your asses blown away. Admiral Terhune out—for now.” He jerked his finger across his throat, and Williams cut the communications.

  "Now,” Terhune noted, “we're not done yet. Let's take ‘em down and see about helping our boys and girls on the ground."

  "Aye aye, sir!"

  The remaining starships turned for Earth at maximum interplanetary speed.

  The fifth impact from the PEP cannon knocked the Point tank through the side of the building upon which they'd gotten hung. It also exhausted available power, and the quantum shield went down, exposing the side of the tank to the last of the plasma projectile. The tank ruptured just as the wall of the building collapsed atop it.

  When the dust settled, the tank was on its side, half buried in brick and mortar. There was no sign of movement, let alone life.

  "SON OF A BITCH!” a horrified Shane Taylor yelled, at the risk of exposing his invisible location. “They got the Banglers! NO!"

  A special, classified comm system using subvocalization and unreality transmission had been developed for the Special Forces infiltration units, and Taylor's commander made use of it now.

  "Shut up, Taylor!” Mac called back. “Act, don't talk! MOVE! Before they target you!"

  An angry Taylor immediately shifted position, running on silent feet to a new location, as several nearby Snappers turned lasers on his previous position. Bastards are goin’ down for that, he thought grimly, an idea occurring. He efficiently checked his supplies. Bingo. Got it. Knew these would come in handy. Ray guns are only good for so much. Sometimes old fashioned is just as good, in the right situation.

  Silently and swiftly, he infiltrated the Snapper emplacement, adroitly dodging Snapper foot soldiers to right and left, moving as only a Crispy enhanced human could, working his way deeper and deeper into their improvised site, headed for the PEP cannon.

  When he reached the berm of asphalt surrounding the cannon, he paused long enough to determine the most strategic route up—knowing that the slightest misstep would send pebbles down, giving away his position—then eased up the side.

  Not a single piece of gravel budged.

  At the top, he stood, unseen, and gazed down at the weapon, studying it with a practiced eye. Hm, he thought, spotting the exposed combustion chamber. Poor design. Stupid, too. I can take advantage of that.

  Taylor slipped down the inside of the berm, around the various crew members of the weapon, and over to the cannon's combustion chamber. Gotta love this Crispy technology, he grinned to himself as he prepared a timed grenade. Walk right in and right back out, with none of the bastards the wiser.

  Seeing they were about to fire again, he snugged the grenade into a niche below the chamber, then turned and sprinted from the area, heedless of giving away his position, ensuring his personal quantum shield was at maximum as he did so. He keyed his subvocal unreality comm and cried, “Fire in the hole! Everybody out of the pool! Cannon's gonna go!"

  Snappers were knocked over from behind as invisible beings ran right over them in their efforts to evacuate the area. Taylor, sprinting as hard as he could go, was hard put not to lose precious breath to laughter as one entire unit of Snappers went over like bowling pins.

  Inside the tank, Jan Wersky lay, unconscious. John Tomlinson was crumpled against the far wall, which was now the floor, his lower body partially buried in brick and masonry. Ed Bangler was slumped over his gun console, groaning, a hunk of shrapnel from the side of the tank protruding from his abdomen. Piki Bangler had automatically reacted by erecting her personal quantum shield and was relatively unharmed, save for a nasty cut on her forehead, delivered by one of the first pieces of tank blown inward. Even as she deactivated the shield and stood up from the corner where she'd been thrown, the cut slowly mended itself. She looked around, and cried out in horror as she realized how seriously injured her tank crewmates—especially her husband—were. Then she recognized a vital fact.

  
   It does no good for me to heal them if we have no protection from that cannon!
  

  Piki spun, snatching up the fresh battery and throwing several bricks aside to reach the power supply connection. Then she stopped, frozen in horror.

  The power supply had taken a direct hit from some very large piece of debris. The previous battery had been smashed, its contents seeping out over the nearby equipment. The connectors were so badly damaged that the battery Piki held would not possibly fit, even assuming she could figure out how to get the old battery out of the way to do so, even assuming she had the time.

  A quick glance at the chronometer—miraculously still functional—told her she did not have long—perhaps thirty seconds, no more. Piki scrambled about the interior of the vehicle, activating each personal quantum shield before reactivating her own.

  Then, anxious, she crumpled down beside her husband, doing what she could to repair the damage to the bodies of her husband and friends while she waited to see if it would be enough.

  As the Snappers powered up their cannon, they heard an unusual “click” come from somewhere in the vicinity of the combustion chamber. Suddenly a double explosion ensued, as Taylor's grenade detonated the active chamber. The conflagration followed the combusting gases through the nozzle and into the exhaust stream. Abruptly the whole thing exploded like a blockbuster bomb, sending chunks of asphalt and Snapper body parts hundreds of feet in the air. A crater fifty feet deep and nearly a hundred feet in diameter formed instantly, taking out virtually the entire Snapper emplacement. Hunks of asphalt and raw Snapper meat rained down over the area. A cheer went up from the 101st platoon as well as the rest of White Horse.

  On what remained of the human side of the battle line, McAllister, the Special Forces unit leader, disengaged his invisibility cloak, counting heads. “TAYLOR!” he shouted, letting it activate his subvocal comm as well. “HOTSHOT! Shane Taylor! Where the hell are you?! You better not have gotten yourself killed in your own handiwork, son..."

  There was a long silence, during which fully half of the 101st soldiers moved forward to join their anxious White Horse brothers. Finally the combined forces saw movement in a trench dug in the asphalt. Several Snapper bodies were shoved aside by an unseen force. Then Taylor faded into view, rising from the trench where he'd taken cover after realizing he wouldn't make it out of range.

  "I'm here, boss,” he responded on the subvocal comm. “Used a couple Snappers as—er, I guess I can't call ‘em ‘human’ shields. But they worked just the same, especially after I gutted ‘em.” He started walking out of the carnage. “I just got one request, sir."

  "What's that, Taylor?” Mac said in relief.

  "I smell like Snapper shit. Can I get a bath?"

  "Dear God, yes,” Mac agreed immediately.

  As the chronometer ticked down to the firing time, Piki moved as close to Bang as their shields would allow, then curled into a ball, covering her head with her arms, and simply waited.

  A sudden, hard quake shook the tank wall under her, and several bricks rattled loose from the building, clanking loudly against the metallic shell of the tank. A couple tumbled into the opening, but bounced harmlessly off Wersky's quantum shield.

  After several minutes, Piki dared to raise her head. Crawling to the ragged opening in the tank and climbing the pile of building rubble to peep out, she saw a gigantic hole where the cannon had been, ejecta still raining down, and bodies—lots of Snapper bodies. A few were still moving, and as soon as the last of the debris fell from the sky, soldiers fanned out through the battlefield. A few shots were fired, but for the most part, they all came from humans. Soon no more Snappers could be seen in motion.

  Suddenly an armored personnel carrier roared up, and Peggy Nunez leaped out. “You guys okay in there?” she called.

  "NO!” Piki wailed. “The others are hurt badly. Jan was hit in the head, John has several broken bones, and Bang-bang... oh, Peggy, Bang-bang..."

  By this time Peggy had hoisted herself atop the overturned tank and peered in. “Oh, dear Lord God in heaven,” she whispered. Then she turned toward the personnel carrier. “I need several big men to chunk masonry around!” she ordered. “Get on the horn and tell the docs to be ready. We've got serious wounded in White Horse. And I do mean serious. As in critical. And I need three immobilization stretchers, with men to carry ‘em."

  Immediately the others in the vehicle started scrambling to obey.

  The starships had entered atmosphere. They didn't operate as well there, but they were still the ultimate high ground. Crew members remote-controlled the cannons to take out large Snapper emplacements wherever they found them, all over the planet. Then the Space Marines took the point, other military units filling in.

  The hovertanks took on the Snapper runabouts, their disintegrator beams cutting through them like butter; word had come down about the PEP cannons’ ability to cause damage via sheer concussive force, so anything suspected of containing one was first eliminated by starship air support. Meanwhile, the snapper lasers were stopped by the quantum shielding on virtually all human fighting equipment.

  Soon the ground troops were learning to use the teleforce beams at long range; they functioned as artillery to take out entrenched Snapper units as effectively as the starships could. Concussion guns took out entire platoons of the inimical aliens, liquefying brains and internal organs within seconds. Disintegrators, whether hand held or mounted on tanks, the Earth troops discovered, could be used as shotguns with adjustable chokes, widening or narrowing the beam focus as needed.

  Gradually the humans forced back the Snapper infantry wherever they were found. But they fought to the last being. The final groups were taken out by tank cannons in a remote area of Siberia near the Chinese border.

  Aboard the USSS Lady Liberty, Admiral Wayne Terhune sighed with relief. The battle for Earth was over. And Earth had won.

  "One planet down, one to go,” he muttered to himself.

  Mop up was literal as well as figurative. Every field of battle was filled with the stench of Snapper guts. Finally the disgusted containment teams decided it couldn't be any worse, so they simply began cremating the alien bodies in huge pyres. Since the areas where these fires were lit didn't show signs of growing much plant life for awhile, they were careful—after the first few—to choose waste land. Damaged or destroyed buildings were bulldozed and used as the cairns over what few remains were left after the pyres.

  All units and craft not involved in containment were recalled to base. There, repair and patch work commenced, moving as fast as the personnel involved could manage.

  But in the infirmary of the Group, three seriously injured men were receiving more Crispy attention than anyone else.
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   Chapter 20
  

  In the sickbay at the Brider Enclave, three Space Marines were in critical condition. Corporal Jan Wersky had suffered a severe concussion and a fractured skull. Master Sergeant John Tomlinson had multiple fractures of the legs and pelvis, as well as internal injuries to the bladder, small intestine, and part of the descending colon, consisting principally of severe bruising; some hemorrhaging was in evidence.

  But by far the worst injured was Gunnery Sergeant Edward Bangler, who had a sharp shard of tank armor penetrating his abdomen. It had severed his small intestine and lacerated it in several other places. One edge had sliced into his ascending colon. The multiple injuries to his lower digestive tract had filled his abdominal cavity with potentially infectious material, in addition to allowing it to enter his bloodstream. The tip of the shrapnel had narrowly missed his vena cava, and was abrading the descending aorta with every beat of his heart. Should it succeed in perforating that artery, it would produce a massive hemorrhage that had the potential of rapidly bleeding him out.

  The only reason he had not died on the battlefield was due to the continual presence of his wife. Piki had done everything she could to minimize the damage, including temporarily sealing the wounds around the hunk of metal to slow blood loss, and decreasing his pulse to lessen aortal abrasion.

  Those three men were not the only wounded, of course. But with just over eighty Crispies, the Space Marines, at least, were in better shape for medical aid than much of the rest of the planet. They decided to divide themselves into teams of “doctors” and travel around to assist the most critically wounded, wherever possible.

  Before she left Cresperia, Mai Le Trung had been on the verge of developing a genetic engineering technique that would enable humans to heal wounds faster, inducing local bone marrow, red blood, and even skin cells to convert into pluripotent stem cells in the area of the wound. So now she and Gordon bent their minds to it with Jeri Leverson's and Sira Tomlinson's advice and knowledge—often communicated to Gordon via perception, as they were both very busy in the infirmary. In a few hours they had generated an inoculation that would initiate the regeneration process for lesser wounds, at least. More serious wounds would still require surgical intervention.

  So Mai and Gordon, as well as Gordon's four cousins, took the Cresperian teams and equipped them with the serum and replicators. Then the teams left the Enclave, intent on helping heal as many wounded as possible—as well as giving local doctors the ability to heal minor wounds such as cuts, bruises, and simple broken bones.

  "It'll partly give away the Cresperian healing ability,” Gordon sighed, “but we cannot leave things as they are."

  "Well, maybe not, honey,” Mai pointed out. “If everyone's careful to attribute it to the new serum, we'll still have our asses covered."

  "That's the cover,” General Washington had ordered. “Send the teams out on that plan. Converted Crispies will pose as humans, and non-converted Crispies will not disclose their perception."

  "Yes, sir,” Gordon acknowledged.

  Meanwhile, Dalunith, who'd had to deal with his own head injury, and his closest friend Frstiminith, who had been the principal coordinator in Dalunith's healing, took on Jan Wersky's concussion and skull fracture. Given the amount of damage Dalunith had had to deal with, it proved relatively simple, and in a few hours Wersky was healed, though still unconscious, sleeping off the aftereffects.

  Tomlinson's wife Sira, assisted by Chris Roberts and Jeri Leverson, worked on John. Physician Stephen Mallory helped them set the bones in Tomlinson's legs, then dosed him with Mai's gene therapy. Together the three Crispies speeded the process, knitting together multiple breaks as well as stanching the bruising and mild hemorrhage. Tomlinson, unlike the others, had regained consciousness on the rapid trip back to the Enclave. And though she had tried, Piki had been unable to do very much to ease his pain—she was simply overloaded, using her perceptive sense in a valiant effort to help all three men at once. So as his wife and friends worked on him, John sighed in relief.

  "That feels good, hon,” he murmured after awhile. “That's a hell of a lot better."

  "Good,” Sira responded, giving him a weary smile. “Because you scared the hell out of me."

  "Sorry. We didn't know they had one of those damn plasma projectile cannon things."

  "I know,” she whispered. “Lie still, now. We'll be done soon, and then you need to rest."

  "How are the others? I know Piki was okay..."

  "Not good,” Jeri remarked. “Well, I think Jan Wersky is doing all right now. He had a severe concussion and skull fracture. But Dalunith and Frstiminith jumped on that first thing."

  "Perfect team,” Tomlinson agreed. “What about Bang?"

  Sira, Jeri, and Chris glanced at each other. “I don't need a perceptive sense to get that,” Tomlinson said quietly. “Is he alive?"

  "He's alive, sweetheart,” Sira said. “But he..."

  "He has a hunk of metal stuck almost completely through his belly,” Jeri said bluntly. “Severed intestines, and it's sawing on his aorta. Piki, Peter, and Karen, the three British Crispies, are all working on him, along with Dr. Honeywell."

  "Oh shit,” John whispered, blanching.

  "Hush,” Sira ordered. “Lie back and rest. We're done with you now, and we're joining them to help. I think Dalunith and Frstiminith have already gone in there."

  "Okay,” Tomlinson said. “Sira—they're like you and me. Only... only they're even newer to this part of their relationship. You've got to..."

  "I know,” Sira soothed. “I know, John. We'll do everything we can.” She leaned over and kissed his forehead. “Your men may think you're a tough bastard, but I know better,” she grinned, and he blushed.

  "Let me know?” he asked.

  "As soon as we know something ourselves, Sergeant Tomlinson,” Jeri promised.

  The three Crispies left Tomlinson in bed to rest, and headed for the operating room.

  Piki, Peter Murphy, Karen Townshend, Dalunith, and Frstiminith were already in the room when they arrived. Dr. Honeywell and several medics, including Peggy Nunez, were there as well. Bang lay nude on the operating table, strapped down, his lower body covered with a sheet. Piki stood at his head with the anesthesiologist, her palms lightly on his head, helping to keep the pain at bay and his pulse rate low. The others concentrated on stanching the bleeding as Honeywell carefully cut down through layers of muscle to more easily extract the large hunk of shrapnel.

  Jeri, Sira, and Chris merged their perceptions with their colleagues and assisted. Sira moved to Bangler's head and eased into Piki's position. They looked at each other, and communicated with one glance, scarcely even needing perception: You move to help with the abdomen, it's easier. I'll do this; you need a break.

  "Suction,” Honeywell murmured as he reached the abdominal cavity. “Aw, blast. This is a mess."

  "Is he torn up badly?” Peggy asked softly.

  "Some,” Honeywell answered. “But the intestinal contents have contaminated the entire area. Clamp off the duodenum and the area of the ileocecal valve; that should at least slow down the mess. I'll clean it out the best I can, and you guys,” he nodded a masked head at the Crispies as his surgical team clamped each end of the small intestine, “will have to help make sure nothing gets infected. Add a bag of Cipro to that drip, Chuck,” he told the anesthesiologist.

  "On it, Bill."

  "Speaking of infection, it occurs to me to wonder if we have a possible pandemic with which to concern ourselves,” Piki commented as she worked on destroying the bacteria spread through Bang's abdominal cavity. Catching an infiltration of her husband's bloodstream, she focused her consciousness, and within moments that potential infection was eradicated.

  "Aw, damn,” Honeywell muttered. “Alien species, alien buggums."

  "Precisely."

  "I doubt it, Piki,” Jeri interrupted. “After all, many of the Zeng Wu and Galactic crews were in close contact with the Snappers —-especially the diplomats. And nobody caught anything."

  "Oh,” Piki murmured.

  "Still, our soldiers and many of our civilians got extensive contact with body fluids, planet wide,” Honeywell pointed out. “Better safe than sorry."

  Jeri nodded. “Agreed. This is your home world, after all, and you don't possess perceptive senses to clean up such things. I'm sure you'd rather be certain."

  "Peggy,” Honeywell ordered, “call forward and have that notion passed up to General Washington. We need to know as soon as possible if we've got a pandemic."

  "Yes sir.” Peggy moved to the intercom and murmured into it for a few moments, then returned. “In work, sir."

  "Okay, did you get contaminated making the call?"

  "No sir."

  "Good, because I need another set of hands here. Come hold this blasted chunk of tank while I try to get it loose without slicing him apart. Crispy team, keep on the bleeders. Human team, I want suction, lavage, and more suction, then—will I need sutures, guys?” he asked the Crispies.

  "For the large perforation, and for the main incision and puncture wound, yes,” Piki answered. “But it does not have to be as sophisticated as you would usually do. Merely hold it together until we can close it."

  "Got it,” Honeywell agreed with a nod. “Nurse, forehead."

  A nurse stepped forward with a disposable towel and mopped Honeywell's perspiring forehead.

  "Suction,” Honeywell ordered.

  "Suction.” A medic suited action to word.

  "Flush it all out,” Honeywell declared.

  Several medics directed streams of sterile saline over the lacerated intestines.

  "Suck it out,” Honeywell finished.

  The medic applied the suction cannula until the abdominal cavity appeared clear.

  "Okay, everyone, here we go,” Dr. Honeywell declared. “If we've done our stuff and we're careful, this will slip right out and we can start closing up. If we've missed something, we're gonna have blood everywhere. Keep that suction cannula ready, and have a couple liters of blood handy.” He took a deep breath. “Everyone ready?"

  "Ready, Bill."

  "Yes sir."

  "We have him, doctor."

  "Peggy, just hold the weight of the metal, and let me manipulate it, all right?” Honeywell verified.

  "Got it,” Peggy nodded.

  With delicate, rubber gloved hands, Honeywell eased aside Bang's small intestine. A gloved medic took over that task. Then Honeywell reached in and grasped the sharp end of the metal fragment, where it rested between the descending aorta and the vena cava. Working carefully, he shifted it back and forth until it was loose from the surrounding tissue—which was abraded, but not perforated, and merely held the fragment in place via weight—and pulled it straight back along the path it had entered. Peggy supported its weight, and within seconds it was free of Bangler's body.

  Several points oozed blood, but nothing gushed, to everyone's relief. Moments later even those had stopped, as the Crispies applied their every skill on this man one of their own loved so dearly.

  The surgical team acted swiftly after that, locating the largest perforations and essentially tacking them closed. Meanwhile the Crispy team carefully healed the smaller injuries: the cuts, scrapes, abrasions, and smaller perforations and blood vessel leaks. By the time Honeywell's team had the major internal injuries held closed, the smaller injuries were healed. Then the Crispies set to work on the large perforations, including the severed section of small intestine and the large laceration in the ascending colon.

  This took longer, and while the Crispies worked, the surgical team maintained lavage and suction, keeping the abdominal cavity clean. Chuck, the anesthesiologist, added a unit of blood to the drip; the mixture of blood, saline, anesthetic, and antibiotic that flowed into Bangler's neck became a deep pink.

  When that was done, Honeywell began stitching closed the peritoneum, various layers of muscle and tendon, and finally the skin. As he did so, he watched the tissues seemingly miraculously weld themselves together, leaving only a faint pink line. Not even any sign of scar tissue was visible when they were done. Honeywell sighed in relief.

  "He's gonna make it,” he pronounced. “I have to say, when he came in here, I wouldn't have given you a plugged nickel for his chances. He needed a miracle, and that's what I was praying for. I know you guys don't believe in a Supreme Being, and I hope you don't take offense. But you were the answer to my prayer today."

  "No offense taken, doctor,” Jeri Leverson said softly, putting an arm around a limp, pale Piki Bangler. “I've seen enough, since choosing to become human, to make me wonder a little if we've been interpreting our proofs correctly all this time, so I won't disparage your beliefs. I know this woman here,” she squeezed Piki's shoulders gently, “is as thankful for you as you are for us."

  "Indeed,” Piki murmured. “Thank you so very much, Dr. Honeywell. You are a good man."

  "So's your husband,” Honeywell responded gently. “Tomlinson told me, just before I came in here, that Sergeant Bangler deliberately took that shrapnel."

  "Wh- what?” Piki stammered, as the others watched.

  "I don't think my husband fully realized how badly Bang was injured, but he saw what he did in the last few seconds. He stepped in front of the impact point, Piki,” Sira confirmed. “He blocked the explosion from the rest of you—especially you—so you'd have a chance to get that battery changed, and save the others."

  "Oh, dear—” Piki broke off, knees weakening.

  "Get a chair!” Jeri exclaimed, holding her friend upright. Peter grabbed the stool the anesthesiologist offered, and shoved it behind Piki. Together, he and Jeri eased Piki onto it, then Jeri unceremoniously shoved her head down to her knees.

  Honeywell knelt beside Piki. “It's all right, dear,” he murmured, soothing, “it's all right.” He peeled off bloody rubber gloves and threw them at the contaminated waste bin, then stroked her forehead lightly. “He's fine, and he's going to stay that way. Partly thanks to what you did in enhancing him, and partly thanks to your keeping him from bleeding to death on the way here; and partly thanks to the entire lot of people in this room.” He looked around. “Thank you, all of you. Now, let's get Sergeant Bangler into Intensive Care for awhile. When he comes around, we'll move him into a regular room. If you Crispies could see fit to sit with him in shifts, to keep down the pain, it sure would be good. I've found that the less pain medication I can give my patients, the faster they usually tend to heal. The meds suppress the metabolic rate, which partially governs cell turnover."

  "Yes, I can see where that might be,” Jeri agreed. “And I think we can all take turns doing that with all three of our patients. There are enough of us, and we are capable of long enough hours, that it shouldn't be a problem."

  "Although,” Dalunith remarked with a Crispy approximation of a smile—he and Frstiminith still had yet to fully complete their conversions, due to the rapid sequence of events—“certain members of the group, most notably Piki and Sira, should probably not be included in the rotation. I strongly suspect they may be partial to staying with certain of the patients."

  "Good point,” Karen Townshend agreed with a wide grin. “I think things are back to normal—on Earth, at least."

  "Provided we don't have a pandemic developing,” Peggy added, as the rest of the team prepared to move Bang to ICU.

  "Well, SHIT,” Waterman said with feeling, gazing at the video of the Chief of Crispy Operations. “You mean those sons of bitches may have gotten us yet?"

  "It's possible, Tom,” Caleb Washington noted. “I'm passing it up the chain. I didn't want to just lateral it; I thought it needed to have your stamp on it. But if I may offer some advice, I'd strongly recommend getting the Centers for Disease Control, and the World Health Organization, on it as soon as you can get the word out."

  "I'll do that,” Waterman sighed, unutterably tired. “Take it easy, Caleb."

  "You too, Tom. You look dead on your feet."

  "Not far from it,” Waterman admitted. “Lately I've wondered what the hell ever made me think I wanted to run for President."

  "Because you know the ins and outs of the politics, and you're a good man, Tom,” a solemn Caleb said. “We've needed someone like you. Can you imagine if one of Sandra's cronies had gotten the office instead? We'd be Snapper food right now—literally."

  "Yeah,” Waterman answered, morose. “I didn't like Sandra, but... damn, Caleb, I didn't know I was sending her to her death. I wouldn't have allowed it if..."

  "I don't think you could have stopped her, Tom. They're sneaky, devious little bastards,” Caleb shrugged. “The Zeng Wu found that out the hard way, and so did Sandra. Unfortunately, because of her inflexible attitudes, it cost her her life.” He gazed compassionately out of the viewscreen at Waterman. “Don't beat yourself up over it, Tom. By our lights as humans, there WAS a chance it might have worked. We couldn't know until we tried. Now, go call the CDC and the WHO."

  "Yes, sir,” Waterman managed a weak smile—but a snappy salute. Then both men laughed.

  "There's my old friend back,” Caleb declared. “Let me know if there's anything I can do, Tom. We have teams of Crispies all over the world working on the injured, so if they can help with this, all I have to do is contact them."

  "Roger that, Caleb. Thanks."

  And Waterman hit the END button on the videoconference.

  The WHO and the CDC promptly issued a worldwide alert for a possible pandemic.

  As it turned out, however, the Cresperian teams provided the solution to the question of a possible pandemic within a few hours of the alert being issued. Using their perceptive sense, they were able to study the remains of Snappers that had been preserved for study and ascertain what virii, fungi, and bacteria were present, and of what nature.

  "Gordon says they're positive,” Dr. Mai Le Trung reported to a joint meeting of the World Health Organization and the Centers for Disease Control. “The Crispies say that the Snapper biology is nothing like ours, hence their bugs are not like ours, either. DNA and RNA are totally different. It's like... it's like if you had quartz crystals and salt crystals. They might exist side by side, but they don't blend. In fact, evidence indicates that, in the absence of anything to ‘feed’ off of, what infectious pathogens the Snappers brought with them are already dying off. Sort of the opposite of the ‘War of the Worlds’ scenario."

  "So you are saying, Dr. Trung,” the Italian head of the World Health Organization noted, “that, while they did bring ‘infectious materials’ to Earth, those materials were infectious to them, and them alone..."

  "And will not have any repercussions upon Earth's biome,” Mai vouched. “Gordon even went so far as to sketch out the genetic material for me, and I was able to confirm that it's completely incompatible with anything on Earth. It's also our considered opinion that all of the Snappers who ate any, um, Earth tissues, were probably being slowly poisoned by ‘em. Like trying to eat quartz instead of salt."

  "And you are absolutely certain?"

  Mai gave the woman a friendly glare. “You know as well as I do, Dr. Silvio, that nothing is one hundred percent in science. But I'm as sure as it's possible to be, short of conducting experiments that would be considered not only inhumane but crimes against humanity. And one, I'm not going to go there, and two, I think we've seen enough of that already. God knows I have."

  "Agreed,” Dr. Silvio chuckled, a gentle, sympathetic sound. “Very well. I will reduce the alert level to yellow. We will maintain vigilance, as is prudent, and will continue research, but will not unduly concern ourselves with it until further evidence warrants it."

  "Sounds like a plan,” Mai agreed.
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   Chapter 21
  

  While the injured recuperated, the well honored their dead and began the process of rebuilding what the Snappers had destroyed. This included repair and refurbishment of Fleet Alpha, and preparation of Fleets Bravo and Charlie.

  Within a few days, Jan Wersky and John Tomlinson were back on their feet, even if Tomlinson was still using a cane temporarily. Ed Bangler was a little slower, but two days after Wersky and Tomlinson were released, he too was released into the care of his adoring wife. Piki brought him home, back to their quarters in the Enclave, and continued working on him, helping the last of the soreness to depart and the newly repaired tissues to strengthen.

  By the time they were ready, so were the fleets.

  "Ladies and gentlemen of Planet Earth,” a somber President Thomas Waterman said in his televised address, “we have stuck together. We have come together as one species in defense of each other and the world that is our home. And we have succeeded. Our world is safe, and it is unlikely that it will be bothered again—at least not by a certain stellar empire.

  "However, there is another planet that is in dire straits. A planet whose inhabitants are our allies. A planet which has been taken over by the very species who sought to destroy us, and who IS destroying THEM. I pray it is not too late. It is high past time for us to rescue Cresperia."

  He paused, to allow his words to sink into his audience.

  "To that end, let me present Space Fleet Commander in Chief, Admiral Wayne Terhune."

  Waterman watched as the cameras swung to Terhune.

  "Ladies and gentlemen of the world,” Terhune said, in a carefully thought out and worded speech, “were it not for our allies and friends, the Cresperians, our world would be very different today. You and I would be either dead, or literally cattle for the Snapper Empire Unwittingly poisonous cattle, true; nevertheless.

  "But we are neither. Why? Because the Crispies willingly shared their technology and skills with us. They worked beside us, taking their own technology, developed over many more millennia than our race has been in existence, and helped us enhance it. Helped us take it the next steps further in its development. Helped us merge it with our own ideas and technology to create something that was better than either of its parent engineering sciences.” He gazed into the camera.

  "If we do not, in turn, help them in their time of need, I submit to you that we are no better than the Snappers themselves. If we do not offer aid and succour to them now, we are no longer human—we are inhuman, and inhumane.

  "We now have, thanks to this world's ability to work together, not one, but THREE fleets of starships—each with the same capability that the first displayed so very recently. It is my intent to take the United States’ portion of two of those fleets, leaving the third at Earth on high alert, and head for Cresperia. There, we intend to take on the Snappers once again. We shall drive them out of the Cresperian system, or we shall die trying. I will not insist upon any other nation joining us, nor will I order any of my crews to go. This is a dangerous mission. We may not return. We may face forces too great, too numerous, for us to succeed. This is a volunteer mission. But I intend to go, dammit, if I am the only person aboard the USSS Lady Liberty! I will not leave Cresperia to torture and destruction.

  "I ask you: Who will go with me?"

  The red light on the camera in the Oval Office shut off, and the monitor in the corner of the room depicted the Office of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. General Caleb Washington sat temporarily in the place of Admiral Terhune, and Terhune and Waterman watched as several telephones rang and the Joint Chiefs conferred.

  Finally General John Salter, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, rose. “Admiral Terhune,” he declared, “not only do we have enough volunteers from the army, navy, marines, air force, and space force to crew every starship the United States has, we have enough to carry major ground assault forces as well. I would especially like to note the following. The Space Force, the Space Marines, the First Air Force, the Fourteenth Air Force, the Naval Special Warfare Command, the First Marine Expeditionary Brigade, the Eleventh Marine Expeditionary Unit, the Big Red One, the 82nd Airborne, and the 101st Air Assault have all established one hundred percent volunteer status."

  "Excellent!” Terhune boomed.

  The video view next cut to the United Nations.

  "Ambassadors of the Earth, what is your response?” Terhune asked.

  Every ambassador from North and South America, Australia, Europe, and half of Asia, as well as several Middle Eastern nations—the Islamic Confederacy having experienced some schisms during the Snapper invasion—and African nations stood.

  The United Nations Secretary General stood as well. “The vote in the Security Council was unanimous,” she declared. “The UN is firmly behind you. Each of the nations whose representative is standing will provide whatever they have to give—starships, crew, supplies, and soldiers. We will not leave our friends and allies to die so cruelly, if it is in our power to help. Those who have not offered to go, HAVE offered to assist in Earth's protection while you are gone."

  "Good,” Terhune said gruffly, his tone of voice the only sign of his emotion. “It's already been too long for those who are suffering. We leave in three days."

  The Secretary General nodded.

  The broadcast ended and the news media filed out.

  Terhune and Waterman looked at each other. “Damn big apple, Wayne,” Waterman commented finally.

  "Who—the Snappers, or us?” Terhune commented whimsically. “Somebody's bit off more than they can chew, yeah. The question is, which one?"

  Three days later, Fleets Alpha and Bravo were ready to depart. The experienced crew members of the original Fleet Alpha had been evenly divided between the two fleets, but no units had been disrupted in the process. In addition, not all of the Crispies had been allowed to go. The fear was, if the fleets did not succeed in liberating Cresperia, that the Cresperians would become extinct, so the majority of the refugees would remain on Earth, saving Jeri Leverson, Sira Tomlinson, Gordon Stuart, and Piki Bangler, whose human mates would be with them. For the time being they and their mates were placed aboard the Lady Liberty, in order to make best use of their perceptive abilities and intellects. Admiral Terhune, however, reserved the right to split them among ships before arrival at the Cresperian system.

  "After all,” he pointed out, “if you're all on one ship, and that ship gets taken out, you all get taken out. It's the same reason the President and Vice President never fly together. And you four are just as important."

  President Thomas Waterman and Vice President James Robertson watched together from a television in the White House as the final countdown trickled away. News crews around the world depicted the same scenes, over and over again.

  Goodbyes were said, hugs exchanged. Ships were boarded.

  Then, visible from brand new—and substantially improved—satellites in orbit, all over the surface of Earth, small specks ascended through the atmosphere into space.

  They gathered at the L1 Lagrange point, between the Earth and the Moon.

  "All ships ready?” Admiral Terhune demanded.

  His first officer turned to the communications officer. “Yes sir. All decks are go for departure."

  "Lady Liberty is a go,” Captain Renfield, Terhune's first officer, reported. “Columbia?"

  "Go!"

  "Franklin?"

  "Go!"

  "Galactic?"

  "Go!"

  "Golda Meir?"

  "Go!"

  When the checklist of ships had been completed, Terhune turned to his flagship's pilot, Douglas Bain. “Mr. Bain, set a course for the Cresperian system, maximum cruising speed."

  "Aye, sir."

  "Captain Renfield, begin Operation Snap, Crackle, Pop."

  "Aye, Admiral."

  The order was transmitted throughout the fleet. Seconds later, everyone felt the odd disorientation of entering unreality.

  The satellite imagery of the two fleets was still being fed through worldwide news broadcasts when, abruptly, they all simultaneously disappeared from view.

  President Waterman drew a deep breath. “'Godspeed, John Glenn,'” he murmured thoughtfully.

  "Amen,” Vice President Robertson answered.
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