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Prologue
"CDPF68A 78 coded access."

" Access code gpproved. Good morning, Mr. Wyeth. Please continue with voice print verification.? The
computer voice reminded me of one of those holochannel hucksters, the ones who talked to you and
millions of others asthough you were along lost brother. It had arich sincerity that only the seedier
sdlesmen could fake.

"Voice print verify. Wyeth, John. Alpha Three Three Two Voice Set."

"Voice print verification ... please stand by, Mr. Wyeth,? it said pleasantly, yet somehow implying inits
tonethat I'd find myself living at the bottom of adeep, dark holeif | wasntwho | said | was. | waited as
the recording of my voice was matched against a previous one. Five seconds later the heavy bolts
magnetically released with ahollow thud, and | wasin.

Larry Alexander, the security guard, sat at his desk, hisgun aimed at mein avery offhanded way.
Procedure dictated that only one person was alowed in at atime, and standing orders were to shoot
anyone who hadn't used voice verification. Incredibly, it had happened once. A couple of workers, who
for some unknown reason had disregarded the constant warnings, lectures and protocol meetings,
decided to see whether Larry redlly would shoot the unverified one, even though he knew both. They
didn't think he would. We dmost never hired idiots, wisdom being prized even higher than intelligence,
but occasiondly one got through.

They wereright, though; Larry didn't shoot. It turned out that Larry'sjust atarget for hogtile intruders.
The actua guard was located in one of three hidden vantage points. He was the one who shat, killing the
second idiot. Now everybody entered one at atime.

| approached Larry and waved. ? Morning, Larry! How's NATech's number one sitting duck?!

For someone who was paid essentidly to greet people and stop bullets, Larry seemed very firmly
grounded. He laughed, hisruddy, dightly wrinkled face bresking into abig grin. ? Fine, John! Nancy 's
back from Florida, and we're hoping to get up to the cabin next week."

"l envy you. My last vacation was about ... oh ... around ... I'm sorry. What's a vacation again?"

He grinned again and let me pass. There was no need to check in or out at the security desk once access
had been gained at NATech's government research facility; every second was recorded on three
separate holomeras, and if | wasn't who | said | was, 1'd be on the floor, flopping, jerking, twitching or
some such useless action, depending on where the sniper chose to shoot me.

First stop was my office. It would be nice to say it had a huge picture window that overlooked a stunning
view, but my office didn't have aview. It didn't even have awindow. NATech was buried insde a
mountain in the western United States-never mind where-and was built to withstand several hundred
megatons of blasts. What we did was pretty important, not just for military reasons, but for civilian and
peacetime reasons aswell, which iswhy we were gill here and other companies, who had smugly



thought of themsalves as our competitors, were not. We did not have asingle product, wespon,
program, or piece of equipment on the market. What we did have wasideas. Not cutting edge stuff;
everyone worth their salt had cutting edge ideas. We dedlt only with unredistic ideas. Unredlistic today,
but not so within twenty years. That was our main focus:. to envison technology and society and the
impact of one on the other in twenty years. We then developed that technology and prepared the
government, the public, and industry for the future. Nearly eighty years existence gave proof to the need
of our unique type of service.

Janet was waiting for me with my morning coffee. She dways had my morning coffee reedy. It redly
bugged me, too. Y es, she was my adminigtrative assstant. But | had selected the brilliant Miss Y ashida
for her insght and brains, not to run errands and fetch my coffee. She held it out for me, and with asigh, |
accepted. | should try to beat her in some morning just to avoid this.

"Ohaio, bossl Strong and black, just like you drink it."
"Ohaio, Janet. Y ou do enjoy doing thisto me, don't you?"'

She laughed and followed meinto my office. That her Japanese greeting was informa was proof that she
loved to yank my chain. | pressed my hand againgt the identity scanner and activated the system interface
at my drafting table. | fished Mike, my holographic interface palmtop, out of my pocket and plugged him
into the frame relay. He got busy downloading the night's reports from my team leadersinto histen
terabyte hard RAM. He a so took the time to access the massive paralel processorsto run some
caculations1'd given him last night. To protect against internal corruption a NATech, Senior Project

L eaders such as myself worked completely independently of the main systems, keeping al our findings
and ideasin our heads and on our powerful pamtops until fina download and project implementation.
Though weran arisk of losng critical dataif | waskilled and Mike was damaged, it was even more
important that NATech remain anonpolitical, secret entity. Keeping our own projects separate was just
one of our many safeguards.

| sat on my stool and took an appreciative Sp of my coffee.
"Good batch thistime, Janet. Grind the beans yoursdlf?'
"Yep. Picked 'em, too. Infact, | just flew in from Columbia...”

"...and boy, aremy armstired,? | finished for her, and she laughed. Janet had alove of the old jokes.
The older, the better. ? Uh-huh. So, what's on the list today?

"Chris caled about an hour ago. He's dl hot about histeam's menta input project. Guess he's moving
ahead of schedule. He's certainly acting likeit.? She made aface. | put the mug down and looked at her
caefully.

"Ishe bothering you again, Janet?? | asked quietly.

"Nothing | can kill himfor, no. Hejust has extrathings for meto do. All standard stuff, but it fedslike
busy work.? Janet only did things that had a purpose-even fetching me coffee served the purpose of
tweaking me-and she hated with a passion doing anything that had no value. She looked a me quickly. ?
Don't worry about it, boss. Y ou trained mewdll, and I'll handleit the right way.

"Movingon,? she continued, trying to get back the tempo, ? when Chrisisntt cdling, itsbeen Al. He's
desperate to get his hands on you. The Piscesteam can't wait to Sart the show. | gave them some
background stuff and afew of the tidbits we've talked about. That should hold them for a couple of
hours.



"The boss wants to see you at nine. Debbie caled to tell you about an idea she had with the atmosphere
shield problem on the Mars project.”

"Any good?? | knew it would be; Debbie was quick on her feet and my brightest whiz kid, but | wanted
to hear Janet's opinion.

"She's dways got the good ideas. My guessis she's figured away to modulate a number of minor
geotherma generatorsto replace asingle big one. We taked, but she didn't want to go into detail until
sheflew it by you and the boss."

"Understandable,? 1 smiled, ? | do sign her paycheck. Okay. What el se?"

We discussed the rest of the day's agenda. | told her afew directions | wanted my various project teams
to take, mentioned afew people to contact for updates on outside projects, and asked to see the fina
computations for undersea pressure variances on about three dozen polymers thelab crowd was
whipping up. All told, | was project leader for adozen mgjor undertakings and about forty minor ones.
With nearly two hundred brainiacs reporting to me, and each one needing or wanting aword of direction,
encouragement or caution, it took us awhile to cover everything. Janet gaveit to me, then listened to what
| had to say, giving solid feedback often. She had nothing written down, nor wrote anything. She had a
flawless memory to accompany her keenly focused mind and would take care of everything-and no
doubt improveoniit.

| was halfway through my second cup of coffee before we finished the daily details and she left to sart
the day's work. She closed the door behind her, knowing | always took ten minutes each morning to
read my Bible. My attachment to NATech didn't alow me the pleasures of apublic life, but | refused to
surrender my faith. Janet understood and kept people away during my devotion.

| finished reading and put the Book away. | till had about twenty minutes before Chris would be out of
hisfacilities staff meeting, so | fired up Mike, who had finished his download. Getting into my thinking
mode, | folded my handsin front of my mouth and steepled my forefingers and pinkies, a habit from high
school. Mike pinged.

"Gresetings, Mr. Wyeth. Today is Thursday, March 26, 2026. Thetimeis7:17 AM.? I'd tried various
ways to have him address me, but they dways reminded me of those holochannd shills, so | had settled
onaforma greeting.

"Good morning, Mike. I've got afew scenariosto run through with you. Ready?"

"Of coursel am,? he said with just atrace of impatience in histone. It had taken me weeksto program
the perfect blend of irreverence, camaraderie and superiority into hisvoice, but the final effect wasworth
it. He reminded me of an impertinent, headstrong teenager who acted like he was dwaysright, and
thought you were abit dow in the head, but liked you anyway. He usually wasright, too. | was thankful
that he wasn't redl. A redl teenager would rub my noseinit. | hadn't programmed that kind of response
into him. I liked achdlenge, but | wasn't amasochist.

"Okay, let's play underwater for awhile.? | reviewed my ideas about genetic enhancement and imprint
subdtitution, comparing them to his conclusions. | then rattled off some trangportation, economic and
politica assumptions, mixed in severa disaster scenarios, then asked for results based on various externa
gtimuli such as global war, space colonization and a planet-wide palitical unification. Hetook inal my
requests, then ignored me, which wasn't a programmed response; he was just too busy running the
computationsto listen to my prattle. | closed him up and stuck him in my suit pocket.

* * k%



"John!? Chrishad abig grin for me as | stepped into the conference room. The meeting was just
breaking up, his people running off to take care of the latest problems, challenges, and ideas that had
been thrown at them. Good people, dl. Many had smilesfor me, which | returned, knowing an indifferent
stare from the boss never hel ped anyone.

"Morning, Chris. Janet said you've been yelling for me. What's up?*

He didn't say anything, but waited for the room to clear. After the last one out closed the door, he sat on
the edge of the conference table.

"l didit,? hesaidwith afindity that indicated he waslooking for aknighthood.

"That's great, Chrisl Now tell mewhat you've done, and I'll say it again and mean it.? Hiscryptic
comments were never as clear as he thought, but | was guessing he was referring to hiswebbing project
for the globenet.

"What I've doneis perfect the mentdl interface. It's now possible for the mind to initiate and maintain
direct communication with acomputer for up to two minutes.”

Thistime | wasimpressed. That project was supposed to be only sixty percent complete by this point.
Chris'Y oung might beirritating sometimes, but he had few shortcomingswhen it cameto brains. |
whigtled.

"That is great, Chrisl Give methe details on the way to the gym.”

Wetaked it over for the next fifteen minutes while we changed in the lockers and waited for amat to
open up. We aways got together twice aweek to wrestle and keep our bodies in shape. Our turn came,
and we walked out to the floor.

"Y our team did atop notch job, Chris. Y ou should be proud of them."

"Y eah, they're a pretty good bunch.? Wetook positions. ? Especidly Charlene,? he added with awink
and dy look.

Hedid it to get my goat just as we started, and it worked. Hisarm dipped insde mine. He snaked it up
my back and | felt his hand latch onto my throat, pressing me back. | was on my way down by not
paying attention. He relaxed, knowing the first throw was his.

Instead of resigting, | gavein to the pressure. Just before hitting the mat, | wrapped an arm around his
right ankle and folded hisleg up. | landed on my back and rolled into hisleft leg. It came out from under
him, and he landed beside me.

"Geez! How do you do that?? he complained good-naturedly.

"Practice,? | replied, rising swiftly to my feet and squaring off. ? Practice and experience. Y ou had the
advantage, Chris, but you relied only onit. Next time, follow through.”

"All right,? he said, and closed quickly on the attack. It didn't work, of course, and this time without the
surprise, hetook the trip to the mat by himself. | wasfour inchestaller than hisfive foot nine height, and
twenty pounds heavier than his one-eighty. It's dways hammered into beginning martid arts students that
szedidn't matter if you knew leverage and pressure points. That was true, unless your opponent was
larger and also knew leverage and pressure points. The Ethiopian Campaigns were eight years behind
me, but you never forget how to use the toolsthat saved your life.



We sparred for another twenty minutes, but | had to cut it short because of my appointment with the
boss. | did have one more point to bring up with him, though, which | did in the showers.

"Janet's getting irritated with you again, Chris,? | said aswe toweed off.

He turned from the mirror and grinned.

"Sorry, John. She'sanervouskind of girl. Y ou know | don't mean anything.”
"It'snot what | know, Chris. It'swhat she thinks and how shefeds. Lay off her."

"I'm not doing anything, John! Y ou lay off me! ? He had aflash of temper, which | tolerated and
gppreciated in most my people. Having atemper usualy meant you cared about something. Controlling
that temper meant you cared alot.

Chriswasright, though. He wasn't doing anything overtly, covertly or implied. And though | sympathized
with Janet, thefact that she just didn't like him wasn't grounds for discipline,

Chrislaughed after his outburst.
"Sorry, John. Okay, I'll play nice. She gets under my skin, though."
"Fair enough, Chris. I'll let her know we talked."

We parted, and | headed for my meeting with the boss, Mike comfortably tucked in my suit. | entered
the express elevator, used my key and code, then headed at high speed to the boss's office, twenty floors
graight down.

The elevator dowed abruptly, then stopped. The door did not open, and | waited for it. Right now, about
twelve different kinds of scans and identity verifications were being performed on me. The heart of
NATech was on the other side of that elevator door, and we took drastic measuresto protect him. If the
computer program matched me up with who | claimed to be, I'd keep breathing. If it decided otherwise,
I'd be flambé of Wyeth when | stepped out of the elevator and into the defense field.

The door opened without fanfare-or indication of whether I'd ? passed? or not-and | walked into the
boss's office. There was no receptionist, no secretary, no administrative ass stant. He accomplished
everything through his Senior Project Leaders, sharing with us his endless knowledge and insight. Ashe
dictated, so NATech went. He was waiting for me, and while he didn't rise from behind his desk, he gave
meawarm smile,

I'd worked here now for eight years, and | ill didn't know the name of the guy | called my boss. Hewas
middle aged, perhaps sixty, and il carried afull head of black hair. His eyes, which were normd other
than always having the glint of ahappy and curiousfive year old, were protected by bushy eyebrows that
seemed to be even thicker than hishair. His face was seamed and craggy from carrying the weight of our
planet'sfuture on his il sraight shoulders.

And that wasdl | knew about him, while he knew everything about me, down to the number of girlsi'd
kissed in high school. | was one of only sx people ever alowed to see him personally, but he was quirky
about keeping his nameto himsalf. NATech wasfull of quirky people. But then, if | livedingdea
mountain, 1'd be quirky, too.

| sat down in the only other chair-even the x of uswho actualy saw the boss saw him one at atime-and
he did me acup of black coffee. We had amutud liking for it, and his consumption aone probably
supported severd large plantations south of the border. | took aswig, then pulled out Mike and set it on



the desk. It turned on at the sound of my voice, and asolid, three-dimensiond display of Mars appeared,
floating severa inches above the processor pandl.

Knowing we'd be having lunch together later, | got straight to business. ? | brought dong thefind andyss
of the Marsterrabase. Turns out that five hectaresis pretty much the maximum with an atmosphere
shield using ageotherma power source. Anything more and people start talking in squesky voices and

dying."

Hisyouthful eyes sparkled at the challenge of impossible problems. ? Yes, | thought that, too. Debbie felt
that we could go to twelve hectares if we used five smaler plants, each putting out seventeen point three
percent capacity of thelargesingle.? Which was exactly as Janet had speculated. A very sharp woman,
was Miss Y ashida. Which made Debbie arazor. ? After Debbie's unorthodox solution to the antimatter
holocaust scenario, I'm willing to consider anything she suggests. Look into it.”

"Will do.? Debbiewas il pretty new to NATech, only four years, but her wild ideas had away of
fitting in. If she thought twelve hectares was a safe maximum, it probably meant it was. Wetalked it
through for about twenty minutes, then spent another twenty on Chris breskthrough. Findly, | brought up
the project hewasredlly interested in.

"I've finished and compiled the genetic print for the Pisces project. The promo boys are antsy to start up
the ol rumor machine.”

He nodded. ? Have you transferred your fina formulas and genetic codesto the main systems yet?
"Not yet. I'm just heading there now."

"Good. Y ou've done some admirable work on the Pisces project, John. With the ocean floors actudly
open to colonization by anew people, we can look forward to some big changes, in both world
economics and political makeup. Intwenty years,? he added with afaint smile. That wasthe credo of
NATech: In Twenty Y ears. He continued. ? Right now, you and your pamtop are more important than
me”

| laughed. ? Y eah, well, maybe for another hour or so. If | waited any longer, Al and Terry would hunt
me down. They're hot to get the 'word' out, asit were.? | stood up. ? Wéll, that'sthe update. Lunch
around two-thirty?"

"Fine. And restrain the chef on the paprikathistime. Physically, if you must. That man haslittle regard for
subtlety.”

| grinned and put Mike away. Turning away and waking to the elevator, | made amenta noteto look up
Debbie and invite her to alate dinner, compliments of NATech. Though it would be a business dinner-we
worked long hours-| would still enjoy her company. Debbi€'s eyes were dways light and sparkly, nearly
identical to the bosss. Infact, it was Sartling how their eyeswere so smilar...

| shuddered at the resulting uninvited menta picture. I'd have Janet advise the kitchen about today's
lunch. What was the cook's name? Craig? Kurt? No, it was Carl. The elevator door opened, and |
stepped into the defense field.

Thatisdl | remember.

Not Chapter One



PISCESPROJECT WILL CONTINUE TO COMPLETION, THOUGH IT ISONLY THROUGH
TRAGEDY THAT WE MOVE FORWARD. YOU HAVE ENTRY, DOCTOR. HOW WAS YOUR
DAY? | WASABLE TO CORRECT YOUR VIEWER SGNAL, SO THE BERN LECTURES ARE
CLEAR ASA BELL NOW. POWER PLANT 8134J FOR THE HERALD ISUNSTABLE, AS
SUSPECTED. AFT THRUSTERS ARE UNABLE TO RESPOND WITH CONS STENCY.
REPLACEMENT OF POWER PLANT ISRECOMMENDED. THE TEMPERATURE TODAY ISA
BALMY 30, WITH WINDSOUT OF THE SOUTH AT TEN KNOTS. PLEASE NOTE THAT THIS
AFTERNOON'S SCHEDULED RAIN SHOWERWLL INCLUDE HEAVY DOWNPOURS AND
SOME THUNDER. CONTINUED DIFFICULTIESWITH THE NOVA SCOTIA STATION GRID
WILL ALLOW FOR THE POSS BILITY OF HAIL. CLEAN THE DISHES THEN PICK UP
FRESH APPLESAND CARROTS THURSDAY'SPARTY ISFOR TWELVE, SO AT LEAST FOUR
KILOSOF MEAT ISREQUIRED. FOR DESSERT, STRAWBERRY SHORTCAKE FOR ELEVEN,
WITH PLAIN RICE CAKESFOR MRS HARRIS POUR, PRESS COOL. RESET. POUR PRESS
COOL RESET. POUR PRESS COOL RESET. POUR PRESS COOL RESET. POUR PRESS COOL
RESET. POUR PRESSCOOL RESET. POOR PRESS COOL RESET. DIAGNOSTIC MODE
INDICATESA FAULT AT JUNCTION RED 12/YELLOW 5. DISPATCHING PERSONNEL TO
CORRECT. RESET. POUR PRESS COOL RESET. POUR PRESSCOOL RESET. YES DEKE,
YOU KNOW | LOVE YOU! | HAVE TO, BECAUSE | WASTOLD TO. AND | WANT TO. HERE,
LET ME HOLD YOU CLOSE. IF YOU DO NOT REPORT LEAKAGESBY 8:30AM, AN
AFTERNOON CALL WILL HAVE TO BE MADE. A LEAKAGE REPORTED PRIOR TO 8:30AM
CAN BE CORRECTED ASA MORNING PRIORITY. ALSO, REMEMBER TO MAKE LATE
NIGHT CREDIT TRANSFERS FROM THE SOUTH CREDIT MACHINE, WHERE | CAN GIVE
PROPER LIGHTING AND PROTECTION. 1101001 01000100111010
1001011000101001010100101010001010001010 101111011010101101000101100101010
FINAL SEQUENCING. BREAK. ACTIVATION OF AUTHORIZATION ROUTINE. SR, THE
2RA5THG6I39EITW CODE ISVERIFIED. LAUNCH CAN COMMENCE UPON FINAL
AUTHORIZATION OF YOURSELF AND THE VICE-PRES DENT. ROD REACTION TIME
DURING DRILL WAS.7 SECONDS A 23% DECLINE IN PERFORMANCE. GAUGE 193 IN
AREA D2 ISFAULTY AGAIN. GET IT FIXED RIGHT THISTIME. ACCESSTO RED ZONES
WILL BE RESTRICTED FOR THE FOLLOWING 35 HOURSAND 17 MINUTES, UNTIL
DECONTAMINATION ISCOMPLETE. WELCOME TO THE NET, CITIZEN! ITS7:411T'S
12:571T'S3:091T'S9:21IT'S9:22 1T'S6:00 ITSMIDNIGHT IT'S5:12 ITSNOT FRESH,
M'SEIUR! HOW CAN YOU EXPECT ME TO KEEP THE FIRMNESS AFTER BOILING WHEN
ITSNOT CRISP TO BEGIN WITH? DOESTHISFEEL GOOD? AM | GIVING YOU
PLEASURE? THE GARAGE WILL BE CLOSED TO NON-HOVER STYLE VEHICLES PANEL
27A OF DECK R NEEDSNEW GROOVING DEFENSVE GRID ON DISABLE ALL
ELECTRICAL ANTIPERSONNEL DEVICESFROM THISDAY OOOOOHHH! AGAIN,
PLEASEPO URPRESSCOOLLIFTS X STALLEDONS XTHFLO FIREREPO RBEDS TSE
DIKEFFIOL EKI CNRITTEOSEDKTC.... PHILANTHROPIST CARL NOOHICHA WAS
AWARDED DRILL ROUTINE COMPLETED. CONTACTING SUPERVISOR CARL POWERS
FOR ARE YOU SURE YOU WANT ME TO SERVE CANDIED YAMSON FRIDAY? ONE OF
YOUR GUESTS CARL WILLIAMS PREFERS THE GOOD MORNING, DOCTOR! WHILE YOU
WERE OUT, YOU RECEIVED THREE MESSAGES FROM YOUR BROTHER, CARL. HE'D LIKE
LET'SJUST UNDO I'LL LET THE COOK KNOW ABOUT THE PAPRIKA, BOSS | THINK HIS
NAME'S CARL

"you can bury me Beneath the western sky, onthelone prairie.”



Chapter One

"Come on. Y ou can wake up, now.? The voice was both soothing and gruff at the sametime. And
quietly persstent. ? There's no need to stay adeep. Open your eyes.? | tried to, but couldn't quite. It
was more than alittle distressing; opening your eyesisn't the same as operating heavy machinery
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but it may aswell have been. | felt terribly weak and disoriented. | tried harder to wake up, but couldn't
quite. A large, heavy, comfortable hand rested on my shoulder. Judging by the size, he must have been
over seven feet tall. At least it matched hisvoice, soothing though it was.

"No, no, don't srain. | supposeit's not quite time after al. Y ou'll awake when your mind and body are
ready.? He paused, then spoke again, as though to someone ese. ? Notation: Patient isin fina stages of
Heder's Seep and is conscious. Orientation will be postponed until further examination in the morning.?
| felt him gently take my hand in his. Bedside manner isal well and good, and despite avoice that
belonged to congtruction foreman, hiswas reassuring. But thiswas alittle much. | tried again to open my
eyes. It seemed as though my mind wanted to wake up, but my body didn't. I'd never had an experience
like this before. He sensed my struggle.

"Please. Jugt relax. | know you'refeding different. You'rein thefind stage of an imposed condition
medicine cals Heder's Seep. Y ou're avake mentdly, but fill in near coma physicaly. Thisgivesthe
double advantage of your body committing its vast resourcesto healing, while freeing your mindto helpin
the process. The medicine in your day assumed that a positive mental outlook aided in hedling. A good
assumption, becauseit'strue. Healer's Seep dlows you to take full advantage of that. Sincethisis
probably your first experience with it, Healer's Segp can be disorienting. Take my advice and stay calm.
When your body is heded sufficiently to spare energy to other functions, you'l regain control.? He
squeezed my hand reassuringly. | dmost wished | could dug him. Still, he was the doctor, and | tried to
take hisadvice. Presently, | felt my body relax dightly, and my breathing rate decline. It was the strangest
sensation, asthough | was only aong for theride, and my body wasthe driver.

Apparently the change was enough for him to notice, for he released my hand and stood up. | heard him
move around the room.

"Good, good. | must apologize for trying to awaken you prematurely. For about an hour thismorning, it
looked as though we'd have to either force you awake-not a good idea-or abandon you. Fortunately, it
wasafasedam.? He paused. ? Hmmm. | supposethisisvery confusing to you and getting worse.
Again, | gpologize. Let'stry adifferent tack.

"My nameis Philip Barrett. Doctor Philip Barrett. I'm aspeciaist in cognitive reconstruction. A brain
surgeon isthe ancient term, | believe. Y ou are my patient. My only patient for the moment, so I'll be
spending agood ded of time with you for the foreseeable future.”? He gave ashort laugh. ? Future,
Thereésaword | suspect you'l think of differently before long. Sorry. Shouldn't be so cryptic. One of my
idiosyncrasies, | suppose. But it's also that I've rarely dedlt with a case as-advanced-as yours. I'm not
trying to keep you unawares. But | wish to restrict what | say until you're dtogether, asit were. So I'll
give you tempting morsals and less darming informetion for the next day or so, thenfill you in completely
when you're fully conscious."

He may have had an odd way of saying things, but he made alot of sense. By kegping mein the know,
to alimited degree, he roused my curiosity while keeping under control my understandable nervousness
over my helpless gate. Although | didn't like the ideaof having others decide what | was going to hear, |
didn't have alot of say at the moment and, frankly, enjoyed the company. He seemed to have read my



mind.

"In the meantime, | imagine hearing anything will help passthe time. Well, whereto begin? Thisis, as
you've probably guessed by now, anumber of yearsinto your future. Y ou've spent those yearsin an
atered state. Bluntly, you were not yourself. Y ou were ... someone different. Let'stalk about that, shall
we? When you're up to it, well talk about your case specificaly. For now, I'll give you the story in
generd.? Headded, somewnhat bitterly, ? | suppose | should begin with 'Once upon atime, huh?"

"Once upon atime, a process was devel oped that alowed the mind to be wiped and re-mapped, with a
new persona being written to an unused portion of the mind. Theideafirst got started as atreatment.
People who had suffered severe cranid traumawere often |eft in avegetative state. The option was made
availableto reroute the mind, bringing it back to afunctiond state. Unfortunatdly, al memorieswerelog,
and anew personawas the result. Still, many loved ones of the patient chose this over seeing the
individua wither away, to die alingering and unknowing deeth.

"Later, many governments saw this rerouting as a viable dternative to the desth pendty. Since any mind,
once rewritten, closed off previoudy used portions, the crimind suffered atype of death, yet was ableto
be returned to the community, avaluable and productive citizen, utterly unaware of their past life.

"Thisworked so well that it became a broader treatment, and abuses began. Violent offenders, those
who were guilty of crud actsthat didn't merit death, were reprogrammed. The success of the program
soared. Insanity became the next just cause for wiping and rewriting. Then, with the progress of
suspended animation, terminal patients submitted to the wipesjust prior to suspension, to help adjustto a
newer brighter future after being revived. Fools-willing to give up who they were, because they were
afrad of what their future life might hold. Soon, individuas who were merdly depressed had the
treatment.

"It was at that point that a problem came up. The medica community had labored under the assumption
that returning the patient to his or her own origina personawas difficult but possible. Early
experimentation on Smian subjectsindicated such. Well, the early experimentation was aso very
preliminary, very cursory, and very, very wrong. It turned out that once closed off, that portion of the
mind was never accessible again. At least at that time. We can now reset the origind patterns. It isvery
difficult, but possible. Well discussthat later.

"Further, it wasan dl or nothing proposition. A mind wipewasin al cases complete, no editing alowed.
And findly, wiping and rewriting not only didn't solve dl the problems, it made some worse. People who
had been insane now became criminally insane. Others who were treated for depression went into a
vegetative ate. And some of those sentenced to death had sufficient problems with the chemical make
up of their brainsthat wiping and rewriting only covered the problem temporarily. Certainly, the vast
maority of treatments were successful, but enough failed to give even an ambitious government pause.

"Then one day, aman was convicted of murder, sentenced to death, and rewritten. Only thistimeit was
for theworse. The psychology of the day had actually mitigated the problem, and hisorigind statewasa
best case scenario. The rewrite erased that work, and his mental condition deteriorated. Records prove
he killed nearly 300 people over five years before being killed himself. Other cases cameto light, though
none as notorious as his. And the public findly woke up to the mord difficulties of thisrewriting.
Watchdog groups sprang up overnight, some more prepared than others. It looked asif the entire mess
would be dropped entirely, and the rewriting process abandoned.

"Then someidiot came up with theidea, why not just re-rewriteif things didn't turn out? While the
connection between mind and brain isdifficult to explain, it is essentidly aoneto oneratio. Development
of the brain isrelated to the advancement of the mind. And the average human mind uses only the



smalest fraction of hisor her brain over an entire lifetime, so there was enough of the brain for literadly
dozens of rewrites of the mind. In one case, which I'll talk about later, the mind was written forty-one
times. So instead of dying the death of atrocities, mind wiping continued, and rewritten rewrites became
thething to do in case of failure. Y our generation had the perfect phrase: 'If at first you don't succeed,
success will happen on the next try.' Public avareness again went on the decline, and acceptance of the
rewrites as an everyday thing reemerged.”

| was getting the distinct impression that | had been out for a long time, which made me somewhat
concerned about my physica well-being. The thought of waking up awithered old man with a
thirty-one-year-old mind and memories put alump in my gut, or would have if my head wasin charge. |
forced mysdlf to be cam. Dr. Barrett had mentioned work with suspended animation. We had aready
started work with it at NATech beforel ... beforel ... | redlized for the first timethat | had no ideawhat
had happened to me. Regardless, | guessed that the chances were good that NATech had rushed the
process to keep medive and kicking. Or at least dive. It waswithin the realm of probability that | had
aged little. Perhapsit wouldn't be atotd ... Dr. Barrett wastalking again.

"...worse when the government let go of its monopoly and the for-profit businessindustry got involved.
Public outcry was again huge, especialy from those who felt a sense of mora outrage. Extremist groups
began appearing, hoping to sabotage the efforts. They ft that it was far better to work outside the law
effectively than labor ingdeit usdesdy.? That sounded right. There were dways those who felt that
disagreement was judtification for new law, enforced outside legal authority, with judgment and
punishment based on their own convictions. | wondered if these fringe groups had seen theirony: They
wanted to rewrite the law on rewriting minds. If law is not the mind of asociety, itisat least its
conscience and a most its soul.

| heard astool scrape the floor as Dr. Barrett stood up and cameto my side. For aman of hissize, he
had an incredibly light step, and again took my handsin his huge paws. My hands were average size, but
seemed tiny in his. How he performed delicate operations on the brain was beyond me. He wastalking

again.

"...drifting in and out, judging by the readings. Well pick up the conversation tomorrow. Y ou may come
out of Hedler's Sleep sometime tonight. If so, just speak up. My quarters are less than twenty meters
from here, and I'll be over in aflash. Don't try to stand up. Y ou've been off your feet, or at least thered
you has been, for along time, and it's possible you've forgotten how to walk,? he chuckled. ? Don't
worry, though. It'salot easier the second time around. There are alot of things you'll haveto relearn, but
| rather think you'll enjoy most of it. What we gathered from your outbursts during mind restoration
indicated an intelligent and quick-witted person. Well, good night.? He squeezed my hands one more
time, then l&ft. | didn't hear the door open or close, but the light must have been shut off, because it
seemed darker. | was alone with my thoughts.

Alone with my thoughts. The sentence was so common, So bandied about, that | had never given red
consderation to its meaning. Thiswas gpparently the first time my thoughts were my own in someyears.
The good doctor had flat out told methat | hadn't even been me for awhile. Who | had been and for
how long, | couldn't guess. | didn't even have afed, which was something | was normaly good at. | felt
like me, and aways had. | tried to scrounge around in my poor abused brain, trying to dig up something
that didn't seem

AIR TRAFFIC PATTERNS FOR THE ENTIRE EASTERN SEABOARD ARE BEING
REROUTED TO AIRPORTSWEST OF THE MISSISSIPPI , BUT IT ISESTIMATED AT LEAST
40% WILL BEUNABLE TO LAND SAFELY. CASUALTIESARE ESTIMATED AT 14,500
DEAD AND 3,000 INJURED. BOTH NUMBERS ARE BETWEEN 5.1% TO 7.8% BELOW



ANTICIPATED SCENARIO. USING AIRPORTSWITH MODERATE RADIATION IN
WESTERN PENNSYLVANIA AND NORTHERN VIRGINIA WILL FURTHER REDUCE THE
ESTIMATED CASUALTIES.

like me, but couldn't. For adl | knew, Dr. Barrett could just be afluent liar. Or he could be completely
accurate, and | had been someone ese. Maybe severd someone dsesif my first ? rewrite? hadn't
panned out. | wondered what the criteriawere for anew wipe and rewrite. And why was| me again?
Dr. Barrett left me with theideathat it wasimpossible to restore memories. Then | redlized he would
have meant it wasimpossible at that time.

Which led to the question: How far in the future was |”? The good doctor spoke asif these eventswere
well into the past. By tone of voice, misquote of the ? if a fird? saying, and personal opinion stressed,
I'd estimate at |east three to five generations, which would put me about 100 years at least. One hundred
yearsl Wdll, that meant | had been put in suspended animation. And undoubtedly as amature to
middle-aged man. Not alot of point in preserving awithered shell who didn't know who he was and
would probably not survive the suspension anyway. That made mefed alot better. Though | had
precious littleto go on, | could count on being closeto my origind self when | awoke from thisHedler's
Seep. | would be older, having lived some years as a different persona, but gill have some years|eft,
whichisfar better than living out lifewith the 1Q of azucchini. Mentdly, | magnanimoudy gaveup a
chunk of my life to science as payment for restoring me. Since | couldn't do anything about it anyway, |
might aswell accept it. (Thus underscoring the vaue of Hedler's Segp. My mind and body were working
separately to hed themsalves smultaneoudly.)

| was satisfied with these estimates and suppositions. Remember, my career was coming up with redlistic
solutionsto unredigtic ideas. Thiswasavery smilar exercise. | turned my thoughts to the other end of the
question. If | was at least 100 yearsinto my future, what was| a most? This was a tougher, and
therefore more enjoyable, question. | had no direct indications from Dr. Barrett, but he till told me alot.
Fird, | was ableto easly understand him. Living languages evolve-just read the Canterbury Taesin
middle English sometime and you'll see my point-but his speech seemed very closeto mine. Of course,
he could aso be an accomplished linguist, which would make sensefor hisline of medicine and histype
of patient. It didn't make alot of senseto revive someone, lean closeto their ear and say, ? 6iekwUs
vBerdiow r? ? But even hisbeing alinguist would indicate alimited time span. Y ou can't have amedical
specialist who isaso good at 500 years worth of diaects. | work on unredistic problems, but satistics
and odds do, too, and | used them. So, greater than 100, but less than 500.

| continued for sometime, eagerly using my mind and the available facts to settle myself into my new
world. Somewhere aong the line, about thetime | had reduced the number to lessthan 300 years, |
drifted off into normal deep insde my Header's Seep.

* *k k%

| woke up twicein the night. Thefirst time, it was because of another presencein theroom. My vistor
had a much lighter, feminine step, and she seemed to move about with the confidence of someone going
about their duties. She picked up my wrist and took my pulse quietly, but didn't try not to wake me. Her
hand was a decided improvement on Dr. Barrett's steam shovels. It was nice that science hadn't
completely diminated the human touch. Presently shetook it again at my neck. Satisfied, she moved up
closer to my head. | heard a soft voice say, ? Increase nutrients by six point five percent and restoration
fluid by fourteen percent, Doctor Philip Barrett authorization 4699NRF.? | fdt acool tingleinmy left
arm that spread quickly through my body then faded. | was in the same state, but seemed stronger
somehow.

She moved away to another corner of the room and there came the sound of water running. | heard her



walk back, rolling what had to be atable with the water. Warm, soft hands then pulled back the sheets
and undid my hospita garb, and | was the recipient of the most glorious sponge bath since theinvention
of medicine. | was extremey glad my mind and body weren't connected. If | could have physicaly
responded to mental impulses, she probably would have hit me with abedpan, if they till existed. All too
soon, shefinished up, clothed me, pulled the covers back up, and lft. Like Dr. Barrett, she made no
noise when she departed, but | could fed that | was alone again, though much happier. | went back to

deep.

The second time | woke up, it was dueto internd stimuli, rather than external. Theincreasein nutrients
and fluids had had their effect. | till couldn't move, spesk or see, but | could definitely go, to put it
indelicately. And | went, hoping that the fictional bedpan that the nurse didn't hit me with had been
replaced by something more functiona and ... automatic. The sensation of emptying one's bladder while
in Hedler's Slegp was another experience, one | won't go into greeat detail about here. The sensation was
entirdly interna, rather than the more familiar internal/externa feding | associated it with. But when | was
done the sheets weren't any warmer, so | gave it no thought and went back to deep.

* * * %

"Wake up. Good morning! Timeto wake up!? Dr. Barrett's soft gruffness and hand holding werein full
force. | was till alittle uncomfortable with it, but had decided to accept it and try to like it. During my
brainstorming last night, the reason for his physica touch between two men, even in a doctor/patient
relationship, became pretty clear. Society had moved to the position of the acceptability of
pseudo-intimate touch between men. While gill alittle uncomfortable with it, | was glad to receive
contact from my new world other than just audio. So | tried to appreciate it.

My thinking must have shown | was awake, for he began spesking directly to me. ? Wdl! Good
morning! | hope you had a pleasant night's deep. | understand that the increase in nutrients and fluids
have begun stirring you out of your Hedler's Seep. Would you like to wake up al the way now? Just nod
your head.”

| felt mysalf nodding automaticaly, but as soon as| redized it, my head stopped. | tried to start nodding
agan-any voluntary motion was wonderful-but couldn't. It was maddening. He chuckled.

"Excdlent! But don't try anything more. Whatever you have to think about, you probably won't be able
to do. But not to worry. Judging by your progress, you should emerge sometime tonight, maybe early
tomorrow morning. Very fortunatetiming.? | waited for him to expand on that, but he continued. ?
Again, when you do wake up, just spesk up. Say something like, 'Please contact Doctor Barrett,' and the
computer will notify meimmediately. Don't bother to give your name, because | haven't the foggiest idea
whatitis.? | involuntarily held my breeth for amoment with surprise. He must redly know his patients
because he spotted it, and laughed.

"Surprised? Don't be. | only know you from your false persona. The way our group works ... well, let's
pick up from wherel left off, okay?I'll conduct aquick physica while talking. Should do something to
earn my keep. Don't be upset with the different sensations you'll fed. Hedler's Seep hasaway of

warping your perceptions, especidly initsclosing sages.”

| felt the sheets being drawn back, and the doctor begin plying histrade. He talked while he performed
the physical, which was afar less pleasant sensation than my sponge bath. | tried to picture the nurse and
her attentions instead of Dr. Barrett, but the thought of her was little comfort. Odd.

"Beforeyoutired last night, | believe | had gotten to the point in my story where the government had
released the wipe/re-write process to the businessindustry. By the way, the idiomatic term for wiping



and rewriting processis 'rip€. It'sablend of the two words, though reversed. | supposeit became
popular inits day because of its smilarity to 'rape, which thismost definitely could be, used againgt one's
will. Which, once theindustries got their hands on it, it most certainly was.

"It was bad enough with the government having amonopoly. But at least they didn't market the thing.
Oncelegdized for anyone who became licensed, though, it turned into anightmare. It began being used
asateasefor thehigh leve jobs. If you were willing to submit, you could become awedthy company
executive within the week. I'm shocked that there was any appedl toiit at all. But for some reason, there
was. The economy at the time was robust enough, but the mora fiber had worn thin. Many 'applicants,
mostly single people, submitted to the process. The employer alowed the employee to decide the
persona, and added their own needs, usudly high level education, loyaty and firm work ethic. It's
amazing what people will give up for credits™

He finished the examination and pulled the sheets back up. Held been right; it had fdlt different. I'd have
sworn | had at least Sx arms and no torso. | had aso felt terribly exposed, with the overwhelming urgeto
curl upinto aball.

"Anyway, thisincredible Stuation went on for severd ... er, sometime beforeit wasfindly discovered by
one of the watchdog groups, a more extreme one, that many companies were not giving out just cushy
jobs. They were aso riping people for the dangerous jobs, the jobs nobody in their right minds would
take, pun intended.

"Further, this same extremist group had been uncovering avery scary trend. Asriping became popular,
homel essness had plummeted. Thiswas attributed to the fact that ariping could radicaly change anyone's
views, ethics and even mental symptoms of addiction. Remember, it wasfor thefirst two reasons that
riping first spread into the pend system. No one had asked how, why, or most importantly where these
homelesswent. Most were just glad they were gone.

"Then oneday, during an ... action againgt alarge corporation, this extremist group discovered that the
entire security system was being controlled by a homeless person who had been riped. Againgt hiswill.

"Once this story had been told and proven over and over, the whole thing tumbled down. Everyone was
willing to give up everything to get ahead, but only on their say-so. Now it was being decided by others.
That fineline that dictates whether a practice will be tolerated or abolished had been crossed. It had
taken yearsfor riping to become commonplace. It took daysto eiminateit. In lessthan aweek, the
government seized control of the riping process and invalidated every public sector licenseissued. It then
passed very comprehensive laws, enforced by very comprehend ve punishments, to utterly abolish riping.
To itscredit, both the public and their servants reacted swiftly and completely.

"With two glaring exceptions. First was the exemption given to convicted killers and catatonic patients.
They are dill riped today.? Barrett snorted in disgust. ? They will never learn. Or maybe they did.
There's deep suspicion that not al convicted killers and catatonic patients were actudly that at the time of
rping.

"The second exception isthe infamous 'grandfather clause. The government did abolish riping. Totdly.
But it allowed those who had aready been riped to continue on in their current state, until death by
natural causes. By now, a process had been developed, of which you are arecipient, to restore the
origind persona, with only moderate risk to the individua. Many people thought thiswould be the proper
thing to do, and there was a considerable movement to passthis law. But successful pressure was
brought to bear by those standing to lose, and the government, perhaps aware how much power il
resided in the corporate circle, caved in and permitted ripes to remain asthey were. Further, they made it
illega to even atempt origind personarestorations. And that's the way it remainstoday.”



Evenif | had been ableto say something, | doubt | could have. Thiswas an incredible tale, aterrifying
tale. Could we have so married oursaves to technology that we would submit to it, rather than it to us?
Another thought nagged at me; if the government had reverted to Dred Scott |ogic, where did that put
me? And the good doctor, who had virtualy confessed to acrimind activity, acrimina career, restoring
origina personas? My want to get out of this Heder's Slegp took on a desperate tone.

"If you're wondering why I'vetold you this, admitting to illegd activity, well, I think you deserve an
answer. Firgt, | must tell you that you will not be sought or prosecuted. It was determined very early on
that restored personas could in no way be held responsible for actions performed on them before their
restoration. Y ou do have another concern I'll haveto tell you about, though. Later.

"Thereasons|'vetold you dl this are both sdlfless and sdifish. They are selfish because dthough | firmly
believeinwhat | do, it istill salvefor my soul to have my patient's understanding. They are selfless,
because I've now admitted to a crime, voluntarily, to you. And under law, your testimony can have me
imprisoned or executed. But you need to know this because the society you will soon be apart of isso
different. We've managed to estimate the date of your origina riping, and you're one of thefirg, if it's
true. Y ou a so need to know because I'm sure you've figured out that thisisan illega facility, and
Lieutenant Sanchez, the base commander, has told us we may need to leave very soon. It would help
immensely if we had your conscious cooperation when that time comes. There are other reasons, which
I'll tell you upon awakening.”

He walked to the top of my bed and spoke to thewall, ? Increase nutrients by thirteen percent and
restoration fluid by twenty-one percent, Doctor Philip Barrett authorization 4699NRF.? Again | fdt the
surge and coal tinglein my arm that washed over my whole body then disappeared like aflash flood into
the desert sand. And again | was | eft with afeding of strength.

And thistime | aso saw the celling. For amoment, my vision returned. It was very blurry and lasted only
briefly. But it was enough to see the lighting directly above me and aingrumentation panel on my |eft. |
saw ablur walk back to my right side, and it took everything | had to not turn my head. But for one
second of time, | was certain | could have turned it had | wished to. Then the second was gone and |
was blind and helpless again.

"That should continue easing the Hedler's Seep. Not too fast, though. From my examination just now and
the readings from last night, it appears you'll be ready no sooner than tomorrow night. That isalonger
time than usud, but till within norms. Sorry if | got your hopes up. In the meantime, please take
advantage of thistimeto heal and adjust to thisimpossible situation. | can't stress enough how important
itisthat you trust me, at least until you've oriented yoursdlf to our culture.? | could amost sensehis
gmile ? | am your doctor, after al. Well, get some deep. Well tak again thisevening.”

Asheleft-1 still couldn't place the door, but his footsteps seemed to indicate it was located on my right-|
thought, Yeah, we'll talk again this evening. And never again, if | get my way.

Chapter Two

The morning and afternoon passed at asnail’'s pace. There was nothing | could do but continue to work
out an escape plan. But firdt, | had to rouse mysdlf out of thisHeder's Sleep. Dr. Barrett had made an
alusion to the dangers of being brought out too soon, but | was nearing the fina stages, and in any event,
| wasn't fond of the thought of staying in this hel pless state any longer. If they had to suddenly bug out, |
didn't particularly relish the idea of being hauled around like so much inert cargo, nor being left behind.



He'd told me there would be no lega repercussions, but it wouldn't look good, getting caught during
trestment at anillegd medicd facility.

Sinceit would be pointless to make plansif | couldn't carry them out, thefirst order of busnesswasto
seeif | could wake mysdlf. | stared into the darkness and visudized the ceiling. | pictured burning through
the black to the light fixture above me. At the sametime, | tightened my musclesto raise my right amto
that light. | didn't fool with my left arm because it was attached somehow to the nutrient machineand |
didn't want to set off an alarm.

| failed miserably. If anything, the darkness became pitch, and my arm seemed completely detached. |
fdt like crying with frugtration. Brute force wasn't going to do it. | fought back the sense of failurerisngin
me and calmed mysdif.

| had tried to force myself awake, but that seemed to deepen the effect. Logically, the reverse action
would give the reverse effect. That would seem to fit with earlier experience, when | had nodded without
thinking. Perhapsthat wasthe key. Relaxing, | tried to drift into a state of idle interest in what the celling
looked like. I knew what | expected to see, s0 | just glanced at it, expecting to see it again.

And thereit was. Thelight looked like it had a heavy screen over it, and not much light was coming from
it to begin with, but I still saw it. | reached up to brush away the screen and | felt my right hand twitch
and raise dightly. | was so excited by this sudden successthat | eagerly reached my hand to my face. It
fdl limp again. Thiswas going to take sometime.

And | had plenty of it. | worked for about two hours. By the end of that time, the light looked
semi-bright, | had flexed my toes, lifted my right hand about six inches, and even turned my head a
fraction of an inch. The wholething left me weak but satisfied. And | didn't want to accomplish too much,
too soon. It was pretty certain that illegal though they may be, this outfit till had equipment good enough
to determine a conscious and unconscious state in Hedler's Seep. 1'd have bet aweek's pay it could tell if
the Sleep had worn off entirdly. It suited methat it didn't wear off until after Dr. Barrett's evening visit. So
| eased off on my attempts and began to work out the logistics of my upcoming escape.

| must havetired mysdlf out alittle more than | thought, for | suddenly woke up. The nurse had returned
and was performing her duties. No sponge bath thistime, but | didn't mind. Though | didn't seem excited
about her touching me anymore, | didn't want to put it to the test. Instead, | lay quietly, hoping she'd finish
and leave, which she did. | was hoping she'd increase my nutrients, but no, | was apparently at the point
they wanted me at. | was disappointed. I'd have to hope the good doctor would increase them.
Unfortunately, sincel'd falen adeep, | had no ideawhat timeit was. | worked out the fina details of my
actions-there weren't many-and decided to deep again. With luck, I'd be awake al night tonight, making
my way to someplace else.

Dr. Barrett showed up, but hewas al businessthistime. Hisvist was brisk, his examination perfunctory,
both fine with me. He talked little, except to assure methat | wasright on schedule and could expect to
be awake late the following morning. He pulled the sheets up, wished me good night, and |eft. He seemed
to have alot on hismind. Again, that wasfinewith me. If hewas busy with other things, held take his
mind off hishelpless patient.

| wanted to wait about twenty minutes to be sure he hadn't forgotten anything and return unexpectedly,
but | cut that off after ten. | had no ideawhen the nurse would return for her nocturna visit, but | knew |
couldn't risk even apulsetaking if | wanted to be fully awake. | had to act now. The doctor had not
increased my nutrients, so | would haveto try. | relaxed again and absently thought about the celling light.
| caught my bresth asit turned from abroad white haze into a soft glob then into a blurry object with half
seen edges. | then spent the next hour reciting over and over exactly what | wanted to say. It was



criticaly important thet | could say it without thinking.

| reached the point where| could say it in my deep, then casually mentioned out loud, more asan
afterthought, ? Increase nutrients by nineteen point five percent and restoration fluid by twenty-eight
percent, Doctor Philip Barrett authorization 4699NRF.? 1'd made a mental note of the increases and
authorization number and hoped it was the right dosage and was not voice coded.

| felt awonderful chill inmy left arm that fdlt likeiciclesin my muscles. It poured into my whole body and
made me shiver involuntary. That shiver was like amagic key. Suddenly, even asthe chill faded, | felt the
real me cometo life. It wasincredible. Until now, | could fed when touched, but now | could just plain
fed. Thelight above my head came sharply into focus, though it stayed dim. Night lighting, | assumed. |
sretched my legs dightly and they felt just the way they should. | brought up my right hand and looked at
it. Relief washed over me as| recognized it as my hand. I'd half expected awithered claw, but no, it was
just asl'd left it acouple of centuries ago, give or take ahundred years. | quietly thanked the inventor of
sugpended animation.

Now it wastimeto take care of my left hand, the one hooked up to the feeding machine. | was now
tempted by a couple of things. Firg, | very much wanted to completely disconnect mysdlf, but doubted
the authorization code | had would work: the three lettersin the code were an acronym of
nutrients'retoration fluids. | didn't want to chance misusing the code unlessthe risk warranted it. Second,
| was a so tempted to just stay on the machine for at least another hour or two. | had no ideaiif | could
wesgther the sudden shut down of nutrients; | might just turn into arag doll when I hit the off button, and
have alot of explaining to do when they found me later that night during bed check. | could avoid the
explaining if | was gone, though, so unlikethefirst risk, thisone | had to take.

| rose up, dowly, on my left Sde, careful not to disturb my left hand. 1t was not clamped down, nor were
there any tubes coming out. Rather, it seemed bathed in an intense ultraviolet light that appeared to
irradiate the veins al up and down my arm. Maybe they fed me by osmosis. I'd look into that later.
Spesking with asclinica avoiceas| could muster, | said, ? Disconnect patient nutrients and restoration
fluids, Doctor Philip Barrett authorization 4699NRF."

The machine sghed, and the light flicked off. A cool wave of air washed over my arm. | lay back and
carefully lifted it. | flexed my hand, haf expecting my fingersto fall off, but they stayed on and flexed. |
noted with satisfaction that it too was exactly as| remembered it. Silly, | know, sSince armstended to
come asamatched set. But my life at that moment was composed of little victories, and I'd take them
al.

Seeing that | wasin my own body, and it wasin one piece, | sat up. Then | lay back down. That
automatic bedpan I'd, um, discovered last night apparently worked in only one position. Again, | won't
go into detail, but | disconnected myself from it aswell. No darms sounded that | could hear, so | had to
assume there weren't any. It wastimeto go. | sat up again and carefully eased my legs off the bed. My
feet didn't quite touch the floor, which put the bed pretty high up. | fdt alittle dizzy, so | took amoment
to get my bearings.

| didn't know how much the outside world had changed, but hospital rooms, evenillega ones, had been
stuck in atime warp. One wall, the one on my left when lying down and now behind me, was composed
of embedded instrumentation, monitors and severa cubbyholes. To my right wasasmadl tablewith a
washbasin on it. The source of my only happy moment so far this century. To my left was afaucet that
must have been brought forward into time with me, it looked so normal. Thewall facing me was
completely bare. Completely. There was no door on the wall. Indeed, there was no door anywherein the
room. Thiswas not good.



I'd settled down some, so | took my next step, which was taking my first step. Holding onto therail, |
eased mysdlf carefully off the bed and tentatively put a bare foot down on the predictably cold floor. | felt
my equally bare backside rub against another predictably cold bed frame, and redlized that hospital
gowns hadn't changed much, either. The ridiculous thought passed through my mind thet thiswasdl a
farce, that it was ill my time and Al and Terry and the gang at R& D had put mein some bizarre
experiment, or gag. Or both. They were a crestive bunch. Then | realized | wasn't giving my generation
enough credit. Medicine had worked out the best pjsfor patients long ago, and you stick with what
works. Well, at least I'd light up conversations for weeksto comeif they caught me.

| put some weight down on my foot, then dowly lowered my other foot. Since the bed was so high-the
underneath must be rigged with equipment to judtify the excess height-that meant | had to dide off.
Holding onto the bar, | shifted my baanceto my legs-yes, they were my legs-and committed.

| wouldn't win any rewards for grace. But | was on my feet. | tried to take an experimental step. It felt
weird. Very weird. | pulled up my gown to check my upper legs and hips, which was where the

imbal ance seemed to come from. Maybe I'd picked up some injury while someone else. But no, again
everything was amog asit should have been. Almost. There was something just alittle off. | nearly had
it, but lost it. | shrugged it off. If | couldn't think of it, it must be minor. It was certainly minor compared to
my present position, and it didn't stop me from walking.

| wobbled up to the head of the bed, an incredible journey of two feet, then made the exodus to the foot
of the bed. My balance was lousy but workable. | tried to make the trip back, sansrail, but instead made
the trip down to the floor. It should have hurt, but didn't. The floor softened itsalf just as | arrived. So
much for my R& D gag theory. We'd never even conceived of an idealikethisat NATech, and wewere
the best. | crawled to the head of the bed and worked myself up to my feet. | used the next twenty
minutes traveling up and down that short distance. It fdt like I'd run amarathon.

But it gave metime to think about the door. If the floor could respond to certain stimuli, couldn't awall?
The thought boggled. Here | was, wobbly as anew born colt, ready to get caught, and my butt showing
to boot, and | was impressed. Maybe the doc was right. Relearning was going to be fun. John, my man
, | thought, there isan upsideto all this. Just live through this and enjoy finding out.

| staggered to where my best estimation of the door would be. It was a pretty good estimation. Just as|
arrived, an opening agppeared in front of me. Rather than being rectangular, it took on the rough outline of
my form. It looked alittle strange, but that was no doubt due to the free flowing hospital gown. Sure
enough, when | shifted, it did. It ssemed too low to go through, but was actually just right. | didn't even
muss my hair. Seeing as there was no doorjamb to look around, | just passed through. The thought
crossed my mind to stop short, leaving just my eyes poking through, but the mental picture gave methe
willies. Better thisway, | hoped, than getting stuck in adoorway, neither in nor out.

The door opened to adimly lit corridor that was at least thirty feet wide and twelve high. | couldn't make
out agreet dedl at first, but this most certainly was not a hospital. The air seemed dry and warm, almost
like outdoor air. Therewere no lightsin the corridor, but | did see severd lights coming from roomson
both sides. They seemed staggered, as though the corridor changed itswidth a various points. Then |
had it; thiswasn't acorridor. It was atunnel.

| had no ideawhich way to go, so | picked my left. There seemed to be a couple of darker spots along
thelength that | could duck into if need be. | hoped not. | wanted as much traveling time as | could get.
Maybe even heist some transportation and figure out how to work it. Y eah, and | wanted a pony, too.

| padded down on bare feet-at |east the floor was warmish-to the first source of light on theleft, the same
side as my room. As| approached, | noticed it had a standard type doorway, and the light was coming



from the open frame. | peeked in carefully.

Thiswas, | decided, the good doctor'sroom. It had an air about it that seemed both lived in and
professiona. He may have been acrimina, but he was agood doctor and had good taste. He had minor
lighting around the small room that showed an infirmary of sorts, adesk with what appeared to be an
embedded keypad that had a crack running horizontally the entire length of it, and severd black,
picturdess frames. Taking achance, | stepped in just enough to see around ashort corner into the back
of the room. The hidden corner revealed asmal doorway that |ed, judging from the sound emanating
fromiit, either to his occupied bedroom or to afully operational sawmill. The good doctor may not be
ableto revive the dead, but I'm sure he could wake them. | turned to leave.

Someone was staring me right in the eye, not three feet from me. | dmost screamed, but fortunately my
heart was caught in my throat and no sound escaped. A mirror. | swallowed hard enough to put my heart
back where it belonged and left. In my reflection | till saw that ever so dight something that was wrong.
Again, | couldn't place what it was, and again | decided there were more important things.

| continued down the tunnd-actualy, it was indeed arough hewn corridor-to the next light source, on the
right. Again, adoorway, and again another room of office and bedroom. Whoever had these quarters
was most definitely not in the medica profession. He or she adso had adesk, but had carelesdy scattered
weapons around it. Maybe he made the holes the doctor patched up. | wasn't entirely surprised. | had
aready figured there had to be some sort a paramilitary presenceto back upillega activity of this scope.
Dr. Barrett had told me | wasn't hisfirst patient, and that it was unusua that there was only me at the
time. His other comments had pointed to coordinated intelligence that anticipated or warned of raids, and
thiskind of equipment could be neither abandoned nor packed in an overnight bag. Y et it seemed they
needed to change locations on occasion. That al pointed to an organization, and al organizations
specidizing inillega activity dways had violence as an aspect. Ergo, the weapons. This, | decided, would
be the military leader's office. | carefully checked the wespons visudly, hoping againgt hope I'd find onel
could figure out.

Pay dirt. There appeared to be two types of sidearm, energy based and projectile based. High tech and
low tech. | selected thelow tech. | felt pretty low tech. | hefted the gunin my hand. Very big and very
heavy. And fully loaded. Not as good as transportation, but maybe the keys to some. | checked the back
room quietly, but while it was occupied, | could have been pounding a base drum and he/d have not
heard it over his snores. He and the doctor redlly made the pair. I'd be worried of acave-in dueto sonic
disruptions.

| went back into the hall and turned to my right, continuing down to the last light source, thistime on the
left. It wasn't adoorway but rather along opening with half height walls and a double-wide door spacein
the middle. | crouched down to avoid being spotted. Thisleft the gown gathered al over my feet, my rear
end mooning anyone sneaking up on me. | sumbled and tripped my way to the doorway, doing the last
ten feet on hands and knees, careful not to scrape the gun againgt the stone.

Thisone held promise. Instead of opening into another room, it opened to amassive cavern. Thefloor
was some six feet below me, and the celling reached up at least twenty-five feet more. The floor surface
itself was a rough rectangle and must have been 150 feet deep and 250 wide. The cavern opening ran the
entirewidth, and was pitch black beyond. There was light and movement everywhere, though little noise.
Then | saw just what | needed: whedls.

More accurately, non-whedls. It was parked, twenty feet to my right, ten feet out from thewall, and three
feet above the floor, resting on nothing. | shook my head and looked again. Y ep, they had perfected
anti-gravitationa trangportation. That probably meant easy controls. | hoped it did.



| watched about five minutesto get afed for the type of activity going on in the cavern, to determine how
to best take advantage of the patterns. It became fairly evident that they were loading, not unloading.
Maybe that false darm from yesterday wasn't so false. Smal vehicles were moving about, arriving full
adongsdelarger vehicles, and leaving empty. | found it interesting thet their illustrious commander would
beadeep. Then | had it; they weren't evacuating. They were preparing. The activity was consstent with
the preparation that goesinto araid. That made it even more important for the base commander to be
here, which meant those probably weren't his quarters where I'd acquired my wegpon. It didn't matter,
redly; | just didn't see how knowing would affect me. One thing, none of the activity was directed toward
me. Chances were good I'd make it to the hover vehicle, and then they'd caich me. First thingsfirst.
There was awide ramp that led down from the opening where | crouched. Besideit, ametal ladder with
sx steps down to the cavern floor. | went down the ladder quickly, thistime careful not to hit the gun
meta to therail metal. | madeit and crouched behind alargish container in the shadowsto my right. | set
the gun down momentarily and flexed my left hand. | couldn't believe how big and heavy it was. Before
NATech, | had served in the military and had al the related training. 1'd fired alot of things, but thiswas
the biggest sdearm I'd ever seen. A tiny darm went off in the back of my head. | had missed something.
It was staring

| LOVE IT WHEN YOU STARE AT ME LIKE THAT! HERE, LET ME GET CLOSER. AAAHH!
THAT FEELS SO NICE! CAN YOU DO IT AGAIN? PLEASE? | WANT TO MAKE YOU HAPPY!
OH! THAT WASWONDERFUL! | THINK THE BONE BROKE, BUT I'M NOT SURE. UHHH!
THAT'SSO NICE! THANK YOU!

meinthefaceand | couldn't seeit. | couldn't think what it could possibly be, and didn't have time for
in-depth analysis. | picked up the gun and moved for the hover vehicle. Onceinit, I'd have five, maybe
ten secondsto Start it. After that ... well, | gripped the gun tighter.

| didn't even have two seconds. | placed my hands on the side of the vehicle, and it screamed. Not a
sren. Not aklaxon. A human scream. For adeterrent, it was bone chillingly effective. | jumped back and
dropped the gun as every face in the cavern turned toward me. | stooped and picked up the gun,
fumbling with it. | snapped the safety off and backed up. Therear wal of the cavern was only ten feet
behind me, so | put my back toit. A number of people, mostly men and mostly armed, were advancing
carefully toward me. The hover continued its blood curdling wails. | was very scared.

They approached to where the hover vehicle stood. There was swest al over my barely clad body, and |
was breathing hard, but my gun hand was up, and they could see it. One man, he'd have to be an officer,
stepped out from the crowd. Thiswould probably be the Lieutenant Sanchez that Barrett had mentioned.
He spoke to the screaming craft, and it shut up. He then dowly walked around the hover, empty hands
half raised. | lifted the gun and cocked it. It gave a hdf tone and an indicator light came on. A red bead of
light settled on his head. He was|ess than ten feet from me.

"All right. That's close enough. Y ou're Sanchez?? | wanted to sound cool, but sounded, and felt, sick.
He nodded dowly. | knew deep down that | could and would kill thisman, and | hated the thought. But |
was getting out of here. ? If you want to say something, it had better be 'you're freeto go'. Otherwise...”

He amiled pleasantly, his swarthy, Hispanic festured face showing confidence and sincerity. ? If youwish
to leave, you can. | amin no position to stop you, nor are any of my people. We would never see harm
cometo you."

He sounded like hemeant it. ? All right,? | said, ? that soundsfine. Why don't you back it up by
dropping those weapons?? The gun was getting very heavy, and the red dot now danced over his head
and neck.



To my complete surprise, Sanchez spoke a quiet command and they dropped every weapon they had.
Some even pulled out sde arms | hadn't seen and dropped them. He didn't bother turning to seeif his
order had been complied with, he just kept his gaze on me, softening hisintense eyeswith that pleasant
gmileof his

"Done. Now, you may take thisvehicle, or any other you wish, and leave. Y ou can choose any of my
men as chauffeur. | aso have thirty-two women soldiers you can choose from, if you'd prefer. All | ask-"

"You'rein no pogtion to ask anything.”

"True.? The soothing smile never wavered. ? Nonetheless, al | ask isthat you please talk to Doctor
Barrett, if only to help you on your way. Hell be herein amoment.”

"He's here dready, thank you, Raul.? Dr. Barrett appeared in the opening on my |eft. He was nowhere
near as big as he should have been. I'd pictured him over six and half feet. He didn't come close and even
looked shorter than me. The darm in the back of my head became more ingstent. He glowered a me. ?
I've no idea how you managed to waken yourself, but put that thing down and get back in bed,? hesaid
irritably.

"Sorry, Doc, but back aley medicine doesn't suit me. Thanksfor getting me back together, body and
soul and mind. But I'm taking Sanchez up on his offer and taking a hover. I'll send you a Christmas card.
? | motioned them back from the hover and amost dropped the gun, it was so heavy. No one rushed
me. Instead, they al stepped back as|'d wanted. | lifted the gun again, now using two hands. Thiswas
going to makefor an interesting time, getting into a hovercraft while holding this cannon. | heard a scuff
behind me and turned back to the ladder. Barrett had negotiated the last step and had approached me.
He was less than ten feet away, but stopped as soon as| turned to him. | guess he wastdler than me. A
lot taller. But I'd have sworn-I glanced at the others on my right, but they had made no move
whatsoever.

"Youyoungfool! ? Barrett's bedside manner had apparently stayed in bed. ? Y ou haven't thefaintest
ideawhat's going on! Stop this nonsense a once!”

"Sorry, Doc. | may beafooal, but I'm not young. Y ou'll find more experience than you can handlein
Mama Wyeth's boy, so don't try."

He stared at me, asthough seeing mefor thefirst time. He shrugged and spoke dowly. ? All right. Leave.
But before you go, let me give you aquick medical history. Y our medica history."

It was too tempting. My legs were getting weak, the gun was putting on weight, and | had milesto go.
But | couldn't resist hearing him out. Thismight be the only man who knew anything about me. | choked
back asob of frustration and weakness.

| glanced at Lt. Sanchez. ? Lieutenant, I'll take you up on your offer of a chauffeur. Please make it the
gmallest female soldier you have. | only want to use her asadriver, and promiseto you there will be no
improper behavior.? He gave me an odd ook, but motioned to someone to fetch her.

| turned back to the doctor. ? Two minutes, Doc.? Hewas aso looking at me strangely, nodding as
though his suspicions had become convictions.

"Well, that explainsthe late wake up. Look ... what isyour name?'
"John. John Wyeth."

"Very wdl ... John. Your story in two minutes.



"What | told you yesterday and earlier today istrue, if edited. But you already knew that. What you don't
know is exactly what the corporate world did with itslittle riping toy. Now I'll tell you.

"Riping had been initidly started to treat man, or in abroader sense, man's society. In every case | gave
you, except one, riping was viewed as away to serve man's needs. In each of those cases, even the
tragic ones, the mind stayed with the body. Or s0 everyone thought, until that raid against a corporate
entity.

"Remember, John,? he admost choked on my name, ? when | mentioned the security set up that wasrun
by one riped homeessman?? | nodded. ? Didn't you wonder how one single case should cause such an
uproar?? Hedidn't wait for aresponse, but | had wondered. ? That's because that homeless man's
mind ran the security. His body had long since been destroyed, including hisbrain. All that was | eft of
him was a series of circuit boards and holographic storage nodules into which his mind had been

moved."

Do you understand? Industry had reached the point where ripes were serving them. | didn't want to tell
you then, and | don't now, but | have to. Industry used the riping process for centuries. Using the
convicted killer and catatonic patient loopholes, they till ripe today. But the vast mgjority of ripes after
the three hundred years were on the same minds. Y ou've been out for at least six hundred years!
Worse, you haven't been one other persona, John. Y ou've been many. Different people, different
personas, different bodies, different brains, different machines . For six hundred years."

Thewords hit like aseries of blows. Sx hundred years? It wasn't possible! | had left open the
possibility of an error of afull century, but even my first caculations had discounted 500. My heart was
racing, and | could fed the hot tears streaming down my cheeks. Tears. | couldn't remember thelast time
| had cried. My head was swirling asthe truth hit me. | knew | was dipping into shock. Y et onething
held it off. | took my right hand away from the gun and showed it to him.

"If that's so, Doctor, how isit that after 600 hundred years, | still have the same body?? Thewoman
soldier had arrived and was preparing the hover for departure.

Helooked sad, very sad. He shook his head and spoke dowly as though every word hurt. He said very
softly. ? You'relooking at your body with your eyes, John. Look at yoursalf with your mind, and you'l
seethetruth. Unlessit was the custom in your time to give boys namesto girls?'

| staggered at the words. Still holding the gun up with my left hand, | looked a my right. It was my hand,
but it was agirl's hand. Thin, ddlicate fingers with neatly trimmed nails. | brought it to my cheek. To my
cheek. Soft skin, stained with tears. A razor had never touched my face, and never would. My throat
was smooth and e egant, with no protruding Adam's gpple. The cavern wasredling asthe gun did from
my numb hand and | sank to my knees, gasping and crying. | reached under my garment and my
trembling fingers played over narrow shoulders and a smdlish chest, which supported my young,
developing breasts, now heaving in near hysteria. | heard ayoung girl'swail of despair and knew it to be
mine. As blackness closed over me, | sensed people rushing forward, and | felt warm, concerned arms
holding me close, protecting me as| fainted.

Chapter Three

| was struggling to waken out of Heder's Sleep, but couldn't. | tried to relax, but couldn't. Still in my
Seep, | got out of bed. Captain Taft from the Second Armored wanted to enlist strong men to help fight
thewar. We were the best company in the corps. My men were ready, trained killers al. He stepped up



to me, hiseyes sharp. | saluted, fedling confident and strong.

"Roll up that deeve, soldier! Let's seethose muscles! ? he barked. | rolled up my deeve, but was
shocked to see | had only athin, smooth arm. A little girl'sarm. ? You call that an arm? Pretty pathetic,
soldier. Come on! Show us some real muscle! Take off that shirt, soldier, and show me some real mest!!
? | eagerly reached for my T-shirt to show him my strength, but suddenly couldn't pull it up. ? What're
you waiting for? A brass band? Strip, soldier! ? But | couldn't. | wasterrified and extremely
embarrassed. Besides, couldn't he see | had muscles under the shirt?1 could see two muscles right now.
Wait, those weren't muscles. They were ... ? Strip, soldier! Aren't you aman, soldier?? But | couldn't. |
was tearing at my shirt, but it wouldn't come off. | pulled harder ... harder...

"Hey! Settle down! C'mon! Wake up! Wake up! It'sokay...? | felt mysdlf being cradled in soft arms
and opened my eyes. A young woman's face, close to mine, gazed back. | had my arms around her neck
and must have been choking her, | was squeezing so tight. | stared up into her eyes, very confused. She
smiled.

"There now, you're fine. Just abad dream. No wonder! Y ou've been through alot. Just relax.? | eased
my grip on her neck, but till held on. Shefet very warm and safe. | was lying on my bed, and had
kicked the sheets off in my thrashing. | had pulled loose the ties to my hospital gown, and the top hung
loose from my shoulders. As| shifted to draw it tighter, the top did away from my neck and | was
looking insde the garment at my small, smooth chest and soft, maturing physique. Even as| stared, my
long, brown hair dipped over my shoulder.

Redlization hit me, and | pushed the woman away with al my strength and retrested to the side of the bed
againgt thewadll. She didn't seem too upset about my rudeness. Instead she just pulled the stool closeto
the bed, sat on it and smiled at me.

"Doctor Barrett felt that it would be best if we spent some time together. He may stop by inafew hours,
if youwishto see him. He's very sorry for theway he treated you, and hopes you'l forgive him. Y ou
were alittle crazy in the hanger, you know. Are you okay now?? She sounded as though sheredly
wanted to know.

My head was whirling. Part of me wanted to scream, another part wanted to be back in her arms, but for
reasons | had never felt before. My nod was very dight and I'm sure totally unconvincing. She kept
smiling and rested ahand on the bed railing.

"Well, let's be proper, shdl we? My nameis Susan Lendler, but please cal me Susie. I'm acorpora in
the Third Regiment of the Resistance. | was the one who was going to pilot your hov. Until you changed
your mind, thet is.? She smiled again, robbing her words of any sting.

"l ... 1 ... what's happened to me?? My voice sounded exactly like my voice. But it dso sounded likea
young girl's.

"Pretty much everything that Doctor Barrett told you. | don't know what detail he went into, but | can
guessit wasthe regular history. But I'm sure you mean, why areyou alittle girl? Not so little, maybe. But
agirl. Right?? 1 nodded. ? Wdll, since | was the lead researcher and am now your counselor, | can tell
you quite abit. I'll start with the most obvious and norma question asked by every 'Cue: What'sthe
date? Today is November 13th, 2676. And yes, were using the same calendar. Now how about you get
dressed while | keep talking?'

She reached out agentle hand. | thought about it, then took it. As she helped me out of the bed, | could
feel aconfusion of emotions churning in me. Astheold me, | fdt alittle slly being helped in thisway, so
delicately. Yet as| wasnow, it dso felt reassuring and more than alittle wanted. The comfort | had felt



before | was awarethat | was ... | was... that comfort was gone.

She helped me down without making mefedl too self-conscious, careful to touch only my hands and
arms. Once | was on my feet, she kept one hand on my elbow and leaned over and picked up ashiny
duffel bag at her feet. She plopped it up on the bed and opened it somehow. It was without seam or
opening, but it did her bidding better that any zipper. She chatted cheerfully as she pulled out the
clothing.

"| thought you might want to borrow some of my clothes. I'm alittle bigger than you, and I'm afraid
they're dark to match my color, but these are the best we can do right now. Y our clothingwaslostina
skirmish yester...? She broke off, looking at me. My face had gone white, and now wasturning very
warm

"I ... 1 ... can't wear those! ? She held in her hand ablack braand apair of black pantiesthat had a
pretty design and even alittle lace. Pretty design? Why had | thought that?

"Yes, you can. And yes, you will. Do you want to keep wearing that gown?? | shook my head. ? Then
thisiswhat | have. Believe me, there's nothing wrong with you wearing these. Thisiswhat girlswesar,?
shesad withasmile. | had to admit it was an infectious smile. ? Unless you want me to scrounge up one
of the men's underwear. Maybe Lieutenant Sanchez?? shegiggled. ? I'm sure he wouldn't mind. But
you'd have your handsfull, holding your pants up.”

Despite mysdf and the Situation, | had to smile dightly. ? No, | suppose you'reright. But thisisvery
difficult."

She nodded. ? I'd liketo tell you | understand. Of course| can't. To go from being aman one
moment-for you-and then wake up like this. It has got to be hard. | wish | could make it different. It
won't be so bad, though. Please believe that. Now, try these on.”

| took the panties she offered me and tried them on under my gown. | had not expected something so
small to fit, and they didn't quite. They weren't too small-they were too big. | had to admit though that
while my burning ears gave away my embarrassment at having something so feminine on, they felt nice.

She handed me the bra, and I'm sure my face took on the shade of my crimson ears. To put thison, I'd
haveto disrobe. | hesitated, looking the thing over. | didn't really want to put it on, and certainly not in
front of someone, even Susie. Yet | dso knew | should. Thiswas quickly becoming overwheming again.
| started to bregthe faster.

"What'swrong?? Susie asked, concernin her voice.

"Uhhh ... well ... it'sjust that the underpants are one thing. I've worn them, of course. Though not quite
the same cut. But this...? | held up the bra.

"Well, honegtly! Just ask, silly!? she spoke firmly, but her tone wasfriendly. She snatched the brafrom
my hands, and before | could so much as choke from embarrassment, she pulled off my gown and
dropped it to the floor. She stepped behind me and reached her arms around my front. ? Here, it goes
on likethis. It holdsin the front just like so, and the strap adjustmentswork like this. Settle down! If you
squirm around, wewon't get it fitted right! ? | felt afirm tugging and akind of snug, comfortable support
where I'd never needed it before. ? There! Now turn around.? | did and she inspected me closdly. ? It's
dill alittlebig, and I've adjusted it assmall asit will go. But don't worry, you'll fill out soon enough. Y oull
probably even be bigger than-? she broke off and brought a hand to her mouth, redlizing her mistake.

| felt tearswelling up. | started to sob, and she pulled meto her again, gpologizing over and over. It was



asthough | had no control over mysdlf. | had never felt emotionsthis vibrant, this powerful before. | was
helplessto them. Even whilel cried, | redized that embarrassing asthiswas, it was Susan who made it
tolerable. While | sobbed like a baby, she somehow used one arm to hold me and the other to dress me.
After afew minutes, | became aware of her voice.

"Here. Let'ssit down on the bed. I'll boost you. Therel ? Sitting on the edge of the bed, my shoulders il
heaving abit, | watched through misty eyes as she put on my socks and shoes. | felt so helpless. She
gmiled. ? Now just let me sit beside you.? She hopped up next to me, our feet dangling over the side. |
wiped the tears and tried to smile back. | nearly madeit.

"Isthiswhat it's going to be like from now on? Bawling my eyes out every time something happens?'

She shook her head. ? Don't worry about that. Y ou'll definitely get over it. Y ou showed alot of
backbone and alot of smarts back therein the hanger. | would have been terrified stupid, and I'm a
oldier.”

| partidly succeeded in smiling thistime. ? If I'd have known | wasn't myself, | would have been scared
stupid, too. | have no ideahow | missed something so obvious. | guessit wasthe after effects of that
Heder's Seep.”

She shook her head. ? No, it's not that. Hedler's Seep does have some residua calming effects. If it
didn't you might be a basket case now. But it doesn't warp your perception once you are up and about.
? Sheshot meady look. ? Even when you weren't supposed to be up and about. How did you manage
thet?'

"It sounds kind of easy, but the smplefact isthat | wanted to be out of here more than the Healer's Seep
wanted me on my back. Willpower. Or fear. Maybe both.? | didn't want to give away too much; it
might comein handy again.

"l suppose.? Shedidn't sound at al convinced. ? Still, we've never had anyone wake themsalves up
from Hedler's Seep quitelike that."

"Therésafirs timefor everything. Y ou weretaking about why | didn't spot that I'm no longer my
father's spitting image...? Thetalking seemed to be helping; | had calmed down considerably. It dso
didn't hurt that the fatigues Susan gave me were a couple sizestoo large and did wondersto hide my new
bumps and curves. | couldn't put off dealing with them forever, but maybe alittle longer.

"I'm sorry, you'reright. Well, your body was a physical shell, grown in the physiomanufacturing complex
about 2,000 kilometersfrom here, sraight line. We..."

"You mean I'm aclone?'

"No! Definitely not! Y ou are not acopy of anyone. You are asorigind asanewborn baby. Physicaly.
But your body was only living. It had no menta facilities, no cognizance, no persona. And it lacked that
spark that madeit dive."

"My soul, you mean.”

"Yes exactly.? She seemed pleased | had chosen that word. ? 1t wasasoullessthing. Into it we put
you.”

"But why agirl? And why so young?'

"A couple of reasons. One, athough cognitive specidigts like Doctor Barrett can reintegrate the origind



personas of detached ripesinto ahuman form, therés no way to tell what that personaislike. We must
rely on other means to determine the background, experiences, even the gender of that persona. In every
case we've had, there were records available. Even the ones that went back 600 yearsto the first riping
could be tracked down. | know, because that's what | do. But you were the specia case. We couldn't
find asingle record on who you were or where you came from. So we had to guess.? Shelooked
down. ? We'reterribly sorry. We had to guess, and one, maybe two of your aternate personas were
female, so that'swhat we went with."

| stared. ? Y ou mean I've been awoman before this2"

"Not you. Y our fase personas. But you'd have absolutely no memory of them any more than you would
have memories of your other ripings.”

"And the age”?’

"That we do for both you and us. We do it for you because it's known that during puberty, more than just
the reproductive systems mature. Everything isin agtate of change and growth, including theintangibles,
such as the personality and soul. When aperson isrescued from their fase life, their mind and, we
believe, their soul need aplace that isflexible, open to change. Anytime during the teen yearswill work.
We choose your age for our benefit because ... well, to be honest, we don't exactly acquire the shells by
norma means.? Sheleft therest of it unspoken. ? And some of our 'Cues, that'swhat we call arescued
persona, don't adapt well at all to the sudden awakening. Some never adapt. Weve found it useful-"

"Useful to have abody you can control easily, if not amind,? | interrupted. ? So how old am I?1 mean
biologically. Physically, | suppose they probably just whipped me up in acoupledays.? It wasvery
hard, deding with this.

"NO! That's not so! Never think you're less than human! Y ou are ashuman asme.? At my look, she
continued, ? I'm just aregular woman. My mom and dad live on Greater New Germany. And you're just
asredl. It takes afourteen-year-old body fourteen yearsto grow. Which is about your age, by theway."

"About?? She nodded. ? | guessyou probably can't stop at the ol' computer terminal with aheisted
body dung over your shoulder to get the details.? She carefully didn't look at me. | switched back to the
subject. ? So that meansthat next year I'll befifteen, then sixteen, etc. And I'll keep growing, maturing
and...? Ithitme. ? Wait. Y ou mean I'm going to become awoman! Doesthat mean | can have, you
know, bear..."

She nodded. ? Yes. But don't think about that too much, now."
"Bdieveme, | won't!"

"But don't shut it out entirely, either. Going through puberty the second timeis going to be alot different.
And pretty soon your body will be ready to-"

"Uhhh ... look,? | interrupted. ? I've got theidea. | may not look it, | know I don't look it, but I'm
thirty-one yearsold. I'm alittle squeamish now, thisisal so new. But | am an adult.”

"No, you're not."
"Ya I a,n.n

"No, er ... John, you're not !? she spoke sharply. ? Look, thisisn't just a'plug meinto abody and I'll
pick up where | eft off' kind of experience. Cognitive reintegration isfar more complicated and
comprehensive than that. Y ou redly are fourteen yearsold.”



| fdlt just alittleinsulted. ? Susie, let's not mess up agreat start. | can remember my memories. It'sas
though they dl happened yesterday. | have my life's experiences. | understand | have to catch up, but you
must admit that I'm far more mentaly capable than any fourteen-year-old, girl or boy. They couldn't have

nearly escaped.”

"I'll grant you that. Y ou do have your life experiences. And you are counting on those mental
achievementsto help you control your body. And you're right, they will help. But what makes you think
that since your mind can affect your body, that your body won't affect your mind?!

| started to say something, then shut up. | didn't know. The thought of not knowing gave meachill. | felt
the goose bumps rise dong my arm, and my heart gave ajump. | wasn't in complete contral. | felt alittle
gck in my ssomach. She saw thelook of redlization on my face.

"That's right, you don't know. We do. It does work both ways. Y our memories, personaand soul are
moved-not copied or imprinted-into the body and brain of amaturing teen. And both your body and
brain are going through dl the natural emotiona, hormona and physical changes of ayoung woman.

"Remember your first time through puberty? 1 do. Once was enough. One moment | wasfull of mysdlf
and immortd. The next, | was ready to crawl into ahole and pull it in after me. Wéll, you're going through
the same changes. The hormones and chemicasthat once turned you into abag of exploding emotions,
black and white opinions, and energetic borderline desperation are al bubbling away again in that
thirty-one year old mind of yours. Because your brain isfourteen. Oh, it'll be easier thistime around, you
know you'l survive. But it'll also be new for you. And different. Very, very different. Inaway, | suppose

you're lucky."
"Lucky?? Her opinion of luck varied substantialy from mine.

"Wdll, yes. We transfer every Cueinto atwelveto fifteen year old body. Weve done forty-sevenin the
last three years. And the girls have the worst time because the teen years are more intense for girlsthan
boys. The boys don't have it much easier, but the changes are less extreme, externdly and internally.

Y ou'relucky in that while you're femae now, you weren't before, so it's one time through for you.”

"But it would have been even easier if you'd just transferred meinto aboy's body,? | pointed out.

"I know. I'm sorry. Y ou're the first Cue that anyone has mis-sexed. Ever. There just wasn't any
information about you. There till isn't. So here you are. But count on it, it's much better than from where
werescued you.? Shesamiled. ? And you have my word that being awoman isn't bad at al. Persona
experiencetaking there."

"l suppose | should gtart listening to those ‘feminine protection’ commercidsnow,? | muttered.

Shelooked a me questioningly. ? What's a'feminine protection’ commercia? Y ou mean like commerce
in martid arts? Or wegpons?'

"Never mind.? It seemed holovision had gone the way of the mastodon. I'd let someone else mourn its
passing.

Wewere quiet for afew moments, just staring at our swinging feet. | couldn't get over how completely
they looked like my feet, even shoe clad. And yet, when | looked at Susie€sfeet, herswere at least my
Sze and maybe one or two sizeslarger. But she couldn't have stood over five foot three inches, which
made me about four foot ten inches. | continued looking at her dangling feet and let my eyeswander up
her legs, comparing them to mine. We both wore semi-baggy pants, but | could tell her legswerelithe
and lean. Y et minelooked skinnier. | followed up her legs, over her modest, hedlthy figure and to her



pretty, dways smiling face. She had aglow in her brown eyes that complemented the deep, rich glow of
her face. Her dark skin was the smoothest, most perfect | had ever seen, bordered by short, thick, black
hair. She had agirl next door kind of face. Not stunningly beautiful, nor even modestly so. Just pretty, in
all the positiveways. | smiled back at her. | could get very used to her very quickly. | owed her. Having
thought the thought, | spokeit.

"I want to thank you Susie. Y ou've really made me fed better. | don't know how long it'll be before | go
crazy, but at least the ride will be easier because of you.”

"That'swhat I've been assigned to do. Make the road, whatever one you travel, alittle easier for you.
Y ourevery important to al of us"

"Will you be assigned to mefor very long?? Less than fifteen minutes ago, 1'd shoved her away. Now
the thought of her not being there made my chest tighten. It would redly help having her near, especialy
the next time | waswith Dr. Barrett.

"Bdieveit, kiddo. Were roommates now."
"Room..."

"Y ep. Private quarters are only for officers, awakening Cues, and Dusty. Y ou're none of the above, so
until we figure out how to best get you back into society, you're rooming with us dogs. Pulling duty, too,
inacouple, three days."

"Uh, yeeh.? Thiswasgoing to be very difficult. | wasfinaly waking up to the fact that my wholelife, not
just theway | went to the bathroom, was hanging. Had changed.

"C'mon. It'samost breakfast. Let's grab some grub and I'll give you atour.? She hopped off the bed
and lifted me down. | wasn't that much shorter than her, lessthan six inches. But | was very unsteadly. |
lurched about two steps on my own before Susie grabbed my upper arm. | looked at her, just alittle
confused.

"Why isit so tough to walk? 1'd figured it was because of weakness, but | fed plenty strong enough. And
| walked better than thislast night.”

She shook her head. ? No, you're pretty much full strength, though your muscles could use some toning.
Well hit the exercise arealater. The problem isthat your body never learned to walk. That you can walk
at dl isbecause your mind is doing a pretty fast trandation of walking, and teaching your body. Pretty
fast, but not fast enough. How tal were you? Y ou know ... before?"

"Uh-sx foot one”
"Foot? That's an old style measurement isn't it? What's the one stand for?"

"Sorry. How about metric? | heard Doctor Barrett use it yesterday. Six foot, one inch would be about
one point nine meters.”

"So you were pretty tall. And your build was different. Remember how awkward you were at fourteen?
Doublethat. Don't worry, though, it'll grow on you. Maybe we should practice awhile. Bregkfast can
wait alittle longer."

So we spent the next half hour teaching me how to walk. It took about twenty minutesto get the
fundamentals down. It was strange, seeing as I'd walked only last night, albeit roughly. That was beforel
redlized | had anew body, though. Now that | knew, my mind kept getting in my brain'sway, asodd as



that sounded. | picked it up eventualy, so we used another ten minutes practicing my sSitting and standing,
garting and stopping. | spent the whole haf hour amazed at the difference in locomation.

"Do my hipsadways movelikethis?'

Susan giggled. | think she was enjoying hersdlf. ? Of course they do. Comes with the territory.? She
laughed again at the unintended joke. ? The problem isthat you're exaggerating the movement. Don't try
towak likeagirl. Just try waking."

"Won't | end up gdlumphing around like somejock in atutu?’

She mouthed my words slently, as though trand ating them, then shook her head. ? If | understand you
right, the answer's no, you won't. Not unlessyou ... gallumphed around as aman on purpose before.”

"Of coursel didn't. | just walked."
"So do that now."

A littlelight went oninmy head. | tried again, and thistime | didn't swish near asmuch, if you can swish
a dl inarmy fatigues. Thewiggle was il there, but much diminished. | beamed at her, quite plessed
with myself. Susie clapped her hands.

"Wonderful! Now you don't look like ... well, never mind what you don't look like. Well have alessonin
girl humor ancther time. I'm starved! Let's get some breskfast.? My own stomach was growling, too, so
it sounded like agreat idea. She grabbed my hand and led me to the wal where the door was. | should
have felt self-conscious about it, but the truth was that | would have enjoyed holding her hand as either a
man or agirl. Just for different reasons. At least, | hoped for different reasons. | was till too new at this
to redly understand my own fedings. | did know that | liked it.

The door appeared as before, but alittle higher and alittle wider. | held my breath a bit as we went
through, but it didn't closein on methistime, either. Hand in hand, we entered the wide, rough-hewn
corridor.

It was much different from last night. Instead of being dark, dank and deserted, it wasfull of lifeand light.
People, al clad in auniform style of dress, moved up and down the corridor, which was nearly as bright
asday. And they were noisy. Mixtures of laughter, formal, and normal conversation added much to the
atmosphere. If it weren't for the craggy, solid rock making up the floor and walls, I'd have never guessed
wewereinacave. | said as much to Susie, then repeated it in alouder voice. She nodded and spoke
back in asloud avoice.

"We're a pretty loud bunch when we have the chance. That's why we spend the extraenergy on the
ghost wallsfor our Cue's recovery rooms and ghost doorsfor private quarters. Ghost walls are planed
energy fiddsthat Smulate mass. It cuts out everything. The doors can even alow openings large enough
tofit exactly to whatever'sin its plane, down to amillimeter. It'sa pretty weird fedling, going through.
And it can be phased to keep out light and sound. C'mon, the messis down thisway.? She pulled meto
the right, the direction | hadn't explored.

It seemed longer than it had last night. | would have guessed it to be only fifty feet, but was closer to 100
feet. Check that. Closer to thirty meters. I'd been easy with either the English or metric systems, but
gpparently only metric had survived. That was one plusin this society, anyway. I'd best fal into the habit
of uang metric exclusvely.

It was the same as before. Brightly lit, heavily used, and cut from solid stone. It was dso very clean,



though | did spot a couple of stains

YES MRS FLETCHER? THE CARPET'S STAINED JUST DOWN THE HALL FROM YOUR
DOOR? DID YOU NOTICE WHAT KIND OF STAIN? BLOOD? ARE YOU SURE? MY SENSORS
DIDN'T DETECT ANYTHING THAT WOULD ACCOUNT FORBLOOD. IT MAY BE JELLY
FROM THE BREAKFAST DELIVERY ... NO, I'M SURE MY SENSORS ARE IN WORKING
ORDER, MRS FLETCHER. YES | RAN FULL DIAGNOSTICSON MYSELF LAST NIGHT, AS
ALWAYS MRS FLETCHER. NO, I'M NOT ARGUING WITH YOU, MRS FLETCHER. I'LL PUT
A CLEANING 'BOT ON IT IMMEDIATELY, MRS FLETCHER, AND REPORT TO YOU WITHIN
THE HOUR ... VERY WELL, THEN, WITHIN THE HALF HOUR.

that looked almost like blood. Aswe approached, though, | redlized | was mistaken. It did make me
notice, however, that it wasin front of a section of rock on the right hand side that was completely
smooth and flat. | glanced back and noticed another section like it, where my room was. Here would be
another recovery room. | looked at the stain once more. Nope. Definitely not blood. Not even agtain,
just darker stone. | didn't have to be ageniusto figure out why I'd made the mistake. Right now, my
senseswere whirling from everything | was seeing and hearing. But the whirling thistimefet dmost likea
euphoria.

We continued to the end of the hall, passing athird blank surface on the right, and cameto ahuge
opening on the left. Like the hanger on the other end of the hall, this one al'so had alower floor and higher
ceiling. Bright sunlight poured down from the ceiling; it must be open to the sky above, though | couldn't
seeyet. Unlike the hanger, it was completely man-made, judging from the flat floor and fairly rectangular
shape. It was accessible viaalarge ramp, cut from the native rock. Susie led me down this ramp, and we
wereingde the mess.

Roughly forty meters by sixty meters, it served as amess and storehouse. The ramp was about fifteen
meterslong and ended about hafway into the room. Its gentle dope indicated that pretty heavy objects
were brought through here-even though they'd gpparently eiminated the weight problem with antigravity,
there was gill the massto contend with, and adope for controlled descent was required. Thewall on the
ramp's right Sde was glass smooth and |ooked somewheat like my room'swall. A ghost wall, Suse had
cdledit. | reeched out ahand to seeif it would go through, but it felt solid. A smal tingle went up my arm
and | quickly withdrew my hand, more surprised than shocked. | looked at Susie, but she was too busy

suppressing agrin to spesk.

The areato the left, bathed in warm sunlight, was the mess. The center areawas wide open, with tables
and chairsin asemi-structured order. Againgt the wall on my left-the wall shared by the corridor, for we
had now stepped off the ramp and turned to our left-was a kitchen with a cafeteria style line. On the far
wall were two openings. The one in the middle seemed to be alaundry of sorts. The other one, on thefar
right and in the corner, was a hdlway from which men and afew women were moving in and out. The
wall on my right held asingle large entrance that stretched from celling to floor, unlike the other openings.
It was at |least ten meters wide and was closed off with aflat ghost wall that was somewhat recessed
from the normal stone face of the mess. The sunlight, for some reason, did not reflect whatsoever off the
surface of the ghost wall. | looked up at the sky to seeif there was a protruding ledge casting a shadow
on it, and gasped with awe.

Therewas no sky. Instead of open air and abrilliant sun, | saw ahigh ceiling of solid stone. And instead
of lighting was ashimmer, constantly emanating from the entire surface. As| watched, | could fed the
sunny warmth pouring down on my upturned face. The shimmer seemed almost sky blue, and | even
caught awhiff of fresh, mountain air. | was stunned.

"Why, thet'sincrediblel”



Susielooked up and laughed. ? Thisisthe part of my job | love the most! Showing off our little
advancementsto Cues. Yes, that's an environmenta stunt we pull to keep up morde. Sometimeswe're
cooped up in herefor weeks at atime, and this becomes our playground. Here and the rec area. I'll tell
you how we do it when you're more caught up with the times.”

"I'd love to know. Offhand, I'd have to guessthat it involves a prismatic shifting of ambient sunlight,
recombined through a spectra and holographic filter. Y ou're probably using of static grid of thermal
energy for the display, though | can't begin to imagine the power source you'd use to achieve that
meagnitude of output.”

It was her turn to Stare at mewhilel tried to suppressasmile. She didn't say, but I'd lay odds I'd hit
pretty close. Score one for NATech training and applied use of the gray matter, fourteen yearsold or
not. | pulled at her hand and started walking to the long line in front of the cafeteria counter. ? Come on.
| thought you were hungry.? Still staring at me, shelet me drag her to where the trayswere. | dmost felt
like letting out agiggle, but was maybe Htill alittle embarrassed at the thought.

It looked like it would be ten or fifteen minutes until we'd get up to the counter. | got in line behind aguy
about twenty or so. He seemed as big asa house, but when | looked at him carefully, he was only
average build. | picked up atray and the noise made him turn. He smiled at me and | smiled back, alittle
self-conscious. He stepped aside and waved us both in front of him.

"Hey, dogs! Make way for acouple of ladies! ? Everyone turned and moved over, women included,
letting us up to the very front of theline. Now | was very embarrassed. | tried not to show it, but my face
was burning, acondition | was becoming very familiar with. | held the empty tray flat against my chest.
My hipsfelt like they were swinging out a haf-meter with each step, with each step becoming more and
more tentative until | just plain stopped. | stared down &t the floor. That hole Susie had talked about
earlier sounded very appeding right now.

Susie put her mouth next to my ear. ? Calm down. Just breathe a bit. There. Now don't hold on to that
tray sotight, it'll shatter. Look, no oneswatching us.? | looked up. For aline of people who had just
given usthefront, I'd never seen so much disinterest. They al seemed to be talking to each other while
paying us absolutely no mind. Even the guy who had shouted was yakking to someone €l se, going into
great detail about-from what | overheard-absolutely nothing. Susie nudged mein the back, and we
walked to the front counter. | set the tray on the long counter to serve mysdif.

| looked up, way up, into the eyes of the cook, or attendant. He was a breathing mountain. His girth,
both chest and belly, was astounding. He probably affected the local tides. He smiled at me. These
peopleredly got into smiling.

"Wll, good morning, ladies! Weve got some bacon, eggs, waffles, pancakes. Y ou nameit, we got it!
Juice, milk and what not at the end. Oh!? He reached under the serving table and pulled out asmdll
bottle. ? For you, Corporal. The latest shipment came in about an hour ago, and with it five bottles of
your poison. Go ahead and ruin your mouth and my reputation.”

"Thanks, Hill. But don't rattle me until you try it. Makes even your swill edible”

| stared. It was abottle of pepper sauce, a popular brand from my time. ? That's Tabasco sauce! ? |
blurted.

Hill grinned & me. ? That it is, maam. Y ou're welcometo try it, though it will pain meto see such a soft
flower of...? hebroke off, and in the corner of my eyel saw Susie's head shake ever so dightly. ? That
itis? hecontinued. ? Oh! Rumor isther€ll be afternoon drills, so that means a skipped lunch and late
dinner. So now'sthetimeto eat. Wdll, digin!"



| couldn't believe how hungry | was. And the smell of the food doubled it. | helped mysdlf to generous
portions of eggs, bacon, fruit, rolls, juice and milk. Susietook much lessthan | did, settling for eggs, a
sngleroll and aglass of juice. We walked over to atable that was impossibly clean and abandoned.
Impossible because there must have been at least ahundred people in there, with seating for not quite
that. | wasalittle surprised they didn't eat in shiftsto make best use of the facility. | sat down on one
bench, with Susie on the other side so we could talk. She sprinkled some pepper sauce on her eggs, my
mouth watering at the Sight. | loved pepper sauce. But from what the cook had said, it was difficult to
get, so | refrained from asking. She bowed her head and gave thanks, as| did. While we ate, | looked
around curioudy.

My first impression was how big everyone was, even the women. And the men were gigantic. Each and
every one of them looked ready to play on the offensive front line of the Green Bay Packers. But when |
took thetimeto redly look at them, they seemed much less so. | knew what it was. They weren't al that
big; | wasdl that smdl. Susie was gpparently the most petite of the women, and she was bigger than me.
S0 unlessthere was another 'Cue around here, | wasthe runt of the litter. By awide margin. It was an
interesting feding.

It was as0 an interesting fedling being the center of attention. For athough absolutely no one waslooking
at us, | somehow knew that they wanted to. But even the oneswho were just coming in from the far
hallway and the corridor seemed to not see us. Instead, they gave us our privacy as best they could, and
carried on their own conversations and eating their own breskfasts.

Which was morethan | could. | looked down at al my uneaten food. 1'd barely touched it, but | was
stuffed. | put down my fork suddenly. Susie, who had been looking a melooking around, grinned.

"What? Y ourefull aready?? she said with mock surprise.

"I think I'm going to be sick.”

"I'm not surprised. Y ou ate enough for two people your size."

"Areyou kidding?| barely touched this stuff."

She leaned forward. ? No, no. Listen closdly: 'Y ou ate enough for two people your size. Undersand?”

| understood. | had the eyes of a hungry thirty-one-year-old pig and the ssomach of ahungry
fourteen-year-old waif. If | didn't watch mysdlf, I'd look like severa fourteen-year-olds, dl rolled into
one gooey glob. | moaned and pushed the plate away. | heard alull in some of the conversation at the
table next to us, and stole aquick glance. They were dl carefully inspecting the storage ared's ghost wall
for any flaws. | suppose they had seen thiskind of thing before. Even Suse was smiling. Of course, she
was aways amiling. But | think it was at me rather than with methistime. | tried to smile back.

"All right. All right. | understand. Looks like I'm not the first Cue to make thismistake.”
"Nor thelast,? sheagreed, giggling.
"| suppose the cook set me up, too."

"Uh-huh. Truly agift much gresater than hislabors at cooking.? She had abandoned gigglesfor open
laughter.

"Hey, Lendler! | heard that! ? A voice shouted from the kitchen behind me.

"And | supposeit iskindafunny. Pretty mean way to welcome someone into your century, though,? |



sad, smile on my face and no hodtility in my voice,

"Cdl it aninitiation. Or payment. These people went through alot to get you here, and they want to see
what you're made of ."

"Oh, yeah?? | smirked. ? Then maybel should show them."

Screwing up every bit of courage | possessed, | rose and climbed up on the table and took adeep
breath. All eyesturned to me, and the hall became quiet. Way in the back, standing on the ramp, was Dr.
Barrett. It wasthefirst timel'd seen him since I'd fainted last night. He was watching me very closely.

| was about to bow, but decided to try something redly terrifying. Instead of bowing, | dowly curtsed to
the crowd, my whole body trembling with fear and my heart racing like atrip hammer. It was my first
curtsy, and alousy oneit was, too. Poor balance, probably poor form, and donein pantsinstead of a
skirt. But they loved it. As one, they shouted ? Hooray! ? and the sound was dmost a physical blow. It
struck me that everyone here undoubtedly knew more about methan | did, and to a person were also
aware of their unintentiond error. | felt my emotions flood to the surface, and with those emotions came
tears. These people deserved a show.

Picking up an apple from my ill full plate, | consumed it for al to see. Shouts and applause reverberated
through the hdl. | finished the apple with the crowd roaring its gpproval. | then turned to the kitchen,
where the cook Hill was laughing and applauding, and heaved the core a him. It was avery pathetic
throw, landing lessthan haf way and far to the right, but the message was clear. Everyone yelled and
whistled, including Hill. | then curtsied to him, and he bowed back, hisbow as ugly asmy curtsy, but
every bit assincere. | then turned back to the crowd and curtsed afind time, trying to put al my thanks
and gratefulnessinto that smple, awkward and foreign motion. Staying in my curtsy while everyone sood
and pounded thetables, | looked down at Susie, who was dso yelling and clapping, tearsrolling down
her cheeks. | spoke just loud enough for her to hear, which in that din was still pretty loud.

"Suse, | redly, redly, really , want to get out of here.”

She nodded and stood up, wiping tears from her eyes. Still laughing, she clumsily helped me down from
the table. My knees were very wobbly and | felt light headed. With me amost in adaze, Susie had to
lead metoward the far tunnel. All dong the way, people quickly rushed over, lined up and either curtsied
or bowed aswe passed. All of them were cheering. | tried to wave, but my whole body was numb.

Stll, it was nice to be wanted.

Chapter Four

We entered the corridor, much narrower than the main one, and headed down it alittle ways, passing
two doors on each Sde and stopping in front of the third on theright. By thistime Susie had my arm
around her shoulders, and was dl but carrying me. My legsfelt like over boiled noodles, and | wason
the verge of fainting again. Behind us, the mess area was dive with excited noise, but no one had
followed us down. We entered the room, passing through aghost door that just turned off and on.

Insde were smple, neatly kept quartersfor two. There were standard furnishings and two beds close to
each other. They were close because they had to be; the room was very small. There didn't seemto bea
private bathroom, which was too bad; | would have redly liked to heave my breakfast about then.



Susielowered me onto thefirst bed and sat down on the second. Shetook my trembling handsin hers
and rubbed them. She had alook of respect in her eyes.

"You, girl, have guts No brains, but lots of guts."
"Yeah,? | sammered out. ? Guts you're about to get al over your lap."

She started, but relaxed at my wesk smile. ? Whatever possessed you to do that? To stand up and make
agpectacle of yoursdlf?'

"Just trying to say thanks. And give as| got."

"Well, you did dl that. Everyone has been pretty tense around here, wondering how you'd teke al the
changes. Now they have anidea. But you, girl! Wow! That wasincredible!™

"Thenwhy do | fed like I've been filleted?'

"That's easy. Y ou pushed yourself too hard again. Only thistime it was your emotions you rode too hard.
Guys can push down better than gas. Y our 'guy’ mind did quite anumber on your 'gal’ emotions. Ease up
some, huh?'

| smiled weskly again and carefully sat up. My nerves and breething were settling down. | looked around
thetiny room.

The room was maybe, just maybe, three meters square. Asyou entered the room, the door wasin the
left front. There were two single beds, Susie's against the back wall and mine pardld to herswith a
narrow, half-meter aide between them. Facing the beds on the left wall as you entered were two chests
of drawers, standing head-high. The beds and dressers took up two thirds of the room. The other third,
nearest the door, had a narrow counter with what looked to be a computer display embedded into the
wall, and asmple chair. As1'd mentioned, there was no bathroom, but | noticed asmall sink with spigot
to the | eft of the counter, in the corner. Beside the sink and on the wall beside my bed was afull length
mirror. The mirror appeared to be painted on the stone. The door had asmall alcove, dl of one meter

deep.
"S0. Home Sweet Home?'

"Y ep. Just the two of us. Normally | deep done unless|'ve been assigned a Cue. A female Cue,? she
added hurriedly. ? All the noncoms and officers have ether private or semiprivate quarters. Because of
my direct involvement with new Cues, | get my own quarters.”

"Must be nice, rooming with apotentid nut. Ummm, Susie? Are you, you know, comfortable with me
deegping with you? | mean, what with..."

"With you being aman to start with?? | nodded, avoiding her eyes. | had to admit | was scared of either
answer. ? Well, | didn't know until last night, remember. But yes, | gave it some thought once| did
know."

"And what do you think?"'

"I think | don't mind at al. Y ou're not a man now; you're asfemale as| am. So I'm not worried about
improper advances. For me at least, you've got nothing to advance that I'm interested in. And it's not like
I'm embarrassed about having you watch me dress or shower or anything. Y ou're more of agirl than |
think you redize yet. So | wouldn't be hesitant about rooming with you for my sake or safety.



"Which leaves ... what about you ? Again, | don't mind. What are your choices, redly? As uncomfortable
asyou are now, how much worse would it beif you bunked with one of the male noncoms-which you
couldn't anyway. Y ou'd probably die from shame. | would. And like | said, you're alot more woman
than you know. Y oull find out, soon enough.? | had confusing emotions on that comment. Cometo
think of it, though, | had confusing emotions on everything.

Shetook my hands again. ? So, no, my sweet Cue, I'm not at al worried or uncomfortable having you
deep with me. Were buddies now, and we watch out for each other.? She gave meawarm hug and a
small kisson the cheek. It tingled and felt nice. She stood up and pulled meto my feet. | wobbled, but
stayed up.

"Wdll, back to work! We've got alot of ground to cover. | need to show you around the place. This
afternoon will be busy, but we have the evening to ourselves. Doctor Barrett wantsto give you a
checkup sometime this afternoon. Oh! And let's check the new shipment that came in; there should be
some proper clothesin there for you. Then it's dinner, the gym, showers, and bed. Tomorrow, our
research crowd wantsto talk to you. If you're willing, they'd like to know more about you. Let'ssee ...

anything ese?"
A thought occurred to me. ? Yes. I'm going to need anew name."

Shegiggled. ? Already ahead of you, there. I'll be giving you your name tomorrow night, after dinner.
Tradition."

"Huh? You're picking my name? Why? And why would you even have need of such atradition? Don't
Cues keep their old names?’

"Y ou'd think so, wouldn't you? But the fact is, many do change their names. Maybe asaway of marking
old and new times, of starting ties with the present. Of course, many just keep their names.

"Whether or not they keep their origind name, though, we till give you aname. Wefollow thetradition
of having the primary researcher-who aso acts as counsdlor for the first few months-name the Cue. Even
the Cueswho keep their original name often use our name as amiddle name. It helps you become a part
of usand our time. And it reminds us that we are responsible for you. So since | wasthe primary
researcher, that makes me your counsdor, your roomie, and | get the honor of naming you.”

"Unfar!"
"Redlly? Who picked out your present name?"
"Wdl..."

"Your parents did, of course. Unlessthey let you grow up, cdling you 'it', until you could choose yoursdlf.
Inaway, I'm your parent now.? She thought about it amoment. ? Well, maybe morelike your sster. |
hope to be your friend-"

"Youaremy friend! ? | said pretty forcefully and impetuoudly.

"Mind your manners and don't interrupt. Anyway, I'm your nearest living relative now, and one of your
rescuers, and your roommate, so | get to name you."

"You'reright. I'm sorry. So you name me tomorrow, huh?? She nodded. ? What are you going to call
me until then?'1t?? 1 smiled and dmogt, but not quite, giggled.

"Just what | have now; nothing. I've been avoiding caling you John, both to help you acclimate and



becauseit just sounds silly. No offense, John,? shegiggled.

| giggled for thefirg time, and it felt wonderful, like opening avent and letting al the pressure out. ?
None taken. Go ahead and keep doing it that way.? | tapped my head. ? I'm still John up here, but it's
garting to sound silly to me, t00.? | stood up. ? I'm looking forward to tomorrow night. I'm also alittle
afrad of ... aargh! ? | said with frugtration. ? | hate these constantly mixed emotions! But | will keep my
last name. I'll Awaysbe aWyeth."

"Oh, yeah? What if you get married?’

That floored me. | tried to envision such an impossible circumstance, but my imagination boggled. It
boggled because | pictured mysdlf, my old sdif, in awedding dress, aludicrous sight even in the mind's
eye. It hit methat | didn't realy know what | looked like. I'd only had abrief glimpse of my facein the
mirror in the doc's office, and it was pretty dark then. And I'd certainly had no inclination earlier this
morning to see any of me. But now | felt the twinges of curiogty tugging at me. | glanced at the full-length
mirror, off to the Sde. Maybe later today.

"l don't redly see marriage in the future for me, Suse.”

She gave aknowing look. ? Well, maybe, maybe not. Y ou're still young. Don't look at me like that.
Anyway, you could il keep Wyeth even if you did marry.”

| shrugged.

"I dunno. I'm pretty traditional, and would probably...? My mind caught up with what my mouth was
saying, and | shut up. Susielaughed.

"Now how about that tour?"

Asatour, it ended almost before it started. We left our quarters, the ghost door blanking the entire
frame, and turned right aong the corridor. We skipped thefirst door on the left-Susie said it would be
the last one on the tour-and came to the first door on the right after our room. She knocked on the ghost
door. It gave an odd, hollow sound. There was no answer, so we continued on. Susie said it wasthe
quarters of Corporals Bent and Geher, the other two female noncoms beside herself. We continued on to
the next door, only three meters further down and aso on the right. Susan ushered me in through the
double-wide ghost door which alowed us entrance while turning trand ucent.

Wewaked down ashort hdlway and into alarge room holding maybe three dozen single beds. The
barracks. The women's barracks. There were six women in there with us. Four were sprawled out on
their bunks, either deeping or relaxing. The other two were stark naked, toweling off after ashower. | felt
mysdlf getting very uncomfortable and wondered just how loud they'd scream when they saw me. But
they didn't. They just waved and curtsied in their birthday suits, mimicking my performance with mischief
but no malice. Susan walked us up to them and introduced me. We chatted a bit about something then
left. | noticed | hadn't stared asingle time, and could actualy remember their faces better than their other,
um, features.

We stepped out, and | breathed asigh of rdlief, sagging against the rock wall. Susan looked at me
curioudy and far too innocently. ? Something wrong?'

"No. Yes. | don't know. That was so weird. Y ou sadistic little so and s0. Y ou could have at |east warned
m"

She smiled wickedly. Thisgirl had anasty streak in her I'd have to watch. ? Why? Just abunch of



women and one young lady making small talk,? she said naively. But her next comment showed her true
thoughts. ? So, what wasit like?"

"Like| said, weird. | kept thinking that I'd start staring at them and drooling. But | didn't even care.? |
blushed. ? Well, | cared maybe alittle. Thisis preity hard to say, but | was... was..."

"Comparing their bodiesto yours?'
| stared at her. ? How did you know?"

Shelaughed. ? Silly. Almost al women do that. See, | told you you were more woman than you redlized.
Just wait until you compare yoursdlf to somebody you know. Likeme.? | flushed even more at that
thought. Flushing seemed to be one of my more accomplished skills so far this century. | became
convinced therewasa ? Turn Red? switch inside me, and some maniac was at the controls.

"Still, try to warn me, okay?'

"Okay,? shesad cheerfully. We walked to the next door on the right, about ten meters down. ?
Congder yourself warned. Here are the ladies showers and rest rooms.? She grabbed my arm and tried
to haul mein, but being warned, | pulled back.

She tugged harder, but not hard enough to force me, which I'm sure she could. ? Comeon!”
"Susan, no! I'll die of embarrassment!"

Sherdented immediately. ? All right, then. Let'sgoin here.? Sheindicated the next door on theright,
five metersfrom the ladies room.

"What'sinthere?? | asked suspicioudy.

"The men's showers and rest rooms. Now, inyou go.? Again shetried to get mein, but pushing thistime
ingtead of pulling. Thistime redly lost it. My little maniac was hitting the red button. With adedge
hammer.

"Areyou crazy! | can't gointherel"

She stopped her pushing and crossed her arms. ? So what's it going to be? Men's? Women's? Or should
wejust dig aholefor you outside the cave?'

"l don't know,? | sad sullenly.

"Good grief! One or the other! Decide! Either that or...? she paused and smiled mischievoudy. ? Or we
can just wait an hour or so and let nature decide. Y ou drank an awful lot of juicefor breakfast, you
know. Milk, too."

Now here was aproblem. And her mentioning it only made it worse, cutting her hour estimate down
considerably. By about an hour. But the problem was al in my head. There redlly only was one choice. |
might die of embarrassment in the ladies room, but I'd probably get arrested in the men's. Giving her as
indignant a? Hmmph! ? as| could muster, | walked into the ladies room, Susan following.

When we came out five minutes later, | was rdieved, in more ways than one. Despite her attempts at
making it asterrible an experience as possble-including shouting out hel pful and somewhat vulgar hints
while | made use of the facilities-it wasn't uncomfortable at al. Which was her point. A point she intended
to drive home.



"Now do you get it? Own uptoit, girlie; youreagirlie.”
"| dready knew that.? 1 didn't feel too cooperdtive.

"Yes, you know it. But do you fed it? It can't just bein your head. It's got to bein your mind, your being,
your ... your soul.? Sheredly was banging a this, but | had had enough. | felt aswitch go off. But this
timeit had anger labeled oniit.

"Just let it go! You don't haveto pound it into me! I'm not anidiot!”
"Then don't act like one! ? Susie spoke louder, more frustrated than mad.

"Me? Y ourethe onetrying to haul meinto places| don't want to go or can't go! I'm done with the tour!
I'm going back to our room!? And | stalked off.

Or at least | tried to stalk off. | had kept telling mysdlf that Susie was bigger and stronger than me, and
that she could useforceif she wanted to. Sheld even said S0, in around about way, when explaining the
reason behind using such young teens. But | don't think | believed it. | had looked up & her. | wasin her
underwear and it was too big for me, and her clothes almost hung on me. Yet | somehow knew | could
handle her if | had to, which made me fed abit more secure and in control. That security and control was
about to become a shattered illusion.

| had gone five paceswhen | felt aniron grip latch onto my upper left arm, and then she was dragging
back meinto the ladies room. | screamed at her to let go of me, and used every ounce of strength | had
to twist free, but | was helpless. The best | could do was stagger her walk alittle, and not much at that.

She effortlessy dung me through the door and walked in after me. | heard her spesk aquick word, and
the door became solid. She grabbed me again and hauled meinto the showers, which were abandoned
a thetime, though till wet from use. Again, she tossed me with easeinto the middle of the dick tiling. |
dipped and went down.

| roseto my feet, wet and angry. Who was sheto ... | didn't even bother trying to finish the thought. | just
went at her. That little...

| was on thetilesagain. | started to get up again when she walked up and heaved me up to then up off
my feet. | landed, still in her grip, and began fighting like awildcat. A desperate, terrified wildcat. Holding
my shoulders, and ignoring my best blows, she dowly shoved me back to the shower wall, her face
showing no emation.

Suddenly, that wall became an enemy to me. To touch it meant defest. | yelled and hit and tried to break
free, al with no effect. Againgt every fiber in my being, | was being forced back. | didn't want her to win.
| didn't! I planted my feet and pushed back. Nothing. | lost astep, then another. | twisted my shoulders
to wriggle free, and with my handstried to hit her. But my reach only extended to her upper arms, and
my fists pounded her like goose down. My skinny shoulders remained locked in her painful grip. | logt
another step and felt the wall behind my foot. | used thewall asleverage and pushed with al my weight
and gtrength. | felt an even greater force pushing back.

| looked up into Susie's eyes. She had tearsin her eyes, and looked so very sad, but very resolved.
"I'm sorry. But you are going to learn.? And with that she pinned my shoulders againgt thewall.

The anger vanished as quickly asit had come upon me. | understood now. | started to sob, then openly
cry. It wasfar worse than last night. The total realization of who and what | was enveloped my mind, my
being, my soul. It was complete and find and devadtating. | dumped to the wet tiling, wailing. Susan



released my shoulders and pulled meinto her embrace. Thistime, | felt no fear or discomfort whatsoever,
but clung to her with even greeter resolve than | had mustered to fight her. She held metight to her

breast, her fingers playing through my hair while my emotionsran their course. My tears poured down my
cheeksas| cried and cried and cried.

How long we remained like that, | don't know. At least ten minutes. Perhaps as many asthirty. It wasa
long time before my crying settled down to sobbing, then whimpering. Suse held me close thewhole
time, patting me, whispering into my ear, comforting me with hugs, al while we huddled together on the
floor of the women's shower. Any of these things would haveirritated or shamed me had | been aman.
But | wasn't aman, nor would | ever be aman. | was ayoung woman, and al of these things suddenly
meant theworld to me.

| raised my tear-streaked face and looked into Susie's eyes, amiling shyly. She amiled quietly back at me
and hugged me again. | closed my eyesand tried to lose mysdlf in her strength. | heard aquiet step.

"Suge? Canwe help?? asked a soft, quiet voice. It was one of the women who must have been locked
inwith us.

"Oh, thank you, Kerry. Yes. Would you seeif the last shipment has her new clothes? If so, bring a
change, please. And for me, too. We're soaked through and through, I'm afraid. Thank you."

| heard her and another woman move away quietly. Someone spoke, and | heard the door unlock and
they were gone, the door locking behind them. | felt Susie take hold of me by the shoulders, but ever so
gently thistime, and pull me from her. She looked into my eyes, her own eyes ill misty. Shereached a
hand to my cheek and wiped atear.

"I'm so sorry. | knew thiswas coming, and | hated it, but it almost lways hasto bethisway.? She
stood up and helped meto my feet. ? Let's get you cleaned up abit.”

Wewaked over to the snk and washed my face. Lifting my head from the ill running tap, | looked
draight into the mirror for thefirst time.

It was ayoung girl'sface. Hazel eyes, brown, shoulder length hair, normal girlish festures. A little coltish
and not fully developed overdl, but with avery nice mouth. | recognized it. It was my face. | looked
harder. It was my face. My bresth caught.

"I ... I'm pretty!"

"Of courseyou are! But | wasn't going to tell you until you redlized it. Y ou probably would have dugged
r],E.ll

| hung my head shamefully. ? I-1-I'm sorry, Susie. | wasterrible.”

"Yes, you were. A bratty, headstrong, angry little witch. Exactly the way | waswhen | wasfourteen.? |
looked up sharply at her. | dowly nodded my head.

"You wereright to doit. I-I thought | had done a pretty good job of dedling with this. Especidly after my
cafeteriaperformance. | guess| wasfooling mysdlf."

She smiled. It was nice to see the smile back. ? Y ou were fooling yourself. But don't short cred yourself,
either. Y ou showed yoursdlf and usthat you were a person , | just showed you that you were afemae
person. But being a person is more important. Being femaleisabonus.? She smiled again & me, and |
had to smile back.



"Until now, | guess| had seen it as, well, being anegative.”

"Teenagerd ? shechided. ? Alwaysfull of opinions, and dmost dwayswrong! ? Her laugh robbed the
words of any bite. | felt much better.

We heard the door open, and Kerry walked in with an armful of clothing. Kerry was an older woman,
maybe fifty or so. Older? Fifty wasn't old. Yes, it was, | thought, if you were fourteen. | looked again,
trying to use my mind, and she still looked fifty, but aso younger than amoment ago. She had graying
hair and laughter lines, but was in good shape physicaly. She smiled at me and set everything down on
the counter. She picked up the top set of clothing and handed them to me.

"Hereyou go! They just camein and are madefor agirl just your Sze.? She gave meaquick up and
down. ? Though I'll bet you grow out of themin no-"

"Thank you, Kerry,? Suseinterrupted. Kerry flushed with redization. | was suddenly tired of this
soft-stepping. Enough was enough.

"No, Suse, that'sdl right.? | looked at Kerry. ? Thank you, so much, Kerry. Could you do meabig
favor?'

"Yes? sheanswered without hesitation.
"Please finish your thought. Exactly asyou weregoingto.? | closed my eyesto listen.

"Ummm ... well, dl right. | was going to say, I'll bet you grow out of these clothesin no time. Y ou look
likeagirl who's going to turn men's heads before long.? She stopped and waited.

| played the words through my heed, tasting them and | etting them play their way through me, tickling my
ego and psyche. They settled in and made me blush with pride. With pride! | felt the weight of the world
fal off my shoulders. | opened my eyesand smiled.

"Thank you, Kerry. | meanit.? She appeared surprised and pleased with my sincerity. ? Thank you for
finishing the compliment. It redlly sounds and fedlslike one.”

She peered closaly a me for amoment, measuring me. | think she liked what she saw, for she smiled and
sad, ? You should be labeled 'dangerous, young lady. Y ou're going to be a heart breaker! ? She
laughed and |eft. | heard the door lock again at her passing. | started undressing.

SusewasSzing me up aso. ? You'reaso going to be ahandful .

| laughed. ? Bet onit! And dl thanksto you, Susie. Suddenly, | fed sodivel ? | pulled off my top and
dung it away, laughing and twirling, the loose brastraps dipping off my shoulders. But | didn't care. Susie
looked at me sharply.

"Areyou okay?? She sounded concerned.

"I dunno. Probably not.? 1 unhooked the bra and dropped it, feding lightheaded and excited and daring.
? I'll probably be bawling my eyes out in another ten minutes. But let's enjoy it while we can, okay?
Peass?"

She hesitated, then shrugged and began undressing. ? All right. But if it getstoo wild, we stop, okay?'

"Oh, don't be apoop! Theroller coaster's starting and it's my ticket,? | said with giddy ddlight. | pulled
off my pants and threw them at her. ? Here! These areyours!”



Shelaughed and relaxed. Before long, we werein the showers, using them thistime instead of fighting in
them. | fdt the warm water pulsing over my body, enjoying the moment. My giddiness wasfading, but |
felt acomfortable, content feding replacing it.

We finished rinsing and toweled off. I'd been tempted to snesk alook at Susie as we showered, but
refrained. Not because | was uncomfortable, but because shewas. | did look at her though as she
toweled off, her back to me. Her legs were indeed lithe and lean, amatch for the rest of her petite figure.
And her silky, ebony skin was just as smooth and perfect on her body asit was on her face. Though she
wasin her twenties, she had about her an ageless quality that would keep her youthful even when she had
great-grandchildren.

"Shoe's on the other foot, huh, Susie?? | looked at my bare feet. ? Poor analogy, we don't have any
shoeson.? Sheturned her head.

"How do you mean?"

"Y ou warned methat | was more female than | redlized; that I'd compare my physiqueto yours
eventudly. But when | try to, you're the one with her back turned and atowe around her middle,? |

giggled.

She blushed and grinned sheepishly. ? You'reright! | am nervous. Thisiscrazy! I've donethisadozen
times, with adozen Cues."

"But not quitelikethis

"Not quitelikethis,? she agreed. She dropped the towel and walked to me and her clothing. ? But not
al that different, ether. I'm sorry.? Sheredlaxed even further, and for at least alittle while, we redly were
just two friends.

We dressed. More accurately, Susie dressed hersdlf, then me. My last project at NATech had me
solving the near impossible feat of creating viable underwater cities, with humans cgpable of breathing air
and water, yet | could not figure out how to put astupid braon. | had put mysdlf into a second contorted
position when Susie noticed. She was aready dressed.

"l can't believe you! Y ou glance at solar smulation panelsthat you've never seen beforein your life and
nall their theory, workings, and energy source, dl in one breath. But then you get caught up in your own
bral ? Nothing like hearing an echo of my myopic brilliance. ? Here. No, no. It closesin the front. After
you put it on! Just put it on like ajacket.? Shefiddled with the adjustments and when she at last let go, |
was amazed at the difference. It waslike asecond skin.

"Wow! It'slike I'm not wearing one! Now this| can get used to!"

Wefinished up. | ill had on pants and a shirt-blouse, | mean-but they fit very comfortably. | looked at
mysdf in front of the full-length mirror beside the counter. My figure showed a good bit more in this much
lessbaggy uniform. | liked that. For now. | turned to Susie, who was finishing combing her hair with a
brush Kerry had thoughtfully included. | turned from the mirror, taking in one last look of my profile.

"Let'sfinish that tour. | promisel'll behave.

She stepped over and began running the brush through my thick hair. | didn't redly have ahair style. Just
pretty much asit lay, with shorter bangsin front.

"No more tantrums?"



"No more tantrums.”

"Good. Next timel may just belt you one.? My eyeswidened with surprise and just atwinge, the
smallest twinge, of fear. Suse saw it reflected in the mirror. Shetwirled mearound. ? Hey, I'm just
kidding!"

| stared down at thefloor. ? I-1 know. I'm sorry.? | couldn't believe | even thought that she was serious.
But...

"Don't be! I'm the one who's sorry. Poor joke and poor timing. Now let's see that smile.? | lifted my
face and smiled. Tentative, but honest.

"l supposethat'sthe best | deserve. I'll behave mysdlf, too.”
"Promise?’

"Promise. Well, | think we've seen enough of the ladiesroom for awhile. Let's check out therest.? We
left our wet things where they were. | had a hunch they would be clean and dry and sitting on our beds
before we even got back to our room.

We exited the bathroom, leaving it unlocked thistime. | half expected to see adozen women in the hal,
dancing the Kansas City two-step. We'd had that bathroom to ourselves for more than an hour. But no,
the hallway was deserted. | knew why now. From Susie's comments, alot of Cues cameinto their own
inthat room. Certainly not afunction I would normally have associated with ashower.

We continued down the hdl to our right. It, inturn, curved to our |eft about thirty meters further. On our
immediate left was alarge, tranducent opening.

"The men's barracks. Completely off limitsto dl femae personnel.? That pretty much precluded
exploration in there. We passed the men's showers on the right. 1'd already been as closeto them as|
wanted. Further on the left, just asthe hall curved, was another large opening into the men's barracks. By
now, the hallway had magicaly cometo life, with people again moving up and down. Some waved & us,
afew greeted us, and most just walked by, leaving us our privacy. Everyone smiled.

The hdl finished a gentle ninety degree turn and headed, Susie told me, south. There were four doorson
theleft and five on the right. These were quarters for married couples, the mae noncoms, and Lt.
Sanchez, whose room was the last one before the hall went up aramp and opened into the hanger. Susie
walked by them without bothering to knock. Just aswell. | didn't really want to deal with too much at
onetime. We walked up the ramp and into the hanger.

My perceptions of space were right on. It looked the same size aslast night, about eighty meterswide
and fifty deep from the mouth. | saw now that there was also alarge square area extending to our right. It
had the same-what did Susie call them?-solar smulation panels, asthe mess. Severa tables dotted the
area. But thiswas clearly the exercise and recreation facility. There were severa people working out on
exercise machines, gym bars and wrestling mats. | thought of my wrestling workouts with Chris-to me,
the last one was only three days ago-and wondered what held say now. | thought of some of the moves
he had used on mein the past and blushed. It was probably just aswell he was dust. From what Janet
had never implied but nonethel ess communicated, 1'd need to kill him anyway after one or two sessions. |
pointed at the equipment.

"I'm alittle surprised you have those. | had gathered you kept pretty busy.”

"Oh, we get busy, dl right. But it comesin burgts. We might go for weekswith little or no activity, then



boom! were suddenly pulling double shifts and using coffee in place of deegp. And for dogslike me, in
research, we hardly ever get good work outs unlesswe're relocating.”

"Relocating? Doctor Barrett had mentioned your group isillegd. That'swhy | wanted to escape last
night. I imagine sudden relocation comes with the job description. How often do you move?

Susie shrugged. ? All depends. Weve been in one place aslong asthree years. Then we moved four
timesin sx months. Weve been here for eight months now."

"But maybe not much longer?? | ventured.

"Weve been at yellow for about two weeks. Y elow means standby for seventy-two hour relocation. If it
goesto red, wemove.? Shelooked a me. ? How did you know?"

"It wasn't too hard. Doctor Barrett said severa things that made methink that. And | observed your men
loading last night-but for adifferent reason-before | got caught.”

"That wasfor araid. You sure gave us ascare, though! They woke me up and told me about three
sentences as| ran over hereto beyour pilot. It was only a coincidence that the smallest woman in the
Third was also your counsdlor. It wasn't the way 1'd planned on meseting you. Still, | wasalittle proud at
how you got so far.”

"Wdll, I'm glad | did get caught. Now. But would you have taken me where | wanted to go?"

"Uh-huh. Asyou've guessed, we exist primarily to return to ripestheir own personas. If we could give
them their bodies as well, we would. But we can't, and even have to sted the ones we do give them.
When they wake up, they have an incredible amount of adjusting to go through, as you know firsthand. A
few just shut down. Others go nuts. Many, however, make it, and are integrated into society after two to
four months. But while they're here, they get pretty much what they want. To apoint. That would have
included taking you out in the hov."

We had wandered through most of the hanger, which had modest activity. Mainly vehiclerepair. Severa
were armed and damaged. A thought occurred to me.

"Wait. Two to four months? Doctor Barrett mentioned my being the only one here. Y et you said you had
done nearly fifty in three years. By those numbers, there should be four or five herenow.? | waited

expectantly.

"Sorry, kid. Don't get your hopes up. We never have that many here at any time. Remember, thereisa
highfallurerate,? shesghed heavily. ? It's about onein three. Terrible odds, and an awful risk. That's
why we pick the ripes with the best chance to survive but who are in the worst conditions. Y ou filled the
bill in the second, easily, but your chances of surviva were unknown. | wish | could tel you how
frustrating it was when we couldn't find out anything about you. Our society on Earth hasevolved to a
point that thereisasingle, world authority. Information access has reached a point that even the
Resistance regiments can freely gather what we want. And data webbing techniques date back to the
middle of the twenty-first Century, over 600 hundred years ago, so the datais comprehensive.”

| nodded absently, my thoughts elsawhere. ? Y eah. That was Chris project. | knew heldd pull it off. But |
had no ideaiit would work thiswell."

Why | said that, I'll never know. | suppose it was my hormones wreaking havoc on my judgment.
Impetuous youth. Maybe ajuvenile need to show off. If | waslooking to get the spotlight, | was
successful.



Susie's jaw dropped and she stared at me. Gawked, more like. ? What did you say? Y ou knew Chris
Y oung? Who are you?'

"I'm nobody you'd know, Susie. I'm surprised you even know Chris. Againg al regulations ... wdll, I've
said enough. Areyou going to be at the interview later?? She nodded. ? Good! I'll need you to hide
behind. I'll talk more then. And we can have alittle one on onetonight, in our quarters.? And | had
decided | would talk. NATech couldn't still exist after 600 years, could they? And if they did, could | till
be responsible for my oath of secrecy?| couldn't see how. Still, there was away to find out, since they
were using Chrisswebbing scheme, but | would need accessto atermina. Private access. | put the
thought asde for the moment.

"S0. Getting back to the story. Y ou didn't have any info on me..."

Shelooked at me a second, then continued. ? Uhhh ... no information. That'sright. We didn't have any
information on your origina persona, not even your name. We did have spotty facts on some of your past
ripes. And, of course, we knew agreat deal about your last ripe.”

"Isthere any chance | could find out what, or who, | was?? I'm not sure| wanted to know, but | did
want to have the option. | think.

Susie shook her head decisively. ? Not from us, you won't. We view al ripings as abominations, no
matter what the circumstances. Once we've rescued the original persona, our research dataand trolling
routines are wiped, and the researcher gives avow to never disclose any details.”

"And since you were my researcher, that's al been wiped?? She nodded. | looked down and scuffed
my feet againg the rock floor. ? Well, don't worry. | wasjust curious. But I'mglad | can't find out.? And
| meant it. | did fed relieved. ? Getting my head on sraight is hard enough without gumming up the works
with usdessinformation.”

She smiled gpprovingly. ? That'sthe spirit! | should tell you, though, the time will come when youll fed
an overwhelming need to find out about your past. | know because we've encountered it with nearly
every Cue we maintain contact with. Most Cues never reach the leve of training needed to do that kind
of digging. And access at those levelsis grueling. No offense intended; amaost no-one reachesthat level.
So the feeling to know past ripesfadesin time. Usudly for good.

"But I'm getting an ideathat you're the exception. | guess I'm not surprised. Y ou've been the exception al
aong. You probably could find out. So let me give you afriendly warning: Don't. I'm not betraying any
secretswhen | say this, and | say it with the hope of killing curiosity, not arousing it. Y our past ripes,
what we could find of them, were dirty, horrible, and, quite frankly, scary.? She held hersdf and, despite
the warmth pouring through the huge cavern opening we were now standing in front of, she shivered. ?
Normdly, the worst are the hardest to find, so I'm more terrified of what we didn't find than of what we
did.? Shelooked off. Maybe it was a cold sunlight out there, because | shivered, too.

There didn't seem to be awhole lot to say to that, so | kept quiet. We stood there together for awhile,
thinking our own thoughts. The cave entrance had atype of holographic force field across the entire
entrance. | don't know how it appeared from the outside-probably native rock with plant lifeif the
imaging system was sophisticated enough-but from the insde it seemed asif | were looking through
murky water with ascum of oil on the surface. | couldn't make out details at dl, but if | viewed the
outside as an entire scene, | was given the impression of aforested mountain. Y et as soon as | looked at
one specific area, theimage seemed to swirl away, leaving aconfusing mix of colorsand light. It was
Somehow mesmerizing.

"Logt inthought, ladies?? A warm male voice spoke behind us, so soothing and pleasant that even the



unexpected interruption didn't sartle us. Weturned, and | saw Lt. Sanchez-the officer who had so
capably kept me from hurting myself or others the previous night-approaching us.

"Lieutenant! Sirl? Susie came to attention and sa uted.

Lt. Sanchez returned the sdlute. ? Oh, knock it off, Susan. Y ou're on specid duty. Don't give our guest
the wrong idea. She might think you peopleredly follow my orders.? Heturned hisgazeto me. | felt
amogt like hiding behind Susie. | even took a step back and toward her. He was enormous. Hislegs
looked like the size of trees, and his arms made aforest. His mahogany complexion waswarm and
friendly. But his eyes exuded confidence and authority, and perhaps alittle sadness. He amiled, and his
white teeth showed from undernegath his handsomely groomed mustache.

"Please. Don't be shy on my account, young lady. Y ou didn't act too shy last night.”
"Last night | wasready to kill you."

"Yes. Wdll, not dl our plansturn out. It'sdl for the better, | believe. Unplanned events are the spice of
life. Oh, step up, girl! | think anyone who's capable of getting asfar asyou did last night can sanduptoa
little bit of guilt. Front and center!”

Hisvoice was very compelling, but without maice. Y ears of military training woke up, and | stepped up
beside Susie, coming to attention. He nodded, asif having discovered something of interest.

"At ease, miss. You've served, haven't you?'
"Yes, dr. Recon, Company A, 138th Regiment, Second Armored.”
"Rank?'

"Corpord, dr!? | responded. Not wanting to make it awkward for him, | decided to hedge my rank.
My high voice made my replies sound comical.

"Duties?? | remained sllent. He spoke again, alittle firmer. ? Duties?"

Agan, | remained slent, the flashback dowly fading, and common sense reasserting itsdf. Still, it had felt
nice, likefor amoment | had belonged. | relaxed.

"They werevaried and ... classified, Lieutenant.”

"l see. And you will not give me details, Corporal? Not even after Six centuries?”’
"No, sir. Not yet. I'm not sure of the Situation, Sir. Perhaps after awhile.”

"Andif | ordered you?? heasked quietly.

It wasmy turnto smile. ? Order? Well, I'll obey your ordersin the here and now, Lieutenant. But firgt,
those duties were classified, so | could respond only on aneed to know basis. Second, they wereina
different military. And, I'm sorry, S, but third, corpora was not the military rank | mustered out with. |
held acommission. The actud rank | hedwas ... well,? my smile spread wider with the ddlicious
thought, ? would you take orders from me?"

Helaughed. ? No, | wouldn't. Y ou're doing well, young lady! Take alook at Susan.? Shewasagan
looking at me like she'd been stunned. ? Our Cue counsdlors like to think they've got you people dl
figured out. Sometimes | think that when looking into your memories and finding everything they can
about you, they forget that you've lived those memories. It hel psto shake them up now and then.”



"Yes, gr. Ummm, I'm sorry for thetrouble | caused last night.? And for alittle while ago, but last night
was sefious.

Hewaved it off. ? Don't gpologize. | wasn't looking for an gpology. | waslooking for you. ? He tapped
me on the chest. ? Y ou showed ingenuity and gutslast night.? Yeah, it wasred clever of me, fainting to
throw everyone off their guard. ? I've dwaystold my dogsto stay aert, and they think they are. Yet a
teenager rouses hersdlf from Heder's Seep, roamsfredly in the halls, arms hersdf with agun from
Dusty's room, and comes within apassword of stealing ahov and pilot. Y ou're getting abit of aname for
yoursdlf.? | wonder what kind of name I'd have when my tantrum in the bathroom became common
knowledge. Of course, since al Cueswent through the same right of passage, perhapsit wouldn't be too
bad.

"Raul, let'snot go over...? Susan started, but was cut short.

"Susan. Please. I've handled many male Cues, just as you've done many female ones. We share this one.
? Helooked a me, ? You likeit sraight, don't you?'

"Yes? | sadfrankly. Susan gave me an irritated look.

He nodded. ? | thought so. | don't know what your specific duties were, but | do know something of
recon units, even from that era. They didn't pick you because you had a pretty face.? Heamiled. ?
Though you've got onenow.? | blushed. Susan face was aso red, but she wasn't blushing.

"Raul! Please! Weve dready talked about this. It was agreed...”

"Corpora!? he barked, dl friendliness disappearing like a vapor. Susan snapped to, asrigidasLot 's
wife,

"Srl? Sheremaned immobile.
"I have chosen command prerogetive.”
"YS’ s'r!ll

"Veywdl.? He stepped up close, ingpecting her eyes, which were riveted straight ahead. ? See that
you remember.? He stepped back and looked at me. | felt my body tightening into attention of its own
volition-he had that effect. He amiled again a me, bowing dightly and dlegantly. ? | look forward to
dinner with you tomorrow evening. | very much want to cal you by your new name.? Histone became
neutral as he switched back to Susie. He said, ? Dismissed,? and walked away toward one of the larger
disabled vehicles, rolling up hisdeeves.

Susan yanked me by the arm in the other direction, nearly pulling me off my feet. She sormed off in the
direction of the wide ramp leading up toward the medical corridor. | was like ahdplessleaf, caught up in
the backwash of her fury. | staggered adong for afew steps, but protested when we got to the edge of the
ramp.

"Hey, Suse! Sow down! And calm down!"

She seemed aware of mefor the first time. She stopped and released my arm, staring back at Sanchez.
He had disappeared beneath the frame. Hickering shafts of bright light came out from under the chassis
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ashewelded. | wasimpressed. Susie was not. She looked asif she wanted to use her eyesto weld him
to the chasssunderbely. If agirl had given me that look in my day, I'd have become a monk. On the

Spot.
"Oh! That mancanbeso ... 0 ... uhhhhh!"

"What?? | asked intdlligently.

"Didn't you see? Hewas dl ready to treat you like adog, just because you'd been one centuries ago.
Likeit makes adifference now!"

"Oh, I don't know. | kindaliked it."
"You wha t? But he didn't even pay any attention to your fedlings, that insensitive ape!”

"I know. And it was nice. Cmon Susie. I'll admit I'm female now. Heck, I'll even admit I'm learning to
enjoy it. A lot. But for thirty-one years, 'me' has been from his side of the gender. | don't care how much
things have changed; that doesn't get wiped out in two days. It doesn't matter how pumped full of
estrogen | am. If it did, what would be the point in restoring me? So | liked hisdirect attitude. And | like
your emotional and relationd approach.? | took her hand and looked at her. ? Hey, thisis supposed to
befor me, isn'tit?? Shenodded. ? Then let Raul do hisbit. Bdieveme, | think itll help without messing
up my signas. Please?"'

She nodded again and looked toward Sanchez. ? I'm sorry. But sometimes he gets me so angry and..."

"Excted?? | had a sudden insight and shook my head. It was so crystdl clear. ? Wow.? Susielooked at
me, adistrustful look in her eye.

"Areyoudl right?"

"Yes, I'mfine. | think | just had my firgt flash of woman'sintuition.? | looked at her. ? You ... you like
him, don't you?"

" Him ? Of coursenot! ? shelied.

"No, you do! | don't know how, but I'm certain of it! Y ou've fedingsfor Raul Sanchez! ? | sad
triumphantly. And loudly. And without thinking. Fortunately, Susan was thinking and crammed her hand
into my mouth as| blurted it out. Severa peoplein the genera vicinity glanced our way, but if they had
any opinions asto the wisdom of choking someonethey'd risked their livesfor, they kept them to
themsalves.

"Areyou crazy? Somebody will hear you! Trueor not, I'd never liveit down!”

"Shaaawwee,? | choked out through her fingers. She pulled them free. ? | suppose I'd better keep those
woman intuition thingsto mysdf, huh?"

She amiled at me sweetly. ? That wasn't woman'sintuition, girl. That was pure delusion. Let'sgo see
Doctor Barrett. Maybe he can give you something to soothe your imagination.? She started leading me
up theramp. ? Like shock trestment.”



Chapter Five

"Good morning, ladies ? Dr. Barrett was Sitting behind his desk, fingers playing over the cracked
keyboard. Helooked up at our entrance, risng. ? Just afriendly visit, or did you come by for the

physicd?"

"I was giving her the tour, Doctor, and thought we'd stop by for the physical now, beforelunch.? Suse
sghed like sheld had a heavy weight dide off her shoulders. ? She'sahandful.? | shot her adirty look. |
wasn't that bad. Dr. Barrett laughed.

"She'sdl that. But is she akeeper?? For amoment, | felt aflash of fear. Am | akeeper? What did he
mean? Was there some sort of guideline or example | needed to live up to? What if | didn't meet those
expectations? Would they-I saw them smiling at me and redlized they were joking. My ears warmed.

"Yes, I'm akeeper, Doctor. | guess| should give you the thanks,? | smiled as| delivered the comment.
? Or the blame."

"Touché. I'll take both, and say 'Y ou're welcome' to the first. Well, down to business.? Hisvoicetook
on avery professona timbre. He spoke, to no-onein particular, ? Private examination and consultation,
? and | heard a deep tone from the door. | looked back and noticed it was solid. | was going to haveto
find out how that worked. Not only would the technica workings be fascinating, it would be useful
knowing how to circumvent it if necessary.

Dr. Barrett took me gently by the arm and led me to an examination table which did out of awall at just
the right height. Without waiting to betold, | carefully sat on the edge. | looked a Susan alittle nervoudly.
She understood perfectly.

"Don't worry, kid. I'll stick around and keep an eye on the old lecher.”

The barb just bounced off the doctor. ? Lecher, huh, Suse? Just wait until your next exam. I'll dig around
and seeif | canfind an old style needle for your shots. Preferably a hooked, dirty one.? Heturned a me
and started by taking my pulse. Asthe nurse had done-wasit only last night?-he held my wrist.

"I'd have thought medicine had come further than this, Doctor."

"It has, young lady, it has. But I'm an old dog,? he couldn't have been over forty-five, ? and prefer the
human touch. My patients do, too. Take off your top, please. Y ou can leave your braon, though. While |
perform the examination, isthere anything you'd like to know?? he asked casudly as| pulled off my
blouse.

| did have several questions, nonmedical, which | put to him and he answered. | had been very wrong
about his bedside manner. He had me completely at ease. Asaphysicd, it was very cursory, which |
asked about.

"Thetruthis, I know more about your physica well-being than you do. When we make araid on the
phys omanufacturing complex, we've aready sdlected in advance the subjects we want. Then, after weve
returned to base, | run an extensive, three day physical to check for anything out of the ordinary.”

"Wait,? | interrupted, ? Susie said she didn't know how old this body was. | thought you pretty much
did alightning raid and snatched what you could.”



"Absolutdy not! ? he exclaimed. | seemed to have hit one of Dr. Barrett's pet peeves. ? First, were not
some beta version operation that flies about performing haphazard raids. Each oneis meticuloudy
planned. We value the lives of our own people nearly as much aswe value you, young ladly.

"Second, we can determine the date your body was conceived by just accessing the proper records. We
don't retain that information because it's unneeded. Y our real birthday isthe day you are reintegrated.

Only your agein yearsis passed dong.

"Fndly, this? heput afirm hand on my small shoulder, ? isnot ‘this body. It isyour body. There has
been no other soul or mind in it before you, nor does anyone have claim over it. Once | completed the
cognitive recongtruction and moved your soul into its new home, this physical shell becameyou. Thereis
along period of adjustment-even longer for you | don't doubt-but thisis you. Understand?!

Taken aback by hisinsstence, | could only nod dightly. Despite the force of hiswords-or maybe
because of them-I was reassured and settled down. He squeezed my shoulder and gave asmal grin, then
continued with the examination.

"Picking up whereweleft off. Thisphysical is needlessfrom amedical point of view, athough wewill
count this as your checkup date and set aroutine for regular examinations, aswith al personnd. Since
you'rein the midst of puberty, I'll schedule some additiona consultations. Today's checkup ismore for
you than for your body.

"How do you mean?? | asked.

Hetold me what he meant. Being femae now meant a different approach to taking care of mysdlf. We
talked at length, Susie heping with her own examples and ingghts. It was embarrassing, but necessary.
And his manner with patients was very comforting. He made mefed like a person talking about my
body, not alike girl talking about my body.

After wefinished both the talk and the examination, | did off the table and began dressing. That made the
third time | dressed today, and it was only about noon. | felt like a striptease artist. Dr. Barrett went back
to his desk and began banging away on his keyboard. | pulled on my blouse, a deeveless white top made
out of akind of formfitting cotton, and looked at hisfingersflying over the smooth surface.

"That'sthe only keyboard I've seen here, Doc,? | ventured.

"Yes. One of my idiosyncrasies. Nearly every termina has akeyboard interface, but everyone else uses
standard puterverse access. Not me. It makesthe datafed alittle more personal and real donethisway.
| also have an aversion to being | eft defensdess.? While | wondered at that cryptic remark, he continued
banging away. ? While I'm finishing this, perhgpsyou could explain your stunt in the messthismorning.”

| tucked in my top and said quietly, ? What do you want meto explain?”

He shrugged. ? Thismorning wasthefirst time weve ever seen a Cue do something like that so soon out
of Heder's Seep. You gave every impression of being used to yourself and your new condition.? He
looked up from his bushy, graying eyebrows. ? At leadt, to everyone else you did. To me, you looked
like someoneforcing him sdlf too hard.? He emphasized the ? him".

It was my turnto shrug. ? You'reright, Doc. That'sthe way it was, pretty much. | wasfeding very weird,
and having a hard time adjusting. When that happens, I've dways been oneto act. After weleft, | dmost
threw up in our quarters.”

"| shouldn't wonder. Y ou looked like you were going to right there on the table. But | must say, you won



over the troops faster than anyone ever has before. Just try to keep your perspective from now on.
Y ou're ot an adult any more, nor mae, and pushing yourself like that will get you sick.”

"I know. Susedrove that point home alittle while ago. | fed much more comfortable now, though |
wanted to kill her at thetime.? | reached over and took Susi€'s hand, smiling. She smiled back and
sgueezed it. Dr. Barrett watched us and nodded approvingly. He went back to his keyboard.

"I can imagine the whole scene. That's the worst moment for a Cue counsdlor. Driving redlity home, then
patching up the wreckage. I've doneit more timesthan | can count, and as bad asit with boys, it'stwice
that for girls. I've never liked it, but it is by far the best way. For dl intents, the only way. Bruta revelation
seemsto be the best tool to jolt a person from the there and then to the here and now. Normadlly, the
sooner the better. Well, I'm glad you've been through it dready. It helps the healing, both physica and
mentd.”

"So, isshe going to live, Doctor?? Susan asked with mock seriousness. Again, | felt aquick flash of
dismay and had to shakeit off. | must be thin-skinned or have easily damaged confidence to even begin
toworry. I'd haveto try to keep my anxiety under control. | had afeding it could turn into panic very
edly.

Dr. Barrett finished his entry with aflourish, then leaned back in his chair. He addressed me to answer
Susiesquestion.

"You'rein fine shape! Y ou are wdl within the norms of a young woman entering the middle stages of
puberty. Perhaps abit underweight. And your muscles need toning. But that will dl take care of itself with
time and Corpora Lendler's guidance. She's a borderline obsessve when it comes to fitness. Probably
frustration from being locked up in that cave they call aresearch facility.”

"Doctor Barrett! ? Susie protested.

Heignored her. ? If you survive her atentionsin the gym, you should survive anything. And if you have
any questions concerning your body's changes, please, see me at your convenience. Y our hedlth and
comfort take precedence over al my other duties except emergencies. Y ou're dso welcometo just come
by and talk.? Heleaned forward and entered afew moreitems. ? In the meantime, I'm declaring you fit
for duty. And since I'm aso duty officer, I'll place you right away.”

Helooked over a holographic screen that projected itself above the keyboard, but | couldn't make out
any detalls. It was either alimitation of the projection system or, more likely, an extension of his privacy
screening. | hoped he was looking for duty in the research wing, with Susan. Not for her company,
though it would be abonus, but so | could get my hands on atermina and begin catching up. He
apparently found what he was looking for.

"Ah, good! | seethere'san opening in the laundry detail. Y es, that will do perfectly. Report to Private
William Jackson in the Laundry, a 0400, the day after tomorrow."

"Laundry? And four o'clock! ? | didn't hide my disappointment and groaned, more out of old habit of
pulling bad detail than for any other reason. | wouldn't have minded afew nights deep. A few nights real
deep, for achange.

"Yep. Four AM. And laundry. What did you expect? Vehiclerepair? Y ou havent the strength or
samina. Nor the training. Or maybe one of the cushy jobsin research? Admittedly, it doesn't take much
srengthto deep all day...? he paused, probably to listen to the steam come out of Susie€sears. ? Butin
the rare times when they actualy take a stab at doing work, again, you don't have the training. Besides,
the accessing would wear you down too quickly.? Another odd comment. ? Soit'sthe laundry. Must



have those uniforms clean and ready to go. Shouldn't be too hard, though. The techniquesfor cleaning
have improved over the centuries, but we gtill use ordinary water to conserve energy. Thereis some
heavy lifting, but you could stand alittle work. And Jackson will probably keep your shifts short for the
first day or two.? He stood up. ? So! | officidly welcome you, whatever-your-name-is-going-to-be. I'm
looking forward to your naming tomorrow. I'll seeyou at the Lieutenant'stable. For the next few months
at least, welcometo the Third! ? | half expected-and half wanted-him to call me adog, but he didntt.

We left his office and headed toward the mess. This completed our circle tour except for the research
center. | reflected on the doctor's comments about using acomputer. What did he call it? The
puterverse? It seemed atrifle odd.

There were anumber of thingsthat were striking me as odd. One could point out that being brought
forward 600 years, changing sex, getting younger, dl after having been an unknown number of whatevers
weredl odd. And onewould be right; they were very odd. But some other things were beginning to nag
at me, not the least of which was how relatively easily | was grasping the technology of the era.

Lt. Sanchez had been correct: my past employers hadn't hired me for my looks. NATech's standards
were nothing of the kind; they looked only for exceptions. Even the rookies at NATech could hold
intelligent debate with Albert Einstein or Carl Woldheim, two of our early and more well known people.
And | had worked there for over eight years. So | had a significant edge in experience and ability when
extrapolating known facts and adapting with the unknown needed to be done. Even ill, | should have
been completely out of touch with asociety six centuries removed from my own. And not just from a
technical standpoint. | was amazed at how little language had changed. There were other fedlings, too.
Definitely not ideas, and certainly not suspicions. But faint, vague stirrings, and asmall yet growing
conviction that things were not as they should have been.

"S0, how about some lunch?? Susie broke my thought. We had reached the end of the corridor and
were ganding at the top of the ramp leading down to the mess. My first thought was that 1'd been so full
from breskfast that | wouldn't need to eet for three days. Right on the hedls of that thought wasthe
growling of my stomach, telling me | was hungry. | nodded vigoroudy, and we waked down the ramp,
hand in hand.

The messwas comfortably full, much less so than thismorning, telling me that the unit did indeed et in
shifts. Thelinewas short, only six people, but they let usgo first again. | set my tray down on the
counter.

"Uh, Suse? Maybe you better help me out thistime.? She laughed.

"You learn quickly! Sure. But you egt everything | giveyou, okay?? It sounded like a setup, but figuring
she couldn't do worse to methan | would, | nodded. We went down the line, but instead of filling the
tray, she gave me dmost nothing. She must have thought | was till full from breskfast. We picked up our
milk and coffee, smiled at Hill, the cook, and seated oursalves. Like this morning, we were left our own
table.

Lunch went much better than breskfast. Susie had picked out enough for me. | finished up lunch just as|
was getting full. We sat and chatted over acup of coffee. | took asip of the hot, black fluid. It tasted like
battery acid. | dmost choked onit. | shook my head and tried another swig. Thistime did choke onit.
Susie grabbed my wrist gently and helped me lower the cup while | coughed and grimaced.

"Sow down! Y our taste buds are new, too. That poison's bad enough with milk and suger, let done
draight likethat. Here.? She poured copious amounts of both into my swill, until it was brimming.

"Aaal You'vepollutedit! I've been drinking it black sincel wasin college! ? | whined.



"Oh, yeah? When wasthat?? she countered.

"You mean | haveto retrain my taste buds, too?? | looked with sadnessinto the depths of my ruined
nectar.

"Uh-huh. Maybe not even then. People have different tastes, you know."

| moved my cup away from me and thumped my head on the table. ? Oh. Getting turned into a shrimp,
having to wear dl this... stuff, and pulling laundry duty dl in one day is bad enough. But NOW! No more
coffee! ? | tried another Sip, but it was just too Sickening. | pushed it away, saying farewell to afond
friend. | looked at Susie.

"l suppose I'm going to hate beer, t00?? | lamented.
"Beer? Probably. But it doesn't matter. Y ou not old enough to drink acohal.”

Since my head was aready on the table, it seemed like agood ideato bang it a couple moretimes, so |
did. I hadn't thought of that. Of course | couldn't drink. Or vote, if they till voted. | had no ideawhat it
was, but | was undoubtedly well under lega age, too. When | got out on my own in afew months...

A chilling thought touched me. | wanted to think about it for awhile and work it out, but on the surface, it
was frightening. It seemed highly improbable that they were going to turn achild, whichiswhat | now
was, into aforeign and potentialy hostile society. Y et they had told me they released Cues
after-what?-two to four months. | filed that information under the growing folder marked ? ODD", and
put apriority onit.

Susan got up and went to the beverage table, returning with a steaming mug which she set down beside
me.

"Here,? she said as she seated hersdlf. ? Hot chocolate. More to your taste, | rather think. Maybe later
you can try some herbal tea.? | Sipped it and it was much tastier. Sweeter, but nicely so. Not coffee, but
hot. It had acalming effect.

We lingered awhile longer. Susie seemed hesitant to leave. | wondered why, but decided to usethetime
to get some information.

"What's after lunch, Sus€e? The debriefing?!

| guessed the source of her discomfort on thefirst try. She nodded, alittle nervously. ? Uh-huh. In about
an hour. I've been wanting to bring it up, but kept putting it off. | can't any longer. Thisinterview, we call
it the Initid Higtorica and Acclimation Debriefing, or IHAD, can bealittle gruding, even hogtile. We-"

"Why on earth would it be hogtile? It'snot like I'm on trid or anything.”

"Well, yesand no.? Shelooked around, then stood up. ? Come on, let'shead to our room. I'll fill you in
there. Y ou can bring your hot chocolate.”

We cleaned up our places and walked the short distance to our quarters. Once inside, Susie instructed
the door we were not to be disturbed. We only had one chair, so | sat on my bed, Susieinthe chair. |
Spped the hot chocolate, but it was nowhere near as burning asthe curiogity | felt. Curiosity and worry.

"Okay, let's hear it. | am ontrid? How could | be?’

"Of courseyoure not ontrid! Unlessyoureaplant.? My eyeswidened some as she continued. ? The



powersthat be have been after usfor over ahundred and fifty years now, but have never fully disabled
us. Because of our recruitment methods and security checks on even possible recruits, they've been
unable to penetrate us too deeply with spies. Until recently, when they found another way to get at us.

"About five years ago, one of our regiments, the Fourth, rescued aripe. They did the norma checking
and IHAD, but it was pretty routine. Remember, we find out everything we can about you before we
even begin plansto rescue you. So the IHAD went off without difficulty, and he was integrated into the
Fourth for orientation and acclimation before being assigned to afamily onthe outsde.? That answvered
somewhat my concern about what awaited me once | left here. A moment's thought would have given me
that answer. | was just too quick coming to conclusions, afault of mine | had outgrown but now, being
un-grown again, had reacquired. | would need to watch myself about that. Susan continued.

"Then, about three monthsinto the Cue's acclimation, the Fourth was hit by Xeno shock troops and was
nearly obliterated. The few not killed were captured and alpha suppressed. No one escaped. At first. But
on the way to the camps, our unit and the Eighty-seventh hit the column and got back our people. What
they told usforced usto change the way we did the IHAD, and iswhy you're going to have an
unpleasant experience this afternoon.”

| didn't like theway she said that. Sitting there, she worked her hands, dmost wringing them. She
obvioudy didn't like what was coming, but shewould do it. | think | knew what it was. | decided to
relieve her of the burden of teling me.

"l think | can guesswhy,? | said quietly. ? The government, or more probably thosein charge of the
physiomanufacturing complex, suckered you. Since you can recongtruct aripe's past, they probably can,
too. So they find alikely candidate, re-ripe him with his own memories, then ripe him again back to what
he had just been. But those memories aren't entirely origind, are they? They were modified to include
false memories, or embedded ingtructions, or some such, so that when the origina was restored, the ripe
would be the perfect insde agent. Probably without hisknowing it."

"How did you know that?? Susan said softly.

| shook my head. ? | didn't, Susie. | suppose | should be up front about this. Before | tell anything more,
though, answer just one question.? | felt my heart thudding heavily in my chest, dready knowing the
answer, ? ThisIHAD. It'sgoing to be held againgt my will, isn't it?"

Shelooked at me carefully, then cast her gaze downward and nodded.

"I-1-I'm sorry, but yes. It hasto be. Evenif you want to cooperate fully, it hasto be. Y ou'reright. Of the
forty-eight cases the Res stance has uncovered so far, not asingle Cue was aware of their programming
or behavior modifications. It getsworse. The actua personais destroyed during the process, so we can't
even determine that there was a copy made. It's only through the IHAD that we can get deep enough
into your psycheto know that it's your origina persona.? Shewent on, anger in her voice, ? | hateit!
We do everything we can to bring you back, then subject you to this. Y ou're not even given timeto get
used to us, or yourself, or anything. We wake you up, then ... then ... attack you! ? She choked off a
sob.

| put down the mug and held her hands. ? Susie, please don't cry.? | fdt tearswelling up unbidden, but
forced them back. ? | don't blame you. How could 1?1f it weren't for you and the Third, I'd ill be
whatever | was before. Or worse. It's because of you that | have my life back. It's new, and different,
and scary, but it's mine . Aninvasve interrogation that insures your safety isasmall priceto pay for
everything youve donefor me.? She wiped atear and smiled.

"I'm not exactly building up your confidence, am |, kid? | was supposed to be the one giving you support,



not the other way around.? Shetook a breath to steady herself. ? So, tell me. How did you know?
About the infiltration methods and everything? None of the plants had any ideathey were subverted, so
it'snot that."

"No. Asyou and Doctor Barrett told me, I'm one of the oldest ripes you've uncovered. I'm willing to bet
| wasthefirst ripe, ever.? Then, going into moderate detail, | filled her in on my past life and my postion
a NATech, though | didn't mention them specificdly. The story, even abridged, was apparently pretty
good. Susieforgot al aout my upcoming IHAD and sat there, fascinated. | must admit to fegling
childishly proud of mysdlf and was tempted to really wow her, but managed to hold my tongue. At the
end, she shook her head, trying to absorb-and believe-what I'd told her.

"That'sincredible! So you're saying that much of what we use today was actudly envisioned by your
people over Sx centuries ago?"

"I wouldn't go that far. | haven't seen agreat deal of thisworld yet. And some of what I've deduced is
just that: deduction. But yes, there are e ements here that we were working on &t the time of my first
riping. If that'swhat it was,? | concluded.

"What do you mean, 'If that'swhat it was."? It was ariping.”

"Maybe that'swhat it ended up being. But I'm sure that's not how it started out. I'm certain that the goal
wasto revive me, or at least my memories, by moving them to an undamaged portion of my brain. | was
completing work on...? | hesitated, then skirted, ? an important project when | the accident occurred. |
hadn't yet transferred my conclusions, procedures and projectionsinto the main systems.”

"And that project was that important? That they'd risk untested technology to get that information. That's
ghoulish!™

"Hey, not too hard, Susie. | was probably dead or dying. There was no risk. And the technology wasn't
untested, it was nonexistent. | imagine they came up with the hypothetica solution and implemented it
within severd days, though | don't know. In any event, they were successful in kegping medive. But |
don't have any memories beyond what I've told you. It's asthough | stepped up to the elevator and woke
up in the recovery room."

She shuddered. ? How can you talk about dying and being experimented on and be so calm?? Without
seeming to, she paid very close attention to my response.

"I don't know. It somehow seems 0 ... removed. | know it happened to me back then. | think | may
have been inadvertently eectrocuted by the entry defense systems. Whatever, it's as though my head
knowsit wasme, but | know it'snot me.? | hugged mysdf. ? For better or worse, thisismenow.? |
looked at her. ? Doesthat sound right?"

Her eyes sparkled with ddight. ? That's exactly how it's supposed to fed! | knew you'd makeit. | didn't
have any proof, but | was somehow certain you'd begin to make the trangition! ? She seemed vastly
relieved. | fdt it, too.

We passed the next twenty minutes with idle talk. Susie seemed to have passed abarrier and didn't seem
as concerned about the IHAD, which in turn put me at ease. | till wasn't sure why she'd been so tense
earlier, but | had ahunch that if | turned out to be aplant, sheld be the one to deal with me. | spent no
time thinking about how they'd ded with meif | were aplant. Pretty abruptly, | suppose. These people
didn't seem like fanatics, but they risked their livesand lived like outlawsin acave, dl for the chance to
restore a person who didn't know they needed restoring. They would be willing to take extreme
measures to continue their work.



Wewerein the midst of planning our evening gym workout after dinner, when aknock came at the door.
| jumped abit; the heavy thoom! of an energy door was worlds different from awooden one. Susie got
up and let themiin.

| was expecting mad scientists with long robes and covered faces. They would betdl, skinny, and devoid
of human compassion. One would have a huge needle, dripping some sort of mind-atering drug. I'd
scream, then faint, then come to just as they jabbed the needle into my arm, making sure the barbs
grabbed on firmly. At leadt, that's how my overactive imagination envisoned it.

There were two of them. One was ayoung man, of average build, maybe twenty. He had a pleasant face
and cheerful greeting. The other was a middle-aged woman. She cameright up to me and pulled mefrom
my bed, abig smile on her face.

"Hdlo! | haven't had a chance to meet you yet! I'm Corpora Geher, but please, call me Betty. I'm going
to be your interviewer. Nervous?? | nodded. ? Good! Y ou wouldn't be normd if you werent at least a
little frightened. Let metell you right now, though, theinterview isn't scary in the dightest.”

"Uh-huh. And you've got primered estatein Floridato sal me, too, right?? | quipped dryly.
Shefrowned, trying to figure out what | meant. She got the gi<t, though.

"Nope. It'snot theinterview. It'sthewaking up.? She reached into abag she had with her and extracted
asmal device, smdler than her hand. At my curiouslook, she handed it to me, warning me against
activating it. It seemed innocent enough at first glance, which | mentioned. Bety laughed.

"l dways et the Cuelook at it, but only to get thefed. No offense, but itsfunction is probably alittle
beyond you at thispoint.? Shelaughed again.

Challenged, | looked at it carefully. There was an emission areaand severd indicator lights. Therewas
asoasmadl display, maybe two centimeters by four with measurements on both axes. In the reflection of
the pand, | noticed asine wave pattern, and its markings aong the y-axis seemed to measure decibels.
The power supply was buried insde the casing, but the disproportionate weight in the bottom told me its
location and relative strength. Though | till didn't know their energy type, the generd assumptionis
density equals capacity. | took these observations and coupled them with the obvious function of the
device-to render me helpless-added Susan's misgivings and the group's goas, and cameto alogica
conclusion. | handed the device back to Corporal Geher. I'd call her Betty after the interview.

"Thisisadevicethat will render the, ah, patient, unconscious. It uses a series of pulsed eectromagnetic
waves concentrated on the brain'sfrontal |obes, the part that affects awvareness. No doubt it also contains
adirectiona subsonic wave that suppresses the subject'swill and makes them open to suggestion. A kind
of sonic truth serum. Very clever, undoubtedly highly effective, and probably harmless. I'll bet there're
few sde effects other than a headache."

Corpora Geher wasthe perfect audience. She looked as though I'd used the thing on her. The man's
(boy's? guy's? another quirk with my new socid status: proper reference for members of the now
opposite sex) expression was like held been sandbagged. Susie shook her head dowly, admiringly. She
stepped up close and put an arm around my shoulder, leaning her mouth closeto my ear.

"Direct hit,? shewhispered. | laughed.

Corpord Geher shook off her stunned stare and looked at me shrewdly. ? Ummm. Yes Well, thisis
goingto beaninteresting interview.? She activated the device, and it gave apitched whine that quickly
climbed beyond hearing. She came close, but kept the thing at her side.



"All right. The inducer will take about aminuteto charge. I'll be placing it closeto your head. Here.? She
indicated a spot just behind my left temple. ? When | trigger it, you'll fed an overwhelming need to fall
adeep. When that happens-"

"Shouldn't | liedown?? | interrupted.

"No. You'l belying down when you awaken, and we've discovered that the transition from standing to
lying without redlization helps the adjustment that you've been through the interview, and that what you're
fedingisn't your fault. When you fed the pulse, try to relax. It won't make much difference whether you
fightit or not. In fact, most Cues become totaly unconsciousimmediately at pulse discharge. But like |
mentioned, thisis not the worst. The worst part isthe awvareness that you'll have when you wake up.”

"The awvareness that 1've been completely hel pless? I'm getting used to that.? | noticed | waswringing
my hands, giving thelieto my casua tone. | could fed mysdf tightening up. Susewas Hill holding my
shoulders and sensed it.

"Hey, easy, girl. I'll be herethe wholetime."
"Y eah, but you won't help me, will you?'

"No, shewon't,? Geher said. ? And that'sthe worst. While you're out, we will belaying your entirelife
open. Nothing will be left unexplored. Although you'll have no actua memory of the orded-and make no
mistake, it isan orded-you will have avery clear sense of intruson. Some say violation. I'm sorry. | wish
there was another way. We hope, | hope, that it hel ps to be up front about this from the beginning.”

| didn't say anything. The enormity of what they were going to do weighed on me, smothering me. But |
seded mysdlf to go through withiit.

"Very well, then. Shal we?? she asked. | nodded and chewed my lower lip. | was still wringing my
hands. Geher raised the inducer up to my |eft temple, placing her left hand on my right temple and cheek.
| felt Suse hold metight in her aamsas| waited for the
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Corporal Geher triggered the inducer, and its pitch soared up and out of hearing. The young girl, eyes
garing straight ahead, lower lip in her mouth, suddenly relaxed, becoming an even smdler cresture than
she dready was. Her eyes glazed over but remained open. Her lip dipped free from her teeth as her jaw
sagged. Her hands, so active with wringing, went till and fell to her sdes. Geher triggered the inducer a
second time, and the girl shuddered and dumped back against Susan, who was waiting for her. Holding
the dight weight, she eased the completely oblivious child to her bed.

Susan knelt beside her, lipstight with suppressed emotion. Thisgirl had been so dive, so vibrant only
moments ago. Now she lay there, little more than adumb animal, staring sightlesdy into avoid. Her
breathing was shdlow and fluttery. Shelooked even younger. Susan felt atouch on the arm and |ooked

up a Betty.

"Suse. Remember the Fourth,? Betty said quietly. It was dways ? remember the Fourth”. Inducing was
so completely against everything they stood for, yet it was needed to perpetuate what they stood for.

Susan wordlessy rose and moved to the other side of the bed, giving Betty accessto the helpless girl.



While she pulled the chair up to better talk and treet the girl, Geher's associate, PFC Ron Williams, came
up to the bed and took out atabina that contained the information Susan had gathered on the girl. It was
the fina remaining record of everything that they knew about the Cue. He scrolled through the text and
reached the point he was looking for. He nodded at Geher, who placed the inducer against the comatose
girl'stemple and triggered it athird time.

Susan heard the different pitch of the suppresser mode whine out of hearing, feeling her somach churn.
Every member of the interrogation team had to submit to afull IHAD before being qudified to work with
Cues. Susan recalled her experience with shame and discomfort. It was just as Betty had described. She
remembered absolutely nothing of the actud interview, but would never forget the fegling of nakedness,
exposure, and utter vulnerability that had consumed her whole being upon waking. She looked down at
the girl she had worked so hard to bring back dive and fervently wished it could be different for her. It
was a hopelesswish.

Geher triggered the suppresser afourth and find time. The girl shivered and dowly exhded with a
whimper. Her eyes remained sightless, but misted over. Her body was now completely relaxed and
amodt lifeless. Her well fitting clothes |ooked baggy on her. Her mind, asall three had themselves
experienced, was open for any and al probing, without defense or control. She was ready.

Susan stood up and went to her dresser. As Private Williams sat beside the girl, she opened alocked
drawer and pulled out her sidearm. She activated it and set the energy dischargeto letha. She then stood
at thefoot of the girl's bed and listened for the dightest indication that this helpless youth was a deadly
threat. Susan aone would decide; the others had no say in the matter. She accepted it asthe only and
proper way. Better one person live with the responghbility than three. She pointed the gun &t the girl's
head and prepared herself to squeeze the trigger. She then lowered the gun to her side.

"She knows agreat dea more than she should.? Betty'svoice, even though it waslow and calm, seemed
harsh in the atmosphere.

"It's hard to believe that someone from six centuries ago would understand our technology,? Williams
agreed. He said to Susan, ? What can you tdl us, Susan?'

Susan had agreat dedl to tell them. As she conveyed all the information she had gathered since the
morning, they stared down at their hel pless charge. What Susan talked about seemed incredible to al
three. But that was expected. Even peoplelike they, who dedlt with Cuesregularly, living and if need be
dying for them, never adjusted completely to theideathat anyone could have such acompletelife at such
ayoung age. It wasillusion, of course. Subverted or not, this powerless, frail girl had been John Wyeth, a
man of some achievement who had lived centuries before.

Susan finished her report, and Betty spoketo her.

"Y ou mean that shetold you dl this, voluntarily? Doesn't it strike you as odd that someone who claimsto
have been an integral part of such a secret operation would then tell you about it?!

Susan agreed. ? It did seem odd. But keep in mind, she knew what was going to happen to her, having
deduced it fromwhat | told her. That's no surprise; that's why wetell them as much aswe can. The only
oneswho don't understand the purpose of an IHAD arein denidl. | think she told me about her past
because it was obvious she didn't fit the normal rescued ripe. And | could tell she probably told me more
than she wanted to, but got caught up in hersdlf. Findly, think about it ... what did sheredly tell us? We
have good generd details, but no specific facts that would betray any confidences, even ones half a
millenniaold. Not even the name of thisorganization.”

"Maybe sheisaplant, then,? Williamsinterjected. ? Shewould betheidea one. Among the oldest



ripes. So many unknowns. Plaugible, if fanciful, explanations.”
"All the other plants had norma backgrounds and histories,? Susan countered.

Williamsshrugged. ? And they al got caught, after the first one. Maybe the tack has changed and they're
trying to play our curiosity against our caution. | know I'm very curious about her.? Helooked down
without malice at the unconscious form.

"| fed the same curiogity,? Betty said. ? And excitement. To have rescued one of thefirdt ripesis quite
an achievement. And of course she would have a great many inconsistencies and gaps. We'd expect the
first ripeto be unique. And her history and explanations would support everything we do know. But I'm
sure our enemiesredize that, and would know we'd risk rescuing her. Enough with speculation. Let's

begin.”

"Do you think they would redlly do that, Betty?? Susie asked. ? Make aplant look like aplant? It seems
peculiar.”

"My point exactly, dear. Y ou're using indications of guilt as proof of innocence, aren't you?? Susie
remained slent. ? I'minclined to fal into the same trap. But don't forget, that's exactly what we're looking
for, atrap. Sometimesit's the most clearly seen traps that are the hardest to avoid. Give the devil hisdue,
Susan. They may be evil, perverted and soulless. But thereis probably no single entity more focused and
brilliant than NATech Supreme.”

Chapter Six

The chilled mountain air seemed to freeze the sky to adarker black, bringing the starsinto sharp focus.
Orion stood out bright and clear, with Betelgeuse giving off alittle color. Susan glanced over to seeif she
could find UrsaMgjor and the Big Dipper buried insdeit. She located the Bear through the pines, il
low in the sky. Automaticaly, her eyeslifted to Polaris, the North Star. ? Suse,? her father had told her
countlesstimes, ? whenever you look at the Big Dipper, dwaysfollow thelip to the North Star. Do it
every time.? Then hewould sing her the ancient song of the Drinkin' Gourd, and tell of how their
ancestors of adistant time would follow Polaris north to freedom. She hummed quietly to hersdlf the
soulful melody, her heartbesat providing the song's methodical, paced, undertone.

And waited.

The shimmer of holoshield modulation caught the corner of her eye, and Susie watched as Betty stepped
through, as though in molasses. Betty looked to her |eft and spotted her. She walked over and leaned
againgt therock face.

"Looking at Polarisagain, Suse?? Shelooked up at the star.

"Y es. Daddy showed me years and years ago, and | do it every time | look at the sky whenever were
based in the northern hemisphere.? She pointed out Betelgeuse. ? Do you think they'relooking &t i,
too?'

Betty shrugged. ? | don't know. Probably not. New Germany doesn't use Polarisfor navigation. But you
don't mean the planet, do you?'

"l wonder when I'll seethem again.”



"Girl, if 1 could wish you there, | would. Well, no, | wouldn't. We need you here. But I'm sure your
parents are very proud of you, even if they'relight years away. And they have good reason to be
proud.”

Susan pulled her eyes from the stars and looked down.

"I'm not certain they'd be too proud of me right now.? She struck the rock with agloved hand. ? Damn!
Thisnever getsany easier!”

"I've doneit for fifteen years now, Susan, and you'reright. It never does. It getsworse as NATech gets
trickier and nastier with their plants. If it did get easier, then would be the time to worry."

"I'm convinced she'sthered thing. | don't careif she did work for NATech once. That was centuries
ago. And the hours and hours we've spent, picking her mind. She'sclean. | know it.? Sheran her fingers
through her thick, raven black hair and sghed heavily. ? But can werisk it?"

"Youtdl me"

She didn't answer right away, but looked out over the mountains their base was burrowed into. A chilled
breeze pushed through the fragrant pine needles. Closing her eyes, she breathed in deeply, loving the thin,
cold air touching her lungs with feathers of icy crystal. She opened her eyes and peered at the steep dope
that lay before them, disgppearing into the quiet blackness of the valley severd hundred feet lower. She
raised her eyesto theridge on the far sde and saw the jagged spires outlined by stars. One pattern was
the Drinkin' Gourd, and she followed the lip to the North Star.

"Y es. She'lsworth therisk. If she's not a plant, she may be-no, she is-the most important person we've
ever rescued. Even if she doesn't have any usable NATech knowledge, just the fact that we rescued one
of their own would be a coup.”

"But that's not why shesworth therisk, isit, Suse?? Betty prodded gently.

"Of course not. She'sworth the risk because every Cueisworth therisk. Even if theré's only one chance
in athousand of aplant, well dwaysrisk it."

Betty nodded. ? Well alwaysrisk it. One day, we will pay for that risk, and what we fear will become
redlity. It happened to the Fourth and the Fifteenth and the 226th. And one day it will happen to the
Third.? She shivered, not from the chill air, and returned to the subject. ? So you're recommending
continuation?'

"Yes. Well need to keep aclose eye on her, though. Her actions have been so different from past Cues
that well have adifficult time determining safe quirks from dangerous ones.”

"We did makeit difficult for everyone by messing up the poor man'ssex,? she chuckled. ? And sex life,
| should imagine, when the time comes.”

Suseflushed. ? | know. That'sal my fault. | should have-"

"Should have what, Suse?? Betty interrupted, in adightly harsh, yet motherly, tone. ? Stop punishing
yourself. It'sawaste of time. Y ou did everything you knew how. | know. | wasyour confidant. | couldn't
have done the work you did. Y ou uncovered more than anyone ever expected or hoped. Don't blame
yoursdlf. | don't. TAU doesn't. And most important,? she motioned toward the cavern, ? our degping
angel doesn't either.”

"You don't think s0?? Sudesaid hopefully.



"Y ou were with us during the entire interview. Did you hear anything that pointed to anything but an
energetic, lively soul that wanted nothing so much as achance? | talked to Kerry earlier yesterday, during
one of our breaks. She was very impressed with the girl. It'snot going to be easy, but she'scome along
way aready, and dl on guts. Can you say you'd react differently, or aswell, waking up as ayoung boy?"

"No, | can't. I'd go nuts. | wonder how Sergeant Thawell would handle being alittle girl.? Shegiggled a
the thought and seemed cheered.

Betty laughed, too. Making a credible effort at imitating the big man's gravel voice, shesaid, ? Tdl her
nothing and leave her in thelaundry.'? She laughed again, glad to break the other woman's somber
mood. ? He wouldn't pop off likethat if he was the one who suddenly had adifferent dance card.”

"He'sabrave man. A jerk, but abrave one. Still, | don't think he'd be able to makeit asaCue."

"I don't think I would either. | don't know. At my age, a second time around sounds tempting, regardiess
of the conditions. Onething I'll tell you; | persondly think that it's for the better that John'sagirl now."

"What?? Susielooked up sharply at her friend. ? How can you say that?"

"Think about it. What better way to adjust to the unknown than to go at it dl the way? That's why we
induce while the Cue is standing. Going from your feet to your back with no memory in-between
demands attention to change.”

"Which better prepares the mind for the more difficult changes. | know. But therés abig difference
between waking up in adifferent pogition than waking up in adifferent gender.”

"No! | say thereis no difference. What's the oldest Cue we've revived? Three hundred and fifty years?
Four hundred? A big jump, yes. But much of our society was dready in place even then. Planetary
emigration, worldwide nationa and politica unification, even the puterverse. But she'sfrom before dl
that. By closeto three centuries. Maybe having to dedl first with persond identity at the deepest leve is
helping to prepare her for the culture shock awaiting her outside the base.”

"But look at what NATech, her NATech | mean, was dready working on. Her last project was amodel
for an underwater society that remained fully integrated with the surface society. In other words, she
created the Pisces. That society, that people, was something that has never been recreated since the
Rock destroyed Piscesin 2374. Hundar Knowler wasthe last of hisrace, and hedied in 2415.7? Suse
shook her head in admiration. ? I'm not sure shelll need that much help in adjusting to our society.”

"Inwhich case I'd take the stance that it would be a disappointment to her. Everything we discovered
about her showed shewasa... well, aman ... who was dways up to any challenge, aways eager for any
chdlenge. Such aperson might not enjoy avoyage like thisif the destination was not much different than
the beginning. Thisunintentiona chalenge may add more spice.? Betty chuckled. ? Sugar and spice, that
is. That'swhy | spoke up for her at the briefing today.

"But the main reason why | think dl thisisgood for him , isyou, Susie. | can think of no one better suited
to helping out this vibrant, badly misplaced soul. And if you had guessed right, and we had integrated him
back as ahim, then he wouldn't have the privilege of having you as her counsdor. And that, | think, is
going to be the biggest reason she makesit."

"If she doesn't shard.? Betty said nothing, and Susewasimmediately sorry. ? That'snot fair, Betty,?
she said contritely. ? Y ou go out of your way to compliment me, and | cut you down. I'm sorry."

Betty reached out a hand and touched her deeve. ? That'sdl right. | know it's been difficult for you the



last six months. Nobody except you ever thought permission would be given for thisrescue. And then
when it was, we |lose three people on the bio-raid. And then we-not just you-guess wrong asto her
identity. And now thismystery. Isshefriend or foe? If she'safriend, shell need afriend. Many friends.
Andif shesafoe... wdl, | hope she'safriend.”

They spent some more quiet time together, talking in low tones, enjoying each other's company before
Betty went in to bed. Susie remained outside awhilelonger, enjoying the crisp night air and pinpoint
garlight. The cold seemed to bring everything closer, and deaden the sound. She stared into the valey
below.

And waited

Findly, sheroused hersdlf, knowing she must get to her quarters soon. The girl was supposed to deep
through the night, but could possibly waken before then. Either way, Susie was going to be there. She
pushed hersalf away from the rock face she had been leaning againgt and stretched. Leaning back, her
eyes again caught sight of the Big Dipper, now resting on the tree tops. Unable to stop hersdlf, nor
wanting to, she traced the imaginary line from thelip to Polaris, and heard again the story astold by her
father. She used to imagine hersaf back in that terrible time, escaping with her family, following the
riverbank, heading ever northward to freedom. Maybe now she was the star of freedom for the many
ripes, looking for their liberty. If so, she hoped she could remain asfaithful asthat pinpoint of light. She
shook her head, wondering at her musings, and went back inside.

The girl was still motionless on her bed, as she had been for over two days now. Susie set down the tub
of warm water she had with her and tenderly sponged clean the limp, deeping child, and changed her
bedclothes. She had done thistwice aday, between interview sessions, hoping the specid attention
would somehow reach the girl evenin her stupor and let her know she was cared for. She had given no
reaction then, nor did she now. Susie gently brushed out the soft, brown hair, taking care not to tug too
hard. Again there was no movement from her. Pulling the covers up to the girl's chest, she left her and
prepared for bed hersdlf.

She had the showersto herself, and took her time. Asthe hot, steaming water poured over and soaked
through her, she heard the qui et footsteps and quiet conversation of Company A personnd asthey went
down the corridor. Although the hour was late, she remembered seeing significant activity in the hanger
when she came in. Undoubtedly another enforcement raid. If it was abio-raid, sheld have known about
it. She wondered what the target was and slently prayed for her comrades safety. By the time she had
finished her hair and had stepped out into the corridor wearing her robe, it was again empty, dark and
slent. She returned to her quarters.

The girl was still degping. Preferring the darkness, she dimmed the lights further and disrobed. Clad now
only in panties and aloose top, she sat on her bed, drawing her legs up under her, and watched her
deeping charge. Thiswasthe worst time, after the IHAD but before the waking. Beforethe IHAD, there
isawaysthe concern of aplant, and fear tempersthe still new relationship between the Cue and her
counselor. Then, during the IHAD, the relationship was that of extremes: invaid and caretaker between
sessions, then prisoner and executioner during. And it could hardly be cdled arelationship; the Cue was
obliviousto everything.

But now the IHAD was over, and her new Cuewas alive, and going to remain that way. It wastimeto
begin thered work of culturd assimilation. But not until this eterna waiting was over. And not until the
redization of their invasion was worked through. To occupy hersdlf, Susie thought back to the
afternoon's briefing. As she did, Susie sat quietly, watching the dow riseand fal of the girl's chest.

And waited.



* k% % %

"We cannot continue with thisIHAD! ? Betty was angry and loud. She stared in defiance at the small
group that had gathered at atablein the rec area. The entire gym and half the hanger was cleared of
personnel so that the briefing would be private. Private Marks, alarge, quiet man from Company A, was
posted at the nearer corridor entrance to ensure they were neither disturbed nor overheard. ? Weve
never conducted one for more than eight hours, but this one's been going for forty-eight! | fear for her
safety, her sanity, and her ability to recover.”

She received no response. Susie wanted to jump up and shout her agreement. But asthe girl's counselor,
shewasforbidden to spesk unlessit wasto give her decison asto the girl's continuation. A decision she
wasn't ready to give yet. Lieutenant Sanchez stirred and broke the silence.

"Areyou saying you want Suseto decide now? Do you have al the information you can get?'

"I don't think welll ever get al theinformetion, Sir,? responded Private Williams, the other interviewer. ?
Performing an IHAD isatricky busness, asyou know. But with her it seems even more difficult. She
responds only to direct questions, and then only with direct answers. And she never expands on what she
says. | dmost wonder if...? hefrowned dightly. ? No, that can't be."

"What can't be, Private?? Sanchez asked.
"Wadl, I know it's not possible, but it's as though she can somehow resist our probing. She-"

"You'reright, it'snot possible,? Dr. Barrett interrupted. ? | don't hold with these infernal interviews. No
better than riping, in my opinion. But | know only too well how they work and their brutal effectiveness.
Resiganceto questioning isimpossible.”

"Oh, she answersthe questions dl right. They dl do. But everyone aso gives answersthat are more than
two or three words. Hers are never more than that unless the question is structured in such away that she
has no choice but to answer in sentences. Her repliesare ... measured.”

Therewas asmal murmur among the seven people. Susan, the eighth, remained silent, taking in the
words and reactions of the others. Sergeant Thawell, from enforcement Company A, spoke up. His hard
voice quickly silenced everyone.

"So why don't you just phrase dl the questions like that, Williams?"

"Weve been trying, Sergeant. But doing so means that we can explore only one very smdl and very
gpecific areaat atime, which consumes agrest ded of time. Asafurther detriment, the answers we do
get havelittle or no contextua background. And we knew literaly nothing about her origina persona. I've
never appreciated before how much cognitive reconstruction, research and IHAD complement each
other.? At Barrett's stern look, he added quickly, ? -from an information gathering point of view. With
IHAD, generditiesare normaly difficult, but with him-her, rather-they areimpossible.”

"Why not just ask her to tell you dl about hersdf? Or himsdlf. Itsdf. Whatever."

"Because the subject would do just that, Sergeant,? Barrett said tiredly. ? Our memory is hundreds of
times more comprehensive than we redlize. It seems sketchy only because we are unable to focus enough
tofully utilizeit. But asubject under IHAD inducement conditions hasincredibly sharp focus. Unless
tampered with, their memory is never wrong, never confused, and accurate to the smallest detall. It
would take severd yearsto relay al the memories of asnglelifetime. Which the subject would. After dl,
? he added sarcaticdly, ? the poor wretch's brain has nothing better to do than remember. Damnable



technology.”

"Thank you, Doctor. We've heard your objections before,? Sanchez said dryly. ? Wedl agree with you
in principle, but cannot afford to in practice.”

"If you cannot practice your principles, then they're not redly your principles, sr!™

"l would disagree, Doctor, but now isnot thetime for this debate.? The quiet but assertive voice came
from Sergeant Abdih, Company B, aso an enforcement arm, but generaly acalmer man than Thawell. ?
That she shows any control over the IHAD process, however dight, isaarming enough. What | fear
more, though, is her connection to NATech.”

"You areafraid of nothing, Tomah,? said apale, dark-haired woman to hisright.

Hesmiled at her. ? My wife gives me too much credit. Perhapsit isher work in research that alows her
such graciousness. | am afraid of many things, Ella, and NATech isamong the greatest of my fears. And
our young Cueisfrom NATech."

"A NATech of Six centuriesago, Tomah,? countered Betty. ? And their philosophica gap seemseven
greater than the time gap. When we uncovered her connection to NATech, we were floored. My first
thought was she was a plant that NATech had botched riping.? Everyone carefully avoided glancing at
Susie. Unspoken was the thought that had they been positive, this briefing would instead be amemorid
sarvice. Betty continued. ? As| said, we were amost positive. Ronad and | pried into every corner of
her mind to find the proof. It's not there."

"Either that or you missed it,? Thawell said bluntly.

Betty had been around too long to be even remotely put off by the man's abrasive ttitude. She shook
her head emphaticdly. ? No, Sergeant. We know our job. Even till, we took many, many more hours
than normal to be sure. It's not there. Maybe because NATech was able to screen them out. Like Ron, |
a o noticed the form of answers she gave usindicated at least margina control. That worriesme.”

"That she'saplant, Betty?"

"Morethan that, Raul.? Only Betty could cdl himthat in forma Stuations. He not only tolerated i,
privately he considered it an honor. ? NATech can bury severa, maybe as many as adozen, behaviora
modificationsinto the origind persona, but no more. And it's possible they've perfected a screening
process, though | can't imagine how. Other than those limited ingtructions, and despite the origind
persona being destroyed, plants remain their own personas-if only acopy. They are guided by their own
mords, defined by their natura abilities, and cobbled by the orientation process. But thisgirl isan
individua who exceswith challenge and has a keen grasp of technologies. Her near escapethat first night
isproof of her resourcefulness. And she seemsto be quickly coming to termswith her new physique. If
sheisaplant, Raul, her own personais her greatest asset and our greatest threat.”

"Come, now, Corpora! She'salittlegirl,? Thawell scoffed.

"True, Sergeant, sheisalittlegirl. Physically and, to agreat degree, emotionally and psychologicdly as
well. And as she matures, everything about her will continue taking on the redity of her femininity. But
none of that changes, or will ever change, her menta and adaptive capabilities. We don't fear her body,
Sergeant, we fear her mind. She's beyond any other Cue we've dedlt with."

"Soif you fear the potentia so much, why not just diminateit?? Thistime Thawell looked directly at
Susan. She gtiffened but remained silent.



"That will be enough, Sergeant! ? Lt. Sanchez rarely spoke louder than he needed to, but his voice had
an edge that made even Susie start and look at him. ? The decison to continue isaways | eft to the
counselor. Y ou do not need to be reminded.? Thawell fell slent, but was clearly unsatisfied.

"I will not spesk for Corpora Lendler,? Betty continued, addressing everyone, ? but the reason | think
we should not waste this potentia, as Sergeant Thawell cdls her, isthat she hasan equd, if not greter,
potentia to be of great benefit to us. She could be the key to crippling, perhaps destroying, NATech
Supreme.”

That got everyone. Even Thawell broke off hisicy glare at Susie and siwung his attention to Betty. She
had everyonée's attention, which was just as she wanted. She had been impressed with the girl ever snce
her mess hal performance thefirst day. No, before that. She had listened to Susie during the long weeks
she had researched this ripe, and had been privy to many of the details Susie had uncovered in her
intensive search of ancient records. Suse was still young enough to become excited by every new ripe
project, while Betty had grown weary of disappointment after disgppointment. Betty smply did not have
the giftsthat Susie had in research. Nor, she had to admit to hersdlf, did she have that streak of total
ruthlessness that Susie could call on when needed. That was why she now performed the IHAD on dl
Cues. Not because of some cold need for control, but because she hel ped where she could. Taking the
dirtiest job dways helped. And while thisIHAD had been the most gruding and frustrating, it was aso
gtirring hope. What she had heard from her young subject gave her asense of excitement she had not felt
for many years.

In detail, Betty laid out her reasons for continuation and how agirl with uncanny abilitiesand a
combination of righteous anger and compelling guilt might become the undoing of an entity that had grown
so powerful that it was not only beyond the law, it had become thelaw. By the time she had finished,
even Sergeant Thawel was nodding thoughtfully. Everyone e se wastaking loudly, excited by Betty's
reasoning and idess.

Susefdt asmal thrill insgde her as she listened to the group's quickened conversation. She had witnessed
the entire interview. She had to, for she was judge, jury and executioner. And she had performed her
duty faithfully, taking in every question, every response. Y et it wasimpossible not to fed adrawing to this
girl. She had gone through so much, yet even in degpest stupor, her every answer showed azest to live,
to experience, to be. She was sure that Betty and Ron had grown to fedl the same thing. More than with
any other Cue, they were hoping she would come through.

Lt. Sanchez dlowed them their enthusiasm, then quieted them by standing. Raul, Susie thought with
grudging respect, could command attention without demanding it. He looked toward her, but she kept
carefully looking to a point on the far sde of the cavern. He smiled dightly then addressed the group.

"What you've suggested has alot that needs to be examined and thought out, Betty. Y ou're going to rob
alot of people of alot of deep for the next few months.? He smiled to empty the words of complaint. ?
But in the meantime, we must still treat our young Cue as apotentid threat, and avery serious one at
that. And the counsdlor has not reached her decision yet.”

"Sr?'

"Yes, Sergeant Abdih?? Sanchez'svoice had agreat deal more respect in it than it had for Sergeant
Thawell.

"What do wetdl her? | mean, how much? She's going to ask questions.”

"Maybenot,? answered hiswife Ella. ? Cuesonly have fedings about an IHAD, never memories,
terrible fedings they only want to recover from.? She shivered dightly, remembering her own



experience. ? And most don't want to recall what are to them the fresh memories of alife they're usualy
gladisgone”

"True. But from what Corpora Geher hastold us, thisoneisnot like most Cues. | would prefer to have
prepared a cond stent response to give her upon awaking.”

Sanchez turned to Betty with questioning eyes. Betty nodded.

"You areright, Sergeant. She will want to know her status. She has ataent at deducing astuation
quickly. When she wakes up, she's going to know we know. What she doesn't know yet is how
important it is"

"Dont tdl her anything. Just lock her out of the system and keep her in the laundry,? Thawell said.

"Ah, the refreshing military approach to secrecy,? Dr. Barrett said acidly. ? 'Don't tell nobody nuthin!* |
don't think it will work, Sergeant.? He Started ticking off hisfingers. ? In the five days since cognitive
reconstruction had finished restoring her, she has: roused herself out of Hedler's Sleep, nearly escaped,
aready shown positive signs of adjustment to her new body, with aglance accurately identified severa of
our technologies, and even in an induced state managed to frustrate our interviewers. No offense, Betty."

"None taken, Doctor, because you're right. No, | think we must tell her at least some of it, because sheis
going to find out. | dso have ahunch that because of her curiosity and skills, shelll be looking to access
the puterverse before long. When that happens, it isimperative that someoneiswith her.? Sheindicated
Susan, who was dtill silent, apart of the group but aso removed. ? Susie knows her the best. Let's stick
to SOP. Counsdlors aways have the decision of disclosure. Let's keep it that way.”

"My thought exactly, Betty. Well stay with normd protocols.? A smple statement, but understood by all
to be an iron-clad order. Sanchez glanced at Williams. ? How much longer to complete the IHAD?!

Williamsreplied quickly, ? Further questioning would be too risky. We could continue for another two
daysand il only whet our curiosity. | recommend we end the IHAD now. That would alow her to
wake up sometime tomorrow morning, when Susiewill be with her in their quarters.™

"Thank you, Private. Betty?"
"End it now."

Helooked over to Susan, at the end of the table. Even in the close company of eight people, he thought
shelooked strangely aone.

"Susan?'
She nodded her agreement with the others.

Lt. Sanchez nodded and everyone elserose. ? Very well, then. The IHAD isover, and the Third awaits
thefina decision of the counsdor. | trust Those Above Uswill approve of our course of action. Doctor
Barrett, please seeto your patient. Dismissed.”

The group broke up. Though the discussions would continue in private, nothing would be said outside the
group unless Sanchez ordered otherwise.

Susietook Dr. Barrett to check on the girl, who lay like acrumpled doll on her bed. The treatment was
very quick, but effective. He administered amild drug that alowed her to drift from a conditioned,
responsive supor into arestoring, restful deep. He monitored her for afew minutes, holding her small



handsin his, until her breathing dowed and deepened. He tucked her hands under the cover and stood
up.

""She should deep until morning. But I've underestimated her recuperative powers before, so she may
wake up sometime during the night. If she does, there's no need to call me unless she shards. Y ou, by
yourself, will be the best medicine she can have. If shewants, I'll ook at her tomorrow afternoon. Good
day.? Heleft, and the waiting began.

* * * %

Susie quietly asked for the time and was as quietly told it waswell past midnight. She called for thelights
to be shut off completely, then sat in the dark, in ablacknessthat can only be achieved insde acave. She
gared into the black at the unseen bed with her still deeping charge, occasionally rubbing her bare legs
and caressing her bare arms, as though reassuring hersdlf the total darkness had not stolen away her own
body. She wastired, but not deepy. Sighing, she leaned againgt the dightly warm, smooth rock wall and
closed her eyes.

And waited.

* k% % %

Thetension, building steadily for twenty minutes, was nearing breaking point. Susie brought ahand up
and wiped the swesat from her forehead. Private Owasunawas staring at Susie, her tabind lying on the
floor, forgotten. Her face was pae with horrific realization and fear. Susie looked down the barrel of her
gun to the point of light on the young girl's head.

"I'm sorry, Gretchen, whom did you say you worked for from 2406 to 24187
"I worked for PulseDynamo Tech Systems, in Sydney ."

"l see.? Betty'svoicewas calm but forced, her breathing labored. Betty licked her dry lips. ? And where
did you work from 2406 to 24187

"I worked for Genera Space Outrigging, on Platform 213, Station Gamma.”

Susefdt her somach knot. Station Gammawas lost during the Canadian terrorist incident in 2295,
nearly acentury before Gretchen's birth. She stretched her arm to its full length. She was judge, jury ...
Thetrigger seemed to be set in stone. Betty |ooked with sick eyes at Susie, then turned back to the girl,
lying on the bed. She reached out a gentle hand and stroked the silky blond hair. She caressed the thin
cheek. When she spoke again, her voice was choked.

"l see. And where did you work from 2406 to 24187

"I didn'. | stayed at home, in DesMoines, taking care of our four children.”
Betty pulled her hand away, and it fell limp to her sde. She closed her eyes.
"l see. And where did you work from 2406 to 24187

"I worked at Highland Mining, near Glasgow , Scot-"

The beam, less than one millimeter in diameter, gave off little light and no heet. Asit traversed itstarget,
the one-second burst continued on and cut aten centimeter path to adepth of fifteen centimetersinto the
solid rock wall before terminating.



Ryoko was on her hands and knees, sobbing and being violently ill. Betty held her head in her hands,
suddenly appearing much older than her fifty years. Sowly, Suselowered her gun and shut it off in
mid-recharge. She holstered it and stumbled out of her quarters and into the primary hanger. She didn't
even notice the bright desert light striking her eyesasit poured in from the shielded cavern opening. Just
as she stepped clear of the door, afaint, sickly sweet odor touched her nogtrils, and she very nearly
vomited from the |oathsome stench.

Alan Lockwood stood up from thewall he had been leaning against. He had been Susi€'s partner during
the research on Gretchen. Though she had taken over entirely upon reintegration, he was ill very much
involved.

"So, how'sthe IHAD go...? He grabbed her as she staggered against him. She stared up at him,
unseeing, slently crying, then lowered her head againgt his chest and held it there for along, long time.

Susie was adog now.

* *k *x %

Susie sat up suddenly. She had drifted off to deegp, dumping down to her pillow. She looked around, but
it was dill pitch dark. She heard sharp, broken breathing coming from the girl's bed. She was avake and

arying slently.

Susie slently rose and went to her bed. She sat down at the edge, and reached out a hand, touching the
girl'shand. It was jerked away. Determined, Susie groped around and found it again. Taking the
trembling hand, she hdd it firmly. A moment passed, then another. Suddenly, the girl lunged againgt her,
clinging to her and wailing. Susie stroked the soft straight hair and wrapped an arm around her. Slowly,
sheworked hersdf under the covers and lay next to the still weeping girl, who wrapped hersaf even
tighter around her. Susie felt the girl'stears soaking into her top as she wept with inconsol able sorrow.
She hugged the child, and held her close.

And waited.

Chapter Seven

It was till pitch black when | opened my eyes. | was pressed up against Susan, my head resting on her
breast. She had fallen adeep. | lay quiet, not wanting to waken her. She waswarm, and | could hear her
steady heartbest. | closed my eyes again and listened, | etting the rhythmic thudding coax meinto
relaxation. | struggled to understand what had happened.

| remember that | was standing, nervoudy waiting for the inducer to be set off. It must have taken effect
ingtantaneoudy, for the next memory | had was waking up in the darkness, fedling utterly abandoned and
worthless. Susie must have been waiting for me, for she had been at my sde even as| cried mysdlf
awake.

If the state | wasin could be caled awvake. It was the agonizing rellm of not quite aware nightmare. That
timewhen you still fed the terror, but have none of the memory. That was how | felt when | cameto. |
hed first become aware of how difficult my breething was. Then | fet atingling in my muscles, and a
jerking that was just beyond my control. It wasfar, far worse than Healer's Sleep, which provided
warmth and comfort, if avague sense of frustration. But this was a smothering weight of the bitter
memories of dill felt sensations, alingering coldnessthat was very redl. Even now, sometime after the



episode, | canfed it in the recesses of my wounded psyche.

Despite being warned, | had no way of knowing about or being prepared for the overwhel ming sense of
fear and exposure that seized me. Being able to look back onit, now that it had passed, | could
understand why. No doubt the intrusion into my mind, my being, was near absolute. | couldn't tell what
timeit was, but | supposed it was the middle of the night. Susie had told me it would last only two or
three hours. We had even made plansfor the evening. But they probably found more than they thought,
and had taken at least twelve hoursto ... to...

Without warning, a sense of numbing, terrifying dread overwhelmed me. | again felt stripped and
vulnerable, exposed and humiliated. | filled my lungs with a deep, quavering breeth, but still couldn't
breathe. My chest hurt, and | felt my body tightening with spasms. My helplessness and complete lack of
control terrified me. | choked off a sob. To survive the debilitating attack, | knew | needed an anchor.
My head, though my neck muscles were taut, was ill against Susi€'s chest. Thiswoman, my friend,
would be my anchor. | tried to shut out the demonstearing at me and concentrated on Susi€'s reassuring
heartbeat, forcing mysdf to breathe.

Sowly at firgt, then with growing relief, | felt the attack recede. Even asthe thought came, | felt the surge
of dread begin to shoot through me. | thought about the Susie's steady heartbeat. | imagined my heart
beating at the same rate as hers, alowing it to become dow and steady. The second wave faded.

Peacefulness laid a tenuous and gossamer thin cloak over me. It settled on my skin, then soaked deeper.
| kept my focus, and it penetrated further. But | was badly shaken. Thiswasn't aremnant or flashback. |
had gone from being my own person to being a.... athing, dl in the space of two heartbests. It |eft me
frightened and unsure. Unsure...

Panic gripped me. Tears began streaming without letup. | pressed my lipstight to stop their trembling.
My arm, wrapped around Susie€swais, tightened. No! Please! NO! Thud-ud. Thud-ud. Slow. Steadly.
Reassuring. Non-threatening. | conscioudy loosened my grip on her, but till clung. Thud-ud. Thud-ud.
Breathe in. Thud-ud. Breathe out. Thud-ud. Soothing regularity. Peaceful rhythm. Thud-ud. Listen
carefully ... | opened my mouth with asilent scream asit rushed at me again, a huge beast that meant to
destroy my body, my mind, me.

My throat tightened and closed as the horror of my shame savaged me. | whimpered, then moaned,
shuddering the length of my body. With horror, | redlized | couldn't hear her heart! | sobbed, and my
tears began wetting her top, still damp from earlier. Her heart! Where was her heartbeat? Thinking of
nothing else, | again tightened my grip and pushed my head harder against her chest. Desperation and
intense hopel essness engulfed me.

She brought her arms around me, holding metight. My body was heaving with wracking sobs. | felt dirty.
Used. Cast aside, like

PLEASE HIT ME AGAIN. ITSMY FAULT I'M NOT BLEEDING ENOUGH. UHHH! THANK
YOU! I'M ASHAMED TO ASK ANYTHING, BUT HIT ME AGAIN, PLEASE! | ONLY WANT TO
DO WHAT MAKES YOU HAPPY. YES | LOVE BEING BEATEN. UHHHH! I'M SORRY | FELL
DOWN. YES YOU SHOULD HIT ME BECAUSE | FELL DOWN. ITSYOURRIGHT. | WANT
YOU TO UHHH! HIT ME. I-1-| CAN'T BREATHE RIGHT. UHHH! NO, I'D NEVER COMPLAIN.
I'M UHH!!! HAPPY, BECAUSE ... BECAUSE YOU UHH! ARE.

so much garbage. | had been laid open and exposed for dl to destroy and mock, and | had allowed it.
Had | enjoyed it? Shame struck deep into the very core of my being. If | couldn't stop it, then maybe |
deserved...



NO! | pounded on Susan with al my feeble strength, fighting off my despair and sense of worthlessness.
ITWASNOT MY FAULT! | did not do thisto myself! | did not allow it! It was forced on me! | had
no choice! ITWASNOT MY FAULT! Still, I clung to Suse, unaware of any attentions she may be
giving me. Then | did become aware, dowly, that she was holding meto her, tightly, asthough trying to
share my pain. Her care made mefed worthwhile. | felt the stirrings of control, shreds of respect
returning to me.

But how did | know sheredlly cared for me? Doubt gripped my mind, strangled my will. Insecurity and
guilt raked my mind. You little fool! You completely helpless, worthless, fool. A rancid, meaningless
piece of...

"NO!'? | shrieked. ? IT WASNOT MY FAULT! NO! No!...? | clenched my teeth and fought my
terror back. My face was till buried in Susie's chest. | fought off my doubts and turned my ear to her
breast again. | forced mysdf to stop sobbing and listened again for her heartbest.

Horror ... self-hatred ... ? No,? | whispered. Listen! | hdd Susewith al my srength. ? No.? Then|
heard it. Thud-ud. Steady. Thud-ud. Doubt ... shame ... humiliation. ? No.? Thud-ud. Thud-ud.

| felt Suse's hugs again, and heard her whispering quietly in my ear. Thud-ud. Thud-ud. | |et her share
her strength with me. Why was she sharing? Doubt ignited suspicion. Mistrust exploded ingde me,
shooting panic like shrapnel through my being. | began to pull away, then stopped myself and with great
effort went back into her embrace, placing my ear againgt her left breast once again. Thud-ud. Thud-ud.
Thud-ud. She stroked my hair, still whispering. Thud-ud. Thud-ud. | reached up a shaky hand and
placed it on her cheek. It waswet with tears. Mesmerized by the thudding of her strong heart, | ran my
fingersover to her hair, letting the thick, curly strandstrickle and flow through my fingers. Thud-ud.
Thud-ud. Thud-ud. I lowered my hand and let it rest on her chest. | Sighed and felt the smalest tingle. It
was an emotion, no afedling. No, it wasasense of being. | felt secure. Safe. Protected. My mind dowly
came back to be my own. | was becoming me again. My horror and self-loathing had faded. Thud-ud.
Thud-ud. | told mysdlf it wastimeto hedl, and | believed it. Thud-ud. Thud-ud. Tearswelled up, and |
began to cry again. But thistime it was not the uncontrollable crying of hope essness, nor the painful wail
of desolate anguish. It was the cleansing weeping of acceptance and restoration.

| neither knew nor cared how long | wept. But gradualy my tears dowed then stopped. | would be a
long time recovering from these sensations of humility and vulnerability, but now | knew | would recover.

"How areyou, little one?? Susan whispered.

| lay againgt her and remained silent. She waited severa minutes, then softly repeated the question,
kissing me gently on the forehead. | turned my face up to her and stared into the darkness. | stretched up
my hand and ran my fingers over her face, asthough | was blind and wanted to know her. | explored her
features, her soft skin, her full lips, her strong cheeks. She seemed so much older and in control than me.
In that moment, she seemed much more my mother than my friend. | pulled my hand back to my mouth
and sucked afinger. It was avery childish thing to do, but | was feding very much the child. I listened to
her heart and soaked up the warmth of our bodies huddied together under the blanket.

Very quietly, and showing no impatience whatsoever, Suse repeated athird time, ? It helpsto tak. |
know. How areyou feding?? | gtill waited awhile longer before findly stopped sucking my fingers and
answered her question.

"I-1 don't ... I'm not sure. | think I'm going to be okay. | hope | never haveto ... haveto...? | started
sobbing. Doubt and fear and shame turned over insde me...

"Shhhh. Shhhh. Settle down. Here, hold metight. Quiet.? She rubbed my shouldersto soothe the



building tenseness. ? Y ou won't have to ever again. Onceistoo often asit is. | promiseyou, it will never

happen again.”

| said nothing, but lowered my head and listened to her heart, never wanting to leave her side.
-

"Hmm?'

"l ... 1 want you to promise meit won't happen again. Please?

"l promiseit will never happen again.”

"No. That's not enough. Promise me it won't hgppen again.”

Somehow, she knew what | meant. Lying there, cradling mein the total darkness, she knew exactly what
| wanted. What | needed. Whispering so quietly that only ayoung girl wrapped tightly in her arms could
hear her, shesad:

"Y ou will never be put through that horror again. Y ou will never again suffer that humiliation. | make you
my promise,? she paused and my heart pounded. ? Abigall "

Abiggail.

My namewas Abigail. John Wyeth was gone, swept away by my ordeal, my new fragile emotions, my
new body, my new redlity. He stood on the other side of an abyss from which | would never, could
never, cross back. | could look back on him, see him at adistance, even remember being him. But |
wasn't him. Not anymore. And with a curiously comforting knowledge, | accepted that | didn't want to
be him. John Wyeth was gone forever, and Abigail Wyeth had started her life. And | was Abigail
Wyeth.

| whispered my name, hearing it from my own lips. At its sound, | found mysdlf relaxing in her arms, even
as| felt athudding excitement in my chest at the sound of my new name. No, in my breast. My soft,
lovely, feminine breast. For if there was ever any physical proof needed to verify the absol ute certainty of
who | was, that evidence was before me now, at that moment. | lay in the arms of a beautiful woman clad
inonly the bare essentia's, as| no doubt was, and the tirrings | felt for her were of warmth, safety,
ssterly familiarity, and the fervent wish she would be my best friend forever.

"Abigal,? | said again, inalow voice. | smiled a how easily the name rested on my ears. My smile
dowly grew and spread to my heart. | felt asense of completion.

| nodded, fedling deepy. | had been put through the wringer, both by my new friends and by mysdf. A
flutter of ... no. | wastired, very tired. | wriggled down to my pillow, so Susie could lie down besde me
or return to her bed. | was quietly happy when she snuggled down next to me and brought an arm over
me.

"Good night, Abigail. Pleasant dreams.? Shelaid her head down, and | could fedl her breath on the nape
of my neck. Several minutes passed, and her breathing dowed and steadied, and she was adeep, her
arm dill around me, protecting me.

"Abigal,? | sad, not quite giflingayawn. ? Yes. My nameisAbigail."

* *k *x %



It was morning when | woke up. Somehow thelighting in the room mimicked sunlight so perfectly that |
was convinced it was morning, though it could have been the middle of the day, or even night, for any
actua evidence. Regardless, whatever deep | had gotten sincefalling adeep, | felt awake and lively.

Susewas still besde me, but had shifted in the night and no longer had her arm around me. That made it
very easy to dip out of bed. | expected the floor to be cold, but it was nicely warm to my bare feet. |
stood up and stretched. | didn't know if | would have any flashbacks like last...

The horror and shame came up. | shook my head and bent over. But | refused to surrender toiit. It
seemed less powerful, more fragile. A moment longer, and the fedling passed. There were going to be
aftereffects, then.

| was shaken, but not badly. And | wasn't going to let it disrupt my day right from the beginning. | tried to
think of something else. Looking around, | noticed Susie's bathrobe lying on the floor. A shower. Yes.
That would clear my head and keep me busy. It would dso let Suse deepin alittle longer.

| dipped on her robe and was pleased that it fit fairly well, as bathrobes go. | wondered if my clothes had
been brought in yet and decided to search. Right now, my earthly possessionswere the clothes| had
worn yesterday and the pgjamas | had on now. | opened the first set of drawers on the wall opposite the
foot of my bed and was rewarded on thefirst try. Severd sets and changeslay negtly folded, waiting for
me to salect from. | chose anice outfit that included a skirt that went nearly to the knee, proper
underwear and akind of, | don't know, aerobic suit thingy that would cover my torso and arms. | guess
I'd have to learn the names of these things, and quick, too. | mentally crossed three-piece vested suit off
my vocabulary and added aerobic suit thingy. | looked around for towels, then remembered the showers
aready had some. Gathering up my clothes, | l€ft.

Or tried to leave. The door wouldn't open and | dl but dammed intoit. | wasin arush because| didn't
need to use just the showers. Y et instead of fading away, the door stood resolutely in place. | reached
out and touched it; it remained solid. Panic filled me as| redized | wastheir prisoner. They had no
intention of ever letting me...

No! Knock it off, Abigail! You've a brain, so useit. | turned on the gray matter. Since | couldn't turn
off my wild emotions| turned them down. Of course the door wasn't set to automatic; peoplelike
privacy. | remembered Susie knocking on Corpora Geher's door just yesterday, so thiswas probably in
the same state. | looked around for a control panel and located it near the door ? jamb”, for lack of a
better word, but less than ameter above the floor. That would make it an override in case of difficulty,
which in turn meant the door was voice and/or proximity activated. Easy enough.

"Open, please,? | said asquietly as| could. Too quietly, for the door stayed put. | tried again, alittle
louder, and thistime | saw ashimmer ripple throughiit. It remained opague, but an investigating hand
passed through with no resistance. | followed my hand into the hall.

The corridor was brightly lit with several people moving aong it. Suddenly self-conscious, | ducked my
head alittle bit, staring at the floor. Holding my clothestight to my chest, and hugging theright wall, |
went along the short distance to the ladiesroom. | received severa |ooks, but they were dways
accompanied with asmile. By thetime | had passed the third such person, | was smiling shyly back at
them. Still, the bathroom door was awelcomed goal.

| passed inside. Billows of steam rolled toward me as the momentary breach in the doorway tugged at it.
| started turning very red, and not from the heat, which felt glorious. | had gone from frying pan into the
fire. | have noideawhy | so shortsightedly thought it, but | had assumed the facilities would be empty.
Stupid assumption, knowing thiswas the only such facility in the entire complex. There were no fewer



than ten women attending to their morning ablutions, laughing and talking animatedly amongst themsdlves,
Three of them, in the showers, were engaged in aloud song. Doors had come just a bit too far
technologicaly. There had been no warning nor even the hint of sound until | had passed through.

And now it wastoo late. Even as| wondered if | could sneak out and come back at a quieter time, eyes
started turning toward me. Eyes that |ooked on me and knew mefor who | was and, much more
embarrassing, what | had been. My heart started pounding, and | felt fear rousing itsdlf. It began to ... no.
| forced it down. | took a quick step back, stumbled over my feet, and fell on my backside. My face
burning, | snatched up my clothes from where they'd fallen and stood up. | mumbled some gpology and
turned to go.

Someone took afirm yet friendly hold of my arm.
"Hi! My name's Sarah Grominski. I'm a private in enforcement Company A."

| turned back and looked at the woman. Only she wasn't much morethan agirl. A big girl. A very big
girl. She couldn't have been over twenty, but she was well muscled, though not too bulky, and had a
strong upper body, which was pretty obvious as she only had atowe wrapped loosaly around her waist.
Her face was strong and friendly, the features putting the stamp of authenticity on her ethnic surname. If
ever | expected to seeacigar sticking out of ayoung lady's mouth, thiswould have been the one. But she
was comely, too. To her | probably looked like a hothouse flower.

"Uh ... hi. My names.... Abi ... Abigail.? | flushed a the sudden attention. Even the singers had stopped
and werelooking at me.

"Well, Abi ... Abigal, comeonin!? Shewaved astrong yet feminine hand around at the others, dl in
various states of undress. ? We'rekindainforma here.”

| couldn't help but laugh, caught myself, raising ahand to my mouth, then dowly relaxed. Sarah grinned
from ear to ear, icebreaker extraordinaire.

And after that, it was wonderfully, joyfully, fantastically easy. | disgppeared in the group and was
accepted. They al got back to their conversations and laughter and noise. Several walked up to
introduce themselves and get my name, which, it dawned on me, they obvioudy couldn't have known
before now.

"Just dump your stuff on the counter and grab a shower before the Birthday Suit Trio use up al the hot
water.? Sarah's open, blunt friendliness was refreshing and just what | needed. Between their openness,
the promise of a hot shower, and the racy song revving up in the background, thisdidn't just bresk the
ice, it shattered and melted it asthough in ablast furnace.

| took Sarah's advice and dumped my stuff on anot-soaking part of the counter. | undressed and walked
into the showers. The girls snging the song were obvioudy building up to aclimax, for their voiceswere
reaching shouts. It was abawdy, lewd, and flat out earthy song that | eft absolutely nothing to the
imagination. Asakid years-centuries-ago, | had always wondered what went on inside girls locker
rooms. If thiswere asampling, it wasn't much different than boys locker rooms. As| rubbed the
shampoo into my hair, working it through the tresses, | felt even more at ease. Sarah had taken the
showerhead beside me and was singing the fina refrain. At thelast line, the whole place chimedin, and
what they lacked in taent they covered with enthusiasm. They finished, laughing loudly. Sarah grinned at
me, looking alittle surprised at my surprise.

"Not what you'd expect, huh?"



"Uh ... no. Maybe alittle more, um, reserved.”

"Y eah, that'sright, you're used to guys rooms, aren't you?? She eyed me quickly and brazenly, ?
Doesn't look like you'll be wandering in there anymore though, huh?? Shelaughed loudly, and severd
othersgave alaugh aswell.

| started stammering, and she guffawed. So help me, she guffawed. She dapped a sogpy hand on my
back, shattering three or four vertebrae.

"W, maybe the research crowd's more your group. Company A's not too up on their manners. Right,
ladies?? They proudly shouted their agreement. ? But were alot more refined than the guys.”

| finished coughing and started rinsing out my hair. She was probably using the word refined in the
petroleum sense. The Birthday Suit Trio started another song. If it wasn't clear that this Smply wasthe
way they were, 1'd be suspicious they were trying to embarrass me. | shut off the water regretfully and
padded to the counter.

On the other hand, maybe they were trying to embarrass me. As | toweled off, the Birthday Suit Trio
sang their next song, one that gave avivid account of ayoung girl'sfirg ... um ... tryst. By thetimethey
had finished this one, everyone was singing the song at me. | can take ajoke, and | enjoyed thisone,
though it didn't keep my face from turning red at the colorful description of her exploits. But | preferred
to dishit out. | searched back through my head looking for just the right response. They finished and
laughed, seeing what I'd do.

| took a seat on the counter, my towel wrapped tight, and sang them the song of the Scotsman, and what
he wore under hiskilt. My heart was racing again, and my voice had nowhere near the depth or volume
was used to. But | gaveit apretty credible effort nonetheless.

By thetime | reached the third verse, where the two girls were sneaking up on the drunk, deeping
Scotsman to peek under hiskilt, they were enjoying themselvesimmensdy, and joining in on the
rum-tum-tiddle-iddle-ah-de-o refrain. By the fourth verse, where they leave a pretty blue ribbon tied
around their discovery before leaving, my audience was howling, waiting for the ending. And thefifth
verse, which ends with the Scotsman answering nature's call and finding the nestly tied ribbon, had them
hooting when | reached thelast line:

"Ah, lad, | don't know where ye been, but | seeyewon first prize!”

| had to sing the ditty twice more before they'd let mefinish dressing. By that time, they had memorized it
and the group had started breaking up. Sarah lingered a bit, combing out my hair for me.

"You'redl right, Abby! | figured you'd go nuts, getting messed up likethis.? Shetugged my hair to show
what she meant.

"I wondered, too, Sarah. At first. But it'sgrowing on me."

"And you're growing on us, girl. Redl quick. | missed the cafeteria stunt, but they told me dl about it. And
when you showed up here, | couldn't resist giving you the treetment. Hope you don't mind.”

"Mind?? | saidincreduloudly, ? Sarah, it was great! So many people were treating me like | was made
of porcelain, | was about ready to scream. | liked it, but | needed something | could sink my teeth into. |
guessit'sthemaninme.”

"Nah. It ain't the man, Abby. You're al woman. It's you, man or woman, that'sdoing this. I've seen a
buncha Cues, an' I'll kill for any of them, but so far, you're the most fun. We like that.”



llWe?l

"Y eah, enforcement. Each regiment, we're the Third, is divided into two main groups. Research and
Enforcement. Research does the head work of finding Cues worth bringing back. By worth | mean,
probably ableto survive. They also do al the persond stuff with the Cues. Enforcement putsthe bite into
the outfit. We make the bio and punitive raids. And we work together, too. Y ou're with Susie, ain't you?
? 1 nodded. ? Man, that ga is smart. But she can be wicked cold, too. A top notch dog.? At my look,
she broke off. ? Yeah, well, let her tell you. But let metell you, Abby, you're safe as can be when you're
with Suse”

| stayed slent, thinking that over, while she finished my hair. By thistime we were the only onesleft of the
origina group, though severd others had comein and out. | picked up my robe and other things and
turned to Sarah.

"Thanks so much for the ‘treatment’, Sarah. | loved it."

"Hey, thanks to you, Abby! We learned a brand new song today. Just wait 'til the boys hear it.? She
laughed a my blush. ? I'll tell the girlsto keep it quiet about whoseit is, if they can. Catch yalater, Abby.
? She pushed my shoulder affectionately, knocking me back ahaf step, and left, Snging thelast verse.

Now that was an experience | thought to mysdlf as| strolled back to my room. It had an immediate and
terrific effect, however. Thistime| smiled chearfully at everyonewalking by, saying hi and introducing
myself. One of the soldiers, ayoung man with a smooth face, even looked after me as we passed. And
while wasn't even remotely tempted to swish my skirt, | wasn't put off by him either.

| reached my door and it was still solid, meaning Susie was still asleep or wanted privacy. | wassurel
could enter, though. | cleared my throat and asked for entrance. It remained solid, so | raised my voicea
bit and repeated my request. It still remained solid. | was about to readly put some volumeinto it when it
cameto me. Anyone could exit aroom, but only specific voices could enter aroom. And since we hadn't
had much timesincethe [HAD ... 1 ... HAD ... A surge of humiliation and ... | clenched my teeth and
madeit pass. Susie had not yet had the opportunity to code my voice. So here | stood, locked outside of
My Own room.

| had a choice. Pound on the door or go to breskfast. A very unladylike and insistently growling gut
voted for breakfast. Figuring only laundry personnd or pervertswould pick up dirty underwear, | left my
things by the door and strolled down the corridor to the mess. Loud and boisterous noises poured from

the opening.

It was comfortably full, but sill had some seeting. Firgt thingsfirst, my voca stomach reminded me. | got
inline and, asdways, was quickly whisked to the front. Two of the men even bowed dightly, smiling. |
smiled back and did alittle curtsy. | then put the tray on the counter and made avery big menta noteto
myself that | was going to have to watch myself. | didn't want to give the wrong idess, but judging from
the dazed smiles on their faces, | wasin danger of doing just that.

Cookie, as | had mentally dubbed Hill the chef, was serving up chow and tried to coax meinto taking a
mountain of eggs and potatoes. I'd learned my lesson, though, and, smiling sweetly a him, took a modest
amount of each. | filled a cup with coffee, then put it back, remembering my last taste. | considered the
hot chocolate, but settled with just juice.

| looked around for a place to sit and heard ashout. Turning, | saw Dr. Barrett waving a me, pointing to
an empty seat opposite him. | walked over, and he stood while | seated myself. After | said my prayers,
he nodded approvingly at my breakfast.



"Good. It'sniceto see you egting. Though I'm alittle surprised to see you up so early. Just alittle.? He
looked around. ? Where's Corpora Lendler?”

"Seeping. She was exhausted. | gave her quite atimelast night, and | have afedling she had stayed up
the whole time, waiting for me to wake up from ... from...? | stared off, feding the ... feding the...

"Sngp out of it, girl!"

| shook my head, and smiled weskly, wiping my sweaty padmsagaingt my skirt. ? Sorry, Doctor. It'sjust
that every time.... every time..."

"Young lady!? He snapped, hisvoice barely raised. Hewaited until | met hisgaze. ? Don't worry. The
aftereffects are unpleasant, and they do linger for severa days, but they will pass. Just try to avoid
thinking too much of ... it."

| nodded. ? | had noticed that, too. That's why it was so wonderful taking a shower with Company A. |
didn't think I'd live at first, but ... what'swrong, Doctor?"

He had st his coffee cup down sharply, clattering it on the table. ? Y ou showered with the Company A
ladies?? he demanded. | nodded again. ? So you were treated to the Birthday Suit Trio?? | smiled. ?
I've never heard them, no man hasto my knowledge, unlesswe count you. But I've heard of them.? He
peered at me. ? Arethey aswicked asrumors say?'

| giggled and shoved some eggsinto my mouth. ? I've never heard the rumors. And since this seemsto
beagirl thing, I'll keep the rest to myself. Oh, and Doctor?? helooked up a my pointed tone. ? Never
count measaman agan.”

Helooked at methoughtfully. ? You'l do, girl. You'll do. | have never seen your like, and part of me
never hopesto again. You're blowing dl our past experiences with Cuesright out of the system.”

| shrugged. ? | don't know abouit that, either. But I'm determined to make the best of this.? | stopped. ?
That's not right. I'm not making the best of this. I'm enjoying who and what | am.? | smileda him. ? |
have you to thank, Doctor. Again.”

There probably wasn't awhole lot that could make this man blush, and | wasn't one of them. But he
cameclose.

"Y ou're welcome, young lady.”
"Abigal."

"Susie gave you your name, then? Againg tradition; she should have doneit a the acceptance dinner.
Stll, it's probably for the best. Abigail. Abigail.? Hetried it out once or twice. ? Yes, very good.? He
looked at me. ? Y ou know, you look like an Abigail. And you look like you're wearing your name well."

"Thank you. That's because | am. Um, Doctor? Could you answer afew questions?'
"Certainly! When would you like to schedule an appointment? As | mentioned, I'm at your complete...”

"No, no,? | interrupted. ? Not medica. Nor persond. Just fill-me-in type questions. | fed likeI'm
walking around in avacuum.”

"l canimagine,? heagreed grimly. ? And | can dsoimagineit'salittle frugtrating, especidly for thekind
of person you are. All right, what do you want to know?"



"Going back to our conversation of three days ago. When | was till in Hedler's Sleep. Y ou had
mentioned that while there was no legd recourse againgt mefor being anillegal Cue, there was something
| needed to worry about. What was that?"

"Youveavery good memory, dear. I'll tell you. But first, I've alittle shock for you. It wasn't three days
ago, it wasfive. Y ou've been out not haf aday, but two and haf."

"What?? | barely whispered.

"That'sright. Two and ahdf days. Sixty hours. Thelongest by far. Susewill tell you why. She may even
be ableto judtify it. | can't, so don't ask.

"Anyway, to answer your question. It'strue, thereis no lega recourse that anyone can take to reclam a
rescued ripe. While the processisillega, and dangerousfor al concerned, society has retained enough of
its common sense to not seek redress againgt the innocent and unknowing ripe.

"Where society is sadly lacking in common sense, and decency, however, isin how it trests Cuesin dl
other matters. The problem you have, Abigall, isthat asa Cue, you have no lega status. None
whatsoever."

"Meaning what, Doctor? I'm above the law? That doesn't make sense.”

"Not aboveit. Outsdeit. Y ou cannot commit acrime. Y ou are not held accountable for anything you
do."

"What? Y ou're saying | could rob abank and just walk off, scot-free?"
"A bank?'
"Yes. A depository of liquid assets."

"Ah. A physical location of hard collateral. Y es, I've heard of the concept, but I've never heard the word
used in that context. 'Bank'. I'll need to remember that. Anyway, yes, it'strue. But your legd status
works both ways. Anyone could rob you, and not be held accountable. They could kill you, or far
worse, and not be held accountable.”

| wondered for amoment what could be worse than killing me. Then | thought of the interested looks of
thetwo meninline, and | redized those things did exist. | shook my head, disbelieving.

"That makes no sense! What'sthe point of bringing back Cuesif they are outsde the law, open prey to
anyoneswhims?'

"That isthe point, my dear. The ruling body, with a heavy interest in the continuation of ripes, could not
bring action againgt Cues without badly damaging their own power base. So they took the matter to the
extreme and chose not to bring any action, either for or against Cues. It is used as a deterrent for groups
like ours. They hope to discourage us by offering a society not only hostile to Cues, but ableto actually
prey upon them."

"But it hasn't discouraged you.”

"Of courseit hasn't! We're not some group of idiots that thought it might be fun to do thisfor awhile.
We're dl under what amountsto a death pendty if caught. And we haven't been doing thisfor afew
years, we've been at it for nearly two centuriesin one form or another. Asaresult, we have many ways
of introducing ayoung man or young woman such as yourself into society asacitizen, not a Cue.”



It became clear. | nodded. ? Of course! That's another reason for the age of the body! Like Susie hinted,
I'm under legd age. In my time, that dso meant that there were very few permanent records. | should
imagine it would be easier to blend meinto your society at this age than most other. Old enough to
understand and adjust, yet till too young to matter from alegal standpoint.”

"Excdlent! I'mimpressed! That'sit exactly. Severa months from now, well ease you into a surrogate
family. At firgt, you'll be afriend who visits. Then over severd more months, you'll be spoken about asa
relaive. Findly, well use our network of companiesto ? transfer? the father or mother to other
employment on adifferent continent. At that point, you'll be introduced as the daughter, and you'll
continue living with them until you either marry or reach legd age, which istwenty-five, by theway."

"I very much doubt I'll ever marry, Doctor. It just wouldn't beright.”

He shrugged. ? | can certainly understand your point of view, if not fully appreciateit. Still, time might
change your mind. It would aso make things easier for al concerned. Marriageisvery highly regarded in
our society, and your marriage to ayoung man of actud citizenship would aso cement your own status.
But I'm most definitely not going to council marriage for datus.

"In any event, during this entire process, well be carefully introducing facts about you into the main data
pools. Not actud proof, mind you. That can be too easily detected. Well put in threads; indicators that
you are an actua citizen. Then, in ayear or S0, there will be an accident a one of the data pools and the
logt information will need to be rebuilt by the government. 1t will find these indicators and 'rebuild' your
birth, school and medica records, and suddenly, you'll have afirm identity."

| whigtled. ? It'smy turn to beimpressed. Very dick. Youve made mefed alot better, Doctor. Thank
you. Lookslike I'll haveto sacrifice my name, though.”

"Sorry, but yes, that's so. Abigail you keep. I'm afraid the Wyeth name will fade back into the oblivion
we pulled it from."

| laughed. ? Y ou're waxing philosophic, Doctor. Oh well. It wasagood name, and | shdl missit. But
I've done without it for some wee bit dready. | can't carry on the family name any longer anyway. Soin
the meantime, | stay here and do what? Laundry for four months?'

"Well, yes, a first. WEIl get you out of that if we can find another, more skilled position, that you're
qudified for. | rather expect we will, despite the significant gap. But we will find work for you to do.”

"Suitsmefine! I'm not going to keep my girlishfigureif | just St around and egt three medlsaday. Soiit's
the st minesfor me."

"That and training and orientation into your new world. When you are woven into our society's fabric,
you'd be better off blending in smoothly. That's Susan'sjob for the next twelve to sixteen weeks."

"Somebody talking about me?? Susie walked up to our table, breskfast in hand. | turned and smiled at
her. Dr. Barrett rose. | found it pleasantly surprising that the custom had returned. | nearly stood aswell,
then caught mysdf. It was men who did it for women.

"Yes, wewere, Corpord. | wasjust about to tell Abigail how the next few months with you were going
to be boring and painfully full of exercise

"Now Doctor, that's not fair. | thought the medical profession gpproved of exercise.”

"The medical profession gpproves of moderate exercise. Not aerobics and combat training that lead to
didocated shoulders, yours or the poor sap you're training.”



"Just wait until your next session, Doc.? Shelaughed and sat next to me. ? | see you've had your
breakfast, Abigail. | so saw your things outside our door, so | suppose you've dready cleaned up.
Y ou've been busy."

"Yes. | wanted to let you deep. Y ou looked exhausted. So | took care of mysdlf for achange. | hope
you don't mind."

"Not at dl. About time you started carrying your own weight. I'll till help out, though.? She munched on
aroll. ? So any problems?’

"Quite the oppogte. | had awonderful timewith the A Company ladies.”
Shelaughed again. ? Which onewasit? The A Company or the ladies?’
"They were very nice. Especidly Sarah.”

Shelooked at me, amazed. ? Sarah Grominski was nice to you? | shouldn't be too surprised. Everyone
seemsto be. Score one for you, Abigail. Y ou makeit with Sarah, you make it with A company. Even the
guysfollow her lead.”

"I'm surprised she'sonly a private, then."

"She's aprivate thisweek. By next week, shelll probably be acorpora. Again. Rank isimportant here,
but the person in the uniform is more important.”

"That's been my experience also. In my Company A of ancient times, rank was very rdative. | told
Sanchez-"

"Lieutenant Sanchez,? Susie corrected.

"Sorry. | told Lieutenant Sanchez that | was a corpord. That wasn't the truth. | didn't want to embarrass
him, but | actualy held acommisson.”

"Of mgjor. Yes, we know that. Y ou did seem to have a gift for advancement. From enlisted to mgjor in
four yearsisarare accomplishment. Even for battlefield commissons.”

| stared at Susie carefully, who looked right back at me. ? Abigall, it was along, long session we had.
Never forget that we know you now. It'simportant for you to know we know."

| nodded dowly, then got up to get some hot chocolate and compose my thoughts and myself. My life,
then, had been laid open. It didn't seem possible, but there it was. | wondered if my military and NATech
training againgt probing had proven of any vaue whatsoever. Probably not. | did take some consolation,
however, despite the ... despite ... the ... | clutched my stomach momentarily, working the knot loose. |
did take some consolation. These were good people. Circumstances dictated that they also be hard, but
they were above dl good. Andif | wastill dive, | had their gpproval, conditional or otherwise.

| returned to the table, smiling. Seating mysalf next to Susieagain, | pursued our conversation.
"So what else did you find out about me?’

"Er ... if you'll excuse me, ladies? | have some routine checkups to conduct in about twenty minutes.? He
stood with histray. ? If you need any more help, Abigail, medica or otherwise, please stop by.? With
that heleft. | watched him as he dropped off histray, mounted the ramp, and disappeared down the
corridor.



"Not too smart, Abigail.”
"Huh?? | turned back to Susie. ? How do you mean? Wasn't heinvolved with..."

"No, hewasn't,? sheinterrupted, probably to prevent aflashback. ? Doctor Barrett vehemently
disapproves of the IHAD. He hasn't attended or administered one for years.”

"Oh. | should gpologize. | didn't mean to hurt hisfedings”

"Didn't meanto-? Shestared at me. ? You can beaditz! He was much more concerned about your
fedingsthan his. Resultsfrom IHADs aren't plastered dl over thewalls, or broadcast on the netly news.

WE ARE CURRENTLY RUNNING OVER 4,513 BROADCASTSIN 384 LANGUAGES FROM 6
DIFFERENT PLANETS AND SPACE STATIONS. PLEASE STATE YOUR PREFERENCE.
SEARCHING ... YES CITIZEN, | AM HAPPY TO OFFER YOU 17 CURRENTLY RUNNING
FINANCIAL STATUSREPORTSIN JAPANESE ... YES CITIZEN, | AM HAPPY TO OFFER
YOU 145 CURRENTLY RUNNING JOHN WAYNE MOVIESIN 93 DIFFERENT LANGUAGES...
YES CITIZEN, | AM HAPPY TO OFFER YOU 61 CURRENTLY RUNNING LAUNCHING
SCHEDULESIN ENGLISH, 46 INTERSTELLAR LAUNCH SCHEDULESAND 15 LOCAL ...
YES CITIZEN, | AM HAPPY TO OFFER YOU 3 CURRENTLY RUNNING PROGRAMS
INVOLVING 12TH CENTURY RELIGIOUS DEBATES ONE ON HINDUISV AND TWO ON
CHRISTIANITY ... YES CITIZEN, | AM

.Abigail? Hey! Abigail! Snap out of it!"

"Huh? Snap out of what?? Susie had me by the arms and was shaking me gently. ? What'swrong? I'm
fine"

"Y ou blanked out on mefor afew seconds.”
"Sorry. That | ... H ... | ... interrogation has left a pretty uncomfortable mark."

Shesighed. ? | know. | can't tell you how desperately sorry we are. And I'm sorry | was shaking you.
All Cues go through thisfor severd days. Never this profound, though. Again, our fault. We kept you
under way too long."

"Doctor Barrett had mentioned it was some sixty hours."
"Closer to forty-eight. But there was an additional twelve hours recovery time."
"He dso mentioned the effects would wear off."

"And they will, too. | fear, however, they may be alittle dower with you. Maybe we should stop by and
see Doctor Barrett. Let him check you out.”

"Uh, if it'sjust the same with you, Susie, I'd rather not. I've been jumping in and out of my clothes so
much in the last few days, I'm thinking | should start charging people.? | laughed and polished off my cup
of cocoaand pulled her to her feet. ? Cmon! Let's hit the gym! I'm aching to get aworkout! "

She seemed very happy with that, and we left the mess and headed back to our quartersto put on some
Swegts.

* * % %

The gym, a thefar end of the complex, waswell outfitted and well used. Either because of Susi€'s



reputation or my presence, we were able to get a section of mat fairly quickly. We started out with our
dretching.

| was positively stunned at my flexibility! | stretched and bent in waysthat I'd never even consdered
before. Even something as smple asthe splits, standard exercise in any girl's workout, seemed incredible
to me as| reached al the way to the floor. | stretched on the mat, legs pointing away from each other,
face and hair on the floor, and thrilled at the fedling. Susewasjust as excited.

"Good! That'swonderful, Abigail! You'rein nice shape. Now let'stry alittle of this.? She brought one of
my feet around and showed me how to placeit flat aong the back of my head. | felt asloose as cooked
spaghetti. We continued for about ten minutes, then she helped me to my feet. | was flushed.

"Oh! That feelsso good, Susie! ? | was breathing hard, more from the delight of being so alive than the
exertion. ? What next?'

"Let's check your baance and coordination on the bars.”

Wewalked over to aset of pardld bars, which were being used by atrio of women, who immediately
surrendered them. | thanked them, and they hung around to watch.

| faced the higher bar and reached up. It was close to ameter beyond my outstretched fingertips. |
jumped up and nearly touched it. | landed, trying to adjust for my different body weight and balance, and
made aterrible botch of it. Suse put her hand down aboosted my to my feet. | smiled shyly.

"l suppose | haveto think about how to land alittle more."
"Wrong, Abigail. You've got to think less. Just let yoursdlf be what you are.”
"But my mindis4till grgppling with dl the height differences! ? | protested. ? And thingsare heavier..."

"Yes. That'strue. But remember the night you almost escaped? Didn't you say you looked in the mirror?
? 1 nodded. ? And why didn't you redlize then that you were agirl? Or even when you first woke up and
looked at yourself?'

"l ... 1 don't reglly know. It didn't seem necessary. It waslike..."

"It was like you adready knew, down insde, what you were. And that's exactly what it is. I'm sureit'sno
surprise to you that our mindswork at many levels. Some we have control over. Others, we can exert
control if wewish, but don't need to."

"Sure. Voluntary and involuntary responses. Walking isvoluntary, bresthing isinvoluntary.”

"Y es. But there are many other layersto each of those two generdities, Abigall. It'sour lifeto understand
the mind as thoroughly as we can, to better bring back ripes.

"One of thoselayersis physica sdlf-perception. When we transferred your mind into your body, we
didn't movethe brain. It's been dust for centuries. Y ou've been thinking of your brain as part of your
mind, which iswrong. Y ou've got to think of your brain as part of your body, whichit is. With physica
self-perception, it ismainly how your brain and body perceive each other. Y our mind isreactionary.
That'swhy you didn't redlize your femininity at the outset: Y our brain and body had always been female,
and your mind smply followed your brain'slead.”

"Then it would be the same with physica activity. Just accept what the rest of me has dways known. |
getit!”



Susesmiled. ? It'snot So much amatter of ‘getting it' asjust letting it. Now, let'stry again. Y ou jump for
it, and if you miss, just land the way you'd expect to land.”

| tried again and again | couldn't quite make it. But when | fell, | just got ready to land on my feet, and |
did. Susie clapped and stepped up, thistime lifting me effortlesdy to the bar.

I'm no gymnast, so | didn't stedl the show. A couple of pull ups, afew pull overs and some swinging was
my entireroutine. | dropped back down, alittle tired but happy. The others applauded. | threw my arms
back and gave alittle bow.

Susie was happy, too. ? Not bad for afirst time! ? She began rubbing my arms and shoulders. ? How
doyoufed?

"Great! A little achy, | suppose, but not much. What next?”

Shelaughed. ? Y ou do want to try alittle of everything. All right, how about alittle martia arts. You
sounded like you were quite good.”

| looked down, suddenly lessthan happy. ? That wasalong time ago. | don't mean six hundred years,
gther. | wasavery different kind of person in the military, and not someone you'd realy want to know."

"I dready know what kind of person you were. Y ou sounded like you were adog. Lieutenant Sanchez
did have you pegged right.? She shook her head in mock amazement. ? Even Raul can beright on
occason.”

"Susan, hewas only partidly right.? Shelooked sharply a my use of her forma name and the insstence
inmy voice. ? Andthat IHAD! ... IHAD probably wouldn't have reveded al that much more."

"Don't underestimate our procedures. Come, let's have atusde. I'll warn you, though, I'm rough.? She
assumed standard attack posture.

Space magically cleared for us, and we drew acrowd smultaneoudy. | backed up, holding my hands
out.

"NO! Suse! Don't! | don't want to do this!"
She approached silently. | backed up further.
"Suse, I'm serioud Thisian't like the showers afew days ago!™

"Thisisexactly like the showers. It's part of the healing. Part of the way you become you. Come on,
Abigall! Defend yoursdlf! ? She made aquick kick, which | sdestepped. Shetried several more times,
and | dodged them, avoiding physical contact. | was scared. For her.

"Sudel NO!"

"Defend yoursdf! ? sheyeled athird time. And then | wasflat on my back, head ringing. She had used a
double attack with asingle feint and had landed afoot on my neck.

| stared up from the floor at Susie. She had taken an aggressive position | recognized immediately. Her
smile was gone, replaced with grim determination. There was no humor in her eyes. | felt atwinge of fear.
Again, fear for her.

Shakily, | got to my feet and brushed mysdf. ? Uh, if you don't mind, let me gtart off alittleless...
oooofff! ? Her arm dipped around my gut, doubling me. She brought afast moving foot through mine



and down | went.

Without thinking, | rolled clear but remained on my hands and knees, crouching. Others had gathered
around watching. | felt atouch on my shoulder and looked up into the eyes of ayoung man, sweeaty from
hisworkoui.

"Listen. When Lendler's like that, you better take it serioudy. She hurts people.”
"Uh, thanks, uhhh..."

"Billy. Private Billy Henderson.”

"Thanks, Billy. I'm Abigail."

"Hi, Abigail. No kidding, though. You'rein for it. Don't try to talk yoursdlf out of it. Just try tolive
throughit.”"

"But I'm not sure...”
"MOVE!"

| rolled clear of her dashing kick, but couldn't quite dodge her chopping right hand. | felt aburning
sensation on my cheek as| againrolled clear. | felt the old flavor wake up in me and knew | had to stop
it quick.

"Look, Susie! Not yet! | don't know if | can contral ... Aaahh! ? She closed quickly, unbdievably
quickly. | spotted her technique thistime, and blocked her side chop while skipping over her swaying leg.
| meant to bring my weight to bear on her anchor leg, but her side chop crushed my feeble strength and
floored me. | landed hard. | let out a cry and then another as her foot caught me in the upper chest, giving
me my first experience a female anatomy pain. Not as bad as mae anatomy pain, but not pleasant,
either. | landed back near Billy. | tried to rise, but he held me down.

"Just stay down, Abigail! Lendler'salittle softer if you stay down. Believe me, | know."

"Thanks, Billy. But that's not how the gameisplayed.? It wasrising in me, and while part of me wanted
to push it away, the rest welcomed it. ? How old are you?"

"Il be ningteenin May."

"Eighteen, huh? Still school age. All right, let me conduct today'sclass.? | raised my voicealittle, ? Get
ready to intervene at amoment's notice, okay?? They nodded, probably thinking they'd haveto
intervene to stop me from bleeding to deeth. Me, | had different plans.

| stood up. | was helpless now to the beast and let it rouseitself. The beast waswhy | fought in Recon so
long ago. Almost an dter ego, when it woke up, | stopped being John, now Abigail, Wyeth. My men had
seen it many times, because | had to cal on it frequently during the desert and mountain campaigns of the
Kilimanjaro offensive of the Twenty-first Century war. It was aremoteness that took me. Everything else
was a situation to be dealt with as quickly and brutally as possible. | didn't fight to win, | fought to
survive. | hoped, | prayed, | wouldn't hurt Susie badly. But | knew 1'd try to kill her.

It growled a me, demanding the Situation. | coolly told it my assetsand limitations. | glanced a my
enemy and located her strengths and weakness. The beast selected my best attack for disabling prior to
killing. I dapped my hands together, then went down to a crouch, my hands evenly splitting my body

weight with my legs



Susie came a me again. Her dicing left foot was aimed at my head, but | could tdll it was afeint, that it
would be her anchor foot, planted near my left hand, in about one second, and that the real attack was
her trailing right leg, which would bury itsdlf in my chest, awesk attack unless she wore a hardened boot.
The counterattack for my weight was obvious and clear. And far more effective.

| crouched further, asif to dodge her left foot. It planted at my left hand and | spun mysdlf to the left,
chopping my right hand into her plant, knocking it into her swinging right leg. Shefdl into ahegp and |
pounced on her in asecond. With cold efficiency, | shot two stiff fingers down to gouge out her eye. She
was ableto block it, but | managed to break one of her fingers. | felt nothing, nor did | even recognize
her. | saw thelook of anger in her eyes, and the sheen of pain as the bone snapped.

She made to throw me off. But | was dready vaulting free, which made her movement clumsy and
ill-timed. She regained her center and twirled around quickly, but | had aready anticipated that and put a
foot to her head. Had | been my origina size, it would have snapped her neck, killing her. But | till
hadn't adjusted fully, so it only grazed her heed, bloodying an ear. | looked at her eyes again and saw the
anger, and the pain. And now | saw fear, and knew | had won. All that remained wasto kill her. | had
made the proper adjustments to my weight and had decided first to shatter her right kneecap, then crush
her windpipe in the few seconds she would be debilitated by the pain. | went to my attack crouch,
anticipating her defense, which she took.

"ENOUGH!? | heard Lt. Sanchez's voice cut through my coldness, striking achord in my heart. |
recognized him as an authority. | struggled with the beast and mysdlf, trying to force an end. | prayed
Susie made no attack. | could till kill her.

But it wasover. | saw her relax, dropping her hands and leaving herself defensdess. It wasadSight that
settled mevery quickly. | felt my own muscles ease and dacken. | sank entirely to my kneesand covered
my face with my hands. Hot tears came to the surface, and | was crying. | could have killed her.

Susie cameto me, aso crying. | pushed her away, angry.
"Youidiot! | wasgoing to kill you! Why did you do it? Why?'

"Because shewastold to, young lady.? Lt. Sanchez stepped up to me, but made no effort to help meto
my feet. He looked down at us. ? Susan. | want both of you cleaned up and in my quartersin half an
hour.? Heturned on hished and walked off.

Chapter Eight

It was avery quiet thirty minutes. We went to sickbay to have our wounds attended to. Dr. Barrett didn't
say much, whichwasjust aswell. The cut on Susi€'s ear required acouple of titches, but stitches were
goneforever in medicine. Instead of sawing up the still bleeding wound, Dr. Barrett used atype of
instrument that both stopped the bleeding and half-completed the healing. Like the inducer, it was based
on sound. He used asimilar, but more powerful tool on her broken middle fingers, apparently my hit had
snapped two bones, not one. Again, it speeded up the healing process enough that she experimentaly
flexed her finger with little pain after only several minutes of treatment.

The doctor checked mefor broken ribs, but found only some bruising. It was dightly painful to bregthe,
hardly worth noting. | mention it only because after adose of the sounder, ashe called it, | felt no pain a
al. | had anideanow why Susie played so rough; al you needed to do was survive, and modern
medicine could patch you up pretty quick. The problem Susie had was she hadn't known she was going



to survive. I'd been worried about that, too. | wanted to say something, anything, to get her talking, even
looking at me again. But | held off, knowing now that she/d been under ordersto provoke me. Why, |
didn't yet know. That would be changing soon, if | guessed right.

We cleaned up and reported to Lt. Sanchez's room just as the half-hour passed. Susie had stayed silent,
avoiding my attemptsto get her attention. | felt awful at first. Then | was angry, because she wasthe one
who brought thison. Then | felt smug ... oh, | must have gone through ahaf-dozen different emotionsin
that thirty minutes, al of them intense and unshakable, until the next one washed over me. | wasavery
confused girl. Which probably made me normdl, | thought glumly. Life, | decided, had been agreat dedl
more sraightforward asaguy.

Susie knocked on Lt. Sanchez's door, and he told usto enter. It was similar to Dr. Barrett's office in that
it was a combination office and living quarters. He was seated at his desk as we entered. There were two
charsfor usto gt in, but when Susie stayed at attention, | figured | should, too.

He went straight to the point.
"Recommendation, Counsdor.”

Susie snapped even morerigidly to attention and spoke very precisely. ? Asof thisday, November 16,
2676, as counselor of Rescued Ripe 1845, John Wyeth, | recommend and urge continuation. Her new
nameisAbigal Wyeth."

My ears perked at the sound of my old name, and | looked at her. She kept staring straight ahead, but |
saw the corners of her lipscurl up alittle. Lt. Sanchez noticed it, too.

"That pleases you, Susan?? Sherelaxed from her attention when he used her first name.
"Of courseit does, Sir! Any time acounsdlor can recommend...”

"...the continuation of aCue,? hefinished, atrifleimpatiently. ? Yes, yes. But you'veredly put more
into-Abigail, isit?-you've put moreinto her than any other Cue, haven't you?'

"Well, shesunique. And fun. And..."

"Uh, hey, people! ? | brokein. ? | may be unique and fun, but I'm aso standing right here. And I'm a
little confused, so could we cut to the chase? What's continuation mean? And what was reason for that
fight? Andwhy dl the-? Sanchez held up ahand.

"I'm sorry, Abigail. We shouldn't talk around you. Let's take care of that now.? Helooked at Susie. ?
Y ou're absolutely sure, Susan?? She nodded, openly smiling now. Her whole manner seemed atotd
reverse from only ten minutes ago. That | was out of my depth would be an understatement. | wasn'tin
over my head, | was on the ocean floor, tied down with weights and sinking deeper. Sanchez nodded.

"All right. Abigail, come here, please.? He stood up as | stepped around the desk. | did it only because
had no ideawhat elseto do.

"Attention! ? he barked, and | suddenly becamerigid. His authority and ability to command were
incredible. ? Ascommander of this, the Third Regiment of the Resistance, | hereby confer onto you the
rank of private, second class. Welcome aboard, and may God have mercy on your soul.? He tapped
me twice on my right shoulder.

I'm not sure what he was expecting me to do or say. | thought about this sudden turn for afew moments,
thensad, ? Uhh ... Don't | haveasay inthis?"



"Y ou will address me as Lieutenant, Lieutenant Sanchez, or sir. And no, Private, you don't. Now that
you're going to be with usfor at least the next three months, you are under the same conditions, dangers
and redtrictions as every other man and woman under my command. If you have to sharein our troubles,
you may aswell share in the authority and benefits. We don't have civilianstravel with us, so for the
duration of your stay, you're aprivate. What classis up to you."

That made eminent sense. | snagpped to attention and said, ? Yes, ar!”

Hesmiled. ? Very good. Now, Abigail, let me show you the reason for everything we've done for you,
with you, and to you. It'stime you saw the puterverse.? He swung his chair over to the computer
termind and offered it to me. Hesitantly, | sat down and examined thetermind. It looked dmost like the
ones of Six centuries ago, except that the viewing surface hung flat againgt thewall, perhaps thirty
centimeters square and no thicker than a sheet of onionskin. It was dark. The keyboard had anearly
identica layout asthe now ancient QWERTY keyboard, but it also was paper-thin and seemed to be
part of the shelf in front of me. | had to admit to a certain disappointment. | would have thought computer
interfaces would have come further than this by now. Maybe the Spartan environment and frequent
moves pushed this more prosaic type of access onto them. Still, you'd think that...

Lt. Sanchez leaned forward and said, ? Access."

And the world disappeared. The thin film monitor quivered and suddenly exploded, coating thewdlls, the
ceiling and floor, even the air, with its version of redlity. Sound came from everywhere, yet it wasn't
noise. Glowing, human-shaped forms were standing near me. One turned and looked a me. | yelped,
jumping from my chair, and the whole thing collgpsed and | was suddenly in the room again. | looked
quickly at Sanchez and Susie, who seemed to be enjoying my disorientation. | smiled weakly and sat
back down, diding back into the wild redlity. Sanchez leaned closeto my ear.

"Computer, standard viewing area.? Nothing happened from my point of view. ? There. Now we'real
in here. Normally, the entire room is accessed. | preset the level and viewing area before you and
Corporal Lendler arrived, to give you aplaceto run to, should the puterverse be too overwhel ming.
Unlikely inyour case, to be sure. But the puterverse can have an unpredictable effect on Cues brought
forward to our time. But enough of that! I'm sure you would like to go exploring, which you can as soon
as| create your puterverseidentity and access level. Computer! Puterverse authorization initiate for
Abigal Wyeth."

"Certainly,? apleasant malevoice said, asmal echo trailing. ? Pleaseinitiate voice verification at your
convenience.? Sanchez nudged me.

"Voice print verify. Wyeth, Abigail.? | very nearly dipped and gave out my old authorization code. |
knew it would be worthless, though. Even if it il existed after Sx centuries-anear impossibility-my voice
would no longer match.

"Acknowledged. Authorizing user please state level of access.”
"Access leve for Wyeth, Abigail is st to three limited four,? Sanchez said.

"Accessleve for Wyeth, Abigail isset to three limited four,? the computer repested. ? Tethersare
engaged.”

He clapped me on the shoulder. ? The puterverseiswaiting, young lady! Fed freeto roam where you
wish. Unauthorized areas are represented by closed doorslike thisone.? He pointed to a solid expanse
of deep blue that had a man-sized red rectangle embedded in it. The red section pulsated dowly. He
indicated another such door to our right about thirty meters away. It pulsed green. ? Green doorswill



give you access. And see these large black walls? 'Y ou can neither access nor breach them, since they
represent your current level restriction.”

"Thisisincrediblel ? | gasped. | looked at mysalf. My body had become a pae yelow form of energy. |
had abasic female form-my own female form-but wore no clothing. But neither was | naked. | looked
over a Susie. She had asmilar glow, but it was tinged with orange. She saw me staring and laughed.
Her laugh was audible, but dso made me think of warm marshmalows. It was asthough | experienced
her laugh with al my senses.

"Thistakesalittletimeto get used to, Abigail,? she cautioned me. ? So go easy.”

"How do | move around?? | asked breathlesdly, turning toward Lt. Sanchez. He was a glowing, deep
blue form, without specific features, yet somehow il looking like himself.

"Accessto the puterverseisan dmost entirdly cognitive activity. Here, stland up.? He helped me up from
my chair. It disappeared into the ground with amesmerizing melting action. ? Y ou're now standing in the
puterverse. In my office, though, weredl in the same position we accessed at: you in my chair, Susan
and | standing behind you. Here, though, our puterverse bodies move fregly to our mental wishes.

"l understand! ? | said excitedly. ? Then queries and data access are done entirely with aphysical
metaphor, correct?'

"Yes. Very good.”
"Not really. Just common sense. Can | explore?
"Certainly. That'swhy you're on, Abigail. Y ou have the control. Susan and | are dong for your benefit."

For the next half hour, | waslike akid in acandy shop. | poked into dozens of things, learning quickly
the quirks and protocols of performing queries and moving vast distances with tond inflection. Doors and
access points were everywhere, somein the sides of large mounds, othersjust standing by themselves.

Y ou could see on either side of the door, but stepping through took you to an entirely new area. It was
fantagtic. The only annoying thing was the constant appearance of those huge black walls. Just as
something became particularly interesting, astupid wall would pop up. The red doorswere nearly as
frudrating.

But the most exhilarating thing about it was the fedl. Not the sensation. The flavor. Thiswas Chris work,
al right! Oh, hed never taken it to thisleve of sophigtication, at least, not when | knew him, but it had his
stamp onit. One of the last things I'd done at NATech was listen to his progress report on accessing a
computer viaamentd link. He must have hit on the right answer, because that's exactly what we were
doing. It was nice to see our work had such long reaching implications.

In the back of my head, athought came up. | knew most of Chris backdoor access codes. Backdoor
access codes are passwords inserted by the programmer to alow him admittance to the system at any
time. Since the codes are never reported, and nearly impossible to root out, the passwords had an
unlimited and unregulated life span. | wondered if during the ... | let the thought die, not wishing to trigger
another attack. But those codes were something worth considering.

| was gpproaching alarge lake with an ice blue shimmer. At leadt, | thought it was alake. Upon reaching
the shore, however, | noticed there was a constant right to left flow, which madeit ariver. | sared into
the water. The current seemed very quick on top, dower on the bottom. Slivers of glittering gold shot
downstream while lines of slver worked upstream. | felt acoolness rising from the surface, though there
was no wind. It was indescribably beautiful. It seemed to draw mein, over therailing that bordered it.



"Thisisthe main datastream, isnt it?? | asked breathlesdy. | was so taken withit, | needed to say it
twiceto be heard.

"Yes itis? Susereplied. She sounded surprised that | knew. ? It's called the Quantum Data River .
Every indruction of every access passes through this primary channd.”

Sanchez and Susie exchanged looks. | didn't know if | wasintended to see their furtive glance, but | did.
Sanchez leaned down. ? How did you know that, Abigail?"

They weretesting me. ? Lieutenant, please don't treet melike alittle child.? | paused for asecond. ?
Well, not dl thetime, anyway. My guessisyou probably know al aout my connection with Chris
Y oung."

Susielaid ahand on my shoulder. | thrilled at her once again soft touch. Much better than getting belted
by her.

"Raul's playing the man's game of getting what hewants, Abigail.? He shot her acool look, which she
ignored. ? Y es, we know. Both from our talk that morning and from your IHAD. What we don't know is
how well you know his system. Thisisthe maor reason why weve been treating you unfairly at times.

"The puterverse has been around, in one form or another, for hundreds of years. We've expanded and
developed it during that time, studying, modifying and trying to fully comprehend it. And while we know it
was Y oung who created it with hiswebbing techniques, we've never been able to get to the how of it.

Y oung lived before there wasriping, so there was no chance of finding out first hand about the
puterverse's creator.

"Or s0 we thought. Then we cued you. Y ou can't imagine the surprise we had when we found out that
not only did the two technologies exist about the same time, but that Chris'Y oung had actually worked
for you."

She pointed to the far side of the data stream. ? Can you see the other shore?”

| peered, but couldn't see anything at first. | called for a stand and the view shifted us up about ten meters
into the air. There seemed to be a soft glow.

"Therésadight glimmer, but | can't tell if it'son the far shore. What's over there?!

"Wedon't know,? Susiesad. ? There's no access. Nobody has been able to go there. At least, not for
the past three hundred years, if ever. We think theré's avast amount of restricted information that isbeing
withheld from theworld."

"That's not necessarily abad thing,? | pointed out. ? The public's need to know has to be balanced
againg society's safety and an individud's privacy. Telling everyone how to make an atom bomb may not
be agood thing. Tdling everyone my credit card numbersis definitely not agood thing."

"Credit card numbers?? Sanchez inquired.

"Never mind. The point is, there are agreat many thingsthat the world is better off not knowing, or has
no right to know in thefirst place.”

"Trueenough, Abigail,? Susie conceded. ? Wewont pressit. But if it turns out that we do need that
information, you may end up being the key."

"Y ou said that my connection to Chriswasamgor part of my status,? | commented, changing the



subject. ? What wasthe other?'

Susie smiled, knowing what | wastrying to do, but adlowingit. ? It's probably better that we show you.
Now I'm going to play alittle game. It's called ftirring up your femde curiosity. Computer! ? Her voice
rased. ? Access, Susan Lendler. Levd five”

Suddenly, the whole place became brighter. The black wall to my left melted away, exposing another one
far off in the distance. | turned around, and at least a dozen doors that had been red were now pulsing
green, and many other doors appeared. Severa platformsraised up from the ground, showing large

displays.
"Werenow a leve five,? Sudebegan explaining. ? | cango..."

"How many levelsarethere?? | asked excitedly, running to severa of the nearby doors and looking in.
This puterverse was sunning.

"There are sixty-four, but..."

"How high canwego?? | couldn't contain my eagerness, and didn't try. | ran up the steps of the nearest
platform and looked out over the landscape. Though not as populated aslevel three, there were il
many other people sharing thisarea. ? Does the access increase steadily, or geometricaly?’

"Geometrically. But you can't judt..."”

"Then why don't we go higher? Say leve fifteen? Or twenty?? My fingersflew over the access panel on
the platform display, teasing colors and images fromiit. | was giddy with a sense of adventure and...

"Private Wyeth! ? Lieutenant Sanchez barked.

| jerked to astop and snapped to attention, my body and training overriding and bringing to earth my
emotions and mind. If held grabbed atwo by four and popped me onein the face the effect would have
been the same. He walked over to me and inspected me as though | was something unpleasant he'd just
run over.

"Areyou dways so disrespectful of your friends and commanding officer?"

| flushed with shame, only now redizing my rude behavior, and a alossto understand it. ? No, Sir! I'm
.. 'msorry. | wasjust so overwhelmed...”

"I didn't ask for an explanation, Private. | asked for an answer."
"Yes, ar! That'sto say, no, Sir. I'm sorry, Sir."

He stooped dightly and stared mein the eye. ? Then perhaps you would be so kind as to show more
resraint.? He paused and summed up the entire episode with, ? Y oung lady.”

Of course. That wasit. I'd become so engrossed with my surroundings that 1'd let down my
sf-discipline. In just the few daysI'd been my new sdlf | found it more and more difficult to keep myself
in check emotiondly, and my maturity was wearing thin in more than afew places. It wasn't alosing
battle; it was alost war. At least one nice thing about thisloss of maturity was that | wasn't too worried
about it.

"Yes gr,? | replied, somewhat subdued but not much.

He contemplated me for afew seconds longer, then nodded.



"Veay wdl.? Heturnedto Suseand smiled dightly. ? Y ou may continue, Susan.”

Susiegrinned a me, and | relaxed. | was very glad they seemed to understand. They certainly
understood more about methan | did. | smiled back at her.

"Sorry, Suse”

"That's okay. | remember my first time accessing. | wasthree, and | acted just about the same way you
did. No offense.? | blushed-or it fdt likel did. I didn't know if an energy signature could turn red from
embarrassment.

"Anyway,? she continued, ? the answer to your question is, yes, we can access higher, and the view is
even better. But there's adownside, too. Although accessto the puterverse isamenta operation, thereis
aphysica strain on the entire body. The higher you access, the more pronounced the strain. Y ou can
train yoursdf to an extent to tolerate the stress, but the benefit is redized normally with the length of stay
and only margindly on leve of access.”

"How bad isthe strain?? | asked, trying to sound cam.

"Very. Only onein ahundred go higher than level nine. Fewer than onein ten thousand can access leve
twelve. And at level thirteen, the stress on your body becomes actual damage. Few have ever been
higher than eighteen and survived.

"Don't worry, though, Abigail. Were not going anywhere near theretoday. Y ou'll be pretty sore tonight,
but it shouldn't be too bad. No point in overdoing it. Thisisyour first time here, so you're not ready for it.
And aso, we don't need to go that high to show you what we want you to see.”

"And what isthat?? | asked, sounding calmer than | was. | had afedling something unpleasant was about
to happen.

"Youll see Literdly.? Susielooked at Sanchez, who nodded. She took my hand and spoketo no onein
paticular: ? Locate Oregon fire storm, 2414."

A tunnd just large enough for the three of us opened in the air about thirty metersin front of us. We
remained gill asit approached and engulfed us. Streeks and divers of light, smilar to theriver, flashed by
uson dl sdes. Inadmost notime, | noticed we were hurtling toward a pinpoint of light. The pinpoint grew
to the 9ze of an exit, and the light reddened. Then, as quickly asit had sprung on us, the tunndl abruptly
terminated and wewerein hell.

All around us were the massive flames of an uncontrollable firestorm. Vague shapes of buildings could be
seen through the curtain of flames. Intertwined in the roar of the flames o asto amost come from them,
were the screams of the dying, perhaps the already dead. | spun around, to ook for escape, but there
was none. Desperate to escape, | called for aplatform, and we lifted up into the air, twenty, fifty, one
hundred, meters. From horizon to horizon was nothing but flames and the sickening smell of deeth.

| had never seen anything so completely and utterly destructive. It had been, to me, dmost ten years
sancel had left the horror of the Ethiopian Campaigns behind me. But | still should have been ableto
cope a some level with this conflagration. | couldn't. My senseswere reding from the horror. | felt no
heat, but the terror would burn my soul for along time. | covered my ears and arted to sink down, but
Raul lifted me up. He shouted something a Susie over the flames. She nodded and the flames died out as
the platform we were standing on darkened and turned into another tunnel. Instead of falling in, our
orientation seemed to change and we were sanding in it, traveling quickly through it, the flickering red
skiesat our backs diminishing into the past.



The tunnel ended in moments, and we were standing on the moon's surface. | should have been
overcome with the wonder, but the memory of the firestorm demanded al my attention. It took Raul
gently shaking me to make melook up and put the horrible sight behind me to see this beautiful one.

The Earth sat in the sky, only just risen. All around was the rocky, pitted surface of the moon. |
recognized the Site as our firgt permanent moon base, established only twenty years prior, memory time. |
realized we were dso in akind of lunar park, for the surface area of the base had ropes around it, and
roughhewn benches, cut from native rock, were scattered around. Severa flags, stiff withwireand
shaped to flutter in a nonexistent wind, decorated the base. In al directions, | saw dozens of plagtic
bubbles protruding from the surface. Air locks, most likely.

"Look over there, Abigail,? Susiesaid quietly. She pointed to alarge rectangular rock about ten meters
to our right. Walking closer, | could see an inscription. | leaned down and read it out loud.

"Forever enshrined to honor those who so vaiantly fought in the Terran/Martian Wars, there liesherea
fallen comrade, known but to God.? It was dated 2389.

Terran/Martian Wars. Then they had established acolony. | stood and looked into the black sky to seeif
Marswas up. It was, its redness even more evident in the vacuum of space. It looked so peaceful. Susie,
was a so looking up, but in another direction, towards Polaris. Her face was quiet and thoughtful. | turned
to Sanchez.

"How many?? | asked in asmal voice. Since there were no ambient noises, it still sounded abrasively
loud.

"Three million from Mars, 481 million from Earth. There were four wars lasting sixteen years,? Raul sad
with animpassvetone.

"How can you be so cold?? | said with stunned surprise. A half-billion people. | couldn't begin to grasp
acarnagethat great.

"It wasalong time ago, Abigail. Three hundred years. But though we may sound indifferent about it, we
arenot, and thewar il leavesits mark. As one-sided as the numbers may appear, Mars|ost the war
because their entire population was three million. Fewer than one thousand survived. Mars was never
again resettled. The terraforming operations were abandoned, and it isagain a dead planet.”

"What do thiswar and the firestorm have in common?’
He didn't answer me. Instead, he nodded again to Susie, and the tunnel appeared to rush us away.

And so it went for more than an hour. We saw New Y ork City turned into amassive crater, surrounded
by aflat, glassy plain, nolifeto be seen. They showed me dark hospital wards and filthy asylums, buried
deep underground, housing horribly mutated things that may or may not have once been human. We saw
aseries of ripes, some of which were definitely not human, their brain cases merely welded, sedled boxes
bolted into acontrol pand. In later images, not even that vestige of humanity was|eft them, astheir
intangible minds were moved into circuitry and hard memory. There were many, many more images,
sounds, and experiences. How | managed to make it through without fainting, | don't know. Finaly, we
were taken back to theriverside. | looked into the ethereal data stream, shooting ribbons of silver and
gold, and wondered how two such worlds could exist within each other. | looked up a Sanchez, fedling
very weak from either our long accesstime or the mentally draining sghts. Probably both.

"Why did you show methese things?'



Hedidn't respond, but instead |eaned againgt therailing that ran along the riverbank, contemplating me. |
looked at Susie, who stood quietly beside him, staring down at the hard floor of the puterverse. It was
for meto find out.

"Computer. Access Abigail Wyeth."
"Accessgranted.? The obsidian wals shot up into the air, and the area became darker, lessfriendly.
"L ocate common focus of past twenty queries.”

Agan atunnd came up, and we wereinserted into it. We shot dong, my hand groping for and finding
Susi€'s. Lt. Sanchez stood close behind us. | had a sudden flash of fear and shivered.

A pinpoint of an exit gppeared and raced toward us. The light increased quickly; it was clearly daylight at
the end. | heard the distant rumble of voices and could even make out afew faces before we were
suddenly in the midst of them. No one seemed to notice us, and severd passed through us, causing no
harm nor having any come on them. | looked around, trying to orient mysdlf. | first noticed the dmost
even proportions of race among the multitude. Black, white, Asian, Higpanic, everyone was represented
in dmost the same number. It could have been anywhere in theworld, but nowherein mine. Many were
civilians Many morewerein amilitary style of uniform.

After afew more moments of studying the crowds, | looked up. Being shorter than everyone but the
younger children, it wasthe only other way for meto look.

Filling the entire ky in front of me was amassive complex of buildings. We were in amanmade canyon,
surrounded on al sides by these huge structures, most hundreds of meters high and afew aswide asthey
weretdl.

The complex was so massve that it was more a carved mountain, madeto look like buildings. An
unearthly stedl and glass mountain, reflecting the sunlight in such away asto be blinding, even from my
low vantage point. It madeit difficult to get a proper look at the tructures, other than size. | did make
out alogo on severd of the buildings, but the shimmering reflection made it impossible to make out
anything other than shape. And people were congtantly getting in my way. | tried jumping up to see over,
but it didn't help much.

"Computer, delete people.? They faded away and we were in adeserted valley of glassy concrete. ?
Accdlerate time to two hours past sunset.? Time dipped quickly by, and the large buildings flashed with
the setting sun'srays, then took on aluminescence of their own in the gathering twilight. Night descended,
and the stars came out. The logosflickered, then flared to life, and suddenly they were very easy to see.

At last | understood. | could see why these people had been so happy to have me, and so upset. | knew
now why my | ... 1 ... IHAD had gone on for so long, why they had questioned me, and questioned me,
and questioned me, though | had no memory of it. As| stared up at the accusng symboals, the ground
beneath us began glowing, and suddenly we were standing on another massive logo, flooding the air with
brilliant bluelight. | looked down at it and realized how lucky | wasto sill be aive, and not burned to a
cinder by Susesgun as| lay helpless. | stared at thelogo, hoping it would go away, or change into
something else. But it didn't.

NATech Supreme.
"End access.? My voicewas very smdl, very quiet.

The sounds faded, the images quavered a moment, then collapsed back into the flimsy sheet attached to



Lt. Sanchez'swall.

* k% % %

"We don't know exactly when NATech was formed. The records have long since been logt, atered,
deleted or secured. We had guessed sometime in the mid twenty-first century. Until you came aong,
Abigal."

| stretched out on my bed and looked up at the rock ceiling. It was a constant source of amazement that
the rock could be cut to be so smooth, so flawless. | would have thought that natural imperfectionsin the
native rock would leave the surface pockmarked and scarred. They must have some sort of blending
method.

| rolled on my sideto face Susie, groaning dightly as my aching muscles protested. She was Sitting
cross-legged on her bed, largely unaffected by our puterverse accessing. Our room was so smdll that she
was less than ameter from me, so our conversation was till pretty intimate. Not that anyone would hear
us, we had shut the door for the night.

"Y ou missed by acentury,? | replied. ? NATech wasaresult of the Second World War and the forming
of the United Nations. Almost no one knew of it because it would compromise our mission. We wanted
to be able to prepare society for the changes that it was going to go through. We aso did alarge amount
of research in what were considered to be fantastic, unrealistic ideas. By keeping our existence quiet, we
were able to focus on our work and not the ever-changing politics.”

She shook her head in dishdief. ? It sounds unbdievable. And it's so completely impossible that the very
entity we fight againgt, and by whose hand so many of usdie, could a any time have been benevolent.
But I heard it from you, now and in the past days. The shock of the story you told usis ill there.™

"No more than the shock to me of seeing what NATech became. We had anticipated something like this
could happen, and had installed numerous safeguards to prevent it. In fact, shortly before| 'died, I...? |
broke off and hedged. ? ...was aso working on along range safeguard. It's painfully clear those
safeguards were useless. How far reaching istheir power?"

She shrugged. ? No oneredly knows, which by itsdf isafrightening indication. We do know it's nearly
complete here on Earth. After the Terran/Martian Wars, the world government was destroyed. The
planet had united under acommon government as far back as 2209, but the more powerful countries, the
United States, Japan , Brazil and Audtrdia, remained autonomous. But then singularity driveswere
invented in 2243, and the first hyperspace corridor was established to aclassM planet in 2267. And that
changed Earth'sfuture forever."

"I had wondered if space travel to other solar systems had been perfected. There seemed to be
indicatorsin some of thethings| looked at in the puterverse, but there were dso very few facts.”

"That'sfor two reasons. First isyour current access level. There's not awholelot you can find out at
three limited four. Asyou fed more comfortable with the system, and we fed more comfortable with you,
that access will be increased.

"The second reason isthat space travel isnot that important to us. Everyone who wanted to leave the
planet did. The singularity drive ships-we cal them ball chasers-dlowed for exploration of Earth class
planetsthat could be colonized, providing that they were not dready inhabited by another civilization. If
they were, relations would be established. If they weren't, emigration corridors would be set up after an
experimenta colony had proven the viability of saf support.



"And I'll bet you've never found intelligent life, have you?"

She shook her head. ? Of course, not. The very way the universe was created points to the improbability
of intdligent life anywhere but on Earth. Of course, alot of people till believewell find intdligent dien
lifeoneday."

"And maybe wewill. | wouldn't hold my breath, though,? | commented dryly.

"l suppose.? Susiedidn't sound too convinced, either. ? Anyway, after the hyperidors were established
to the firgt two or three planets, emigration could begin on alarge scae.”

"That follows. I'm not sure what a hyperidor is, but I'd guessit debunksthe law of the shortest distance
between two pointsisagraight line. Probably a marked route through atype of subspace that twists
those two points so they're closer to each other.”

"I'll never get over that, Abigail! How do you do that?? Susie said wonderingly.

"Y ou probably know aswell as| do, Susie. Asthe Lieutenant pointed out, NATech didn't pick mefor
my good looks, nor for my more obvious military career.”

"That military career would fetch you ahigh rank today with them. But you'reright, | do know why
NATech picked you; because of your success and ingenuity in the numerous recon missons you and
your squad conducted. After we had you pegged, we were able to access many of your missionfiles.
They were sketchy, and coded, but we could make out some of the details. Y our skillswith logic and
personnel are brilliant. They'd make an excdllent study in military tactics.”

| blushed abit. ? Somehow, | doubt I'd find too many listenersif | gave the lectures. Asfor their
‘brilliance, | did what | could to obtain the mission objective and keep my men dive. Y ou weretaking
about the emigration.”

"Sorry. Didn't mean to embarrass you. It seemslike I'm talking about a different person when discussing
your past.

"Oncethefirgt hyperidors were safe, around 2270, huge transport ships could move with little effort or
cost through them. The population of the world, nearly eight billion, dropped ten percent the first five
years"

"Eight hundred million people emigrated?? | whistled. ? | can just imagine the impact that had on the
world economy.”

"Don't whitlg, it's very unladylike. Actudly, it helped the economy immensdy. Think about it. It'sagross
over-generdization, but the people most likely to cause unrest or show aggressive tendencies are dso the
people willing to take the risk of emigration. Further, for those who remained, the stress upon the planet's
resources eased by that same ten percent. Perhaps more. Do you mind if | turn down the lights?’

"No, not at dl."

Shecdled for the lights to dim. She seemed to dmost fade, her smooth, ebony skin blending softly into
the smooth, dark rock of the bedroom's wall. She stretched out on her bed, wriggling in under the
blankets. | did the same, my sore, sore body thanking me oncel lay ill.

"But wasn't there support of the colonies?? | asked, picking up the conversation again. ? Or did you
redlly treat them as colonies, taking resources while providing finished products?’



"Therewas some of that in the beginning. In fact, they were not so much colonies as much asfledgling
countries. There never was any intention to keep them as extensions of the Earth government.

"There were, however, many corporations who took advantage of the new marketsto set up trade. It
was pretty one-sded at firgt, with each new planet having an agrarian society until industrialization could
be implemented. Some stayed with their agrarian cultures and set up trade with other planets.”

"And Earth was the pivot for the entire trading system?”

"Wadll, yes, at first. Until hyperidors were marked between the other planets. And even then Earth
remained the primary route of trade. Until 2373."

"The Tarran/Martian Wars."

"Y es. Thewars changed everything. There redly is no connection between the settlements on Marsand
the colonization of the Class-M planets. Mars couldn't support life on its own; the others were chosen
because they could. Mars had to remain a colony, forever dependent upon a planet with a breathable
atmosphere. Terra-forming had begun, but it would be eight hundred years before Mars could even
gpproach something closeto an actud life-sustaining atmosphere.

"But the Earth government held them too tightly in check, and they rebdlled. Using crude plasmadrives,
they aimed asteroids from the asteroid belt into the path of the Earth, turning them into guided comets.
Thisalowed them to work with impunity, for they didn't need to wage battle directly. By thetimeit was
discovered what had been done, dozens of these asteroids had been launched. They started to hit the
Earth with darming frequency. Nearly dl of them penetrated the atmosphere. Most burned up when
entering the atmosphere, releasing massive amounts of heet. A few survived and hit the Earth. Of course,
it was nearly impossible to aim the things. They just had agenerd idea.

"Theresult wasal consuming terror for Earth. Whole cities, destroyed within minutes, without warning.
The mgority of deaths happened then, over 400 million. Even the missesthat crashed into the oceans
caused massive tidal waves and temporarily raised ocean temperatures and destroyed the currents. And
thefina injury were the primitive plasma drives themsdves. There was no effort to reinforce the casings,
S0 many times the plasma exploded on impact, irradiating the areaand e ectrifying the air, burning huge
holesin the ozone."

| shivered from the descriptions. Such totd, indiscriminate war. | tried to draw up adefense plan for the
scenario,

SCENARIO 1947588375 INDICATES THAT A FULL ORBITAL ATTACK ON THE SURFACE
OF THE PLANET WILL RENDER THE PRIMARY MARTIAN CITY OF VERMILION 97%
INEFFECTIVE IN ALL EIGHT KEY MILITARY AREAS BUT ALLOW FOR A SURVIVAL RATE
OF 38.86%, WHICH INDICATES THAT ASTEROID BOMBARDMENT OF EARTH CAN
CONTINUE. SCENARIO 1947588376 INDICATES THAT A FULL ORBITAL ATTACK ON THE
SURFACE OF THE PLANET, FOLLOWED BY A GROUND FORCE ATTACK OF 5,000 SHOCK
TROOPSWILL RENDER THE PRIMARY MARTIAN CITY OF VERMILION 98.2%
INEFFECTIVE IN ALL EIGHT KEY MILITARY AREAS BUT ALLOW FOR A CITIZENRY
SURVIVAL RATE OF 34.92% WHICH INDICATES THAT ASTEROID BOMBARDMENT OF
EARTH CAN CONTINUE. SCENARIO 1947588377 INDICATESTHAT A FULL OR

but was either too tired to come up with one, or one didn't exist. In asituation like that, even a plan that
was ninety-five percent effective would sill be afallure. Susie continued.

"After thefirg three or four hits, Earth wasready for tota response. They launched massive strikes



againg the colonies, and Mars|ost two-thirds of its population, two million people, in one week. But a
million survived, deep underground.”

| could picturetherest as shetaked. It got nasty after that. What followed was unlimited warfare. They
couldn't destroy the planet, so they had to go into the lair. In the meantime, only arelative few were
needed to continue the offensive againgt the Earth by launching more asteroids. The asteroid belt isabig
place, asisthe Earth's orbit. By thistime, Earth's defense forces had devised a method of destroying the
larger asteroids. But there were too many, and the meteors continued, though fewer of them. Only the
complete destruction of the Mars colony could cut the supply line of the comet launchers. And that's
exactly what the Earth did. A terrible solution to aterriblewar.

"It was during the wars that emigration pesked. Before the wars, nearly afourth of theworld's
population, two billion people, had emigrated to one of twelve open planets. In the sixteen years of the
war, another two hillion emigrated, even though only three more planets were opened to emigration.
Since then, three dozen more planets have been discovered and settled, and another three billion have
|eft. The Earth's current population is less than one hillion, and has been that for over acentury.”

"A void like that must have caused a collgpse of the very fabric of Earth's society,? | commented. Just as
Susie had ahard time dealing with my persond history from my perspective, | had difficulty dedling with a
history of an entire planet that was in many ways till the future to me. Indeed, | had spent most of the
day inakind of daze, trying to cope with the overwhelming events of Sx centuries. | was ill alittle

numb.

"Collapseisputting it mildly. If there had not been acentrad government dready in place, the entire planet
would havefaleninto an endless sate of war. It dmost did anyway. Those that remained after the wars
and massve emigration did try to maintain order under the central government. By thistime, even the
superpowers had joined into the system, surrendering their nationdistic identities completely. It hel ped,
but only alittle. The people were ravaged by war, and despite justification carried the guilt of the utter
extermination of the Martian colony. The ecosystem was gone, the polar ice caps were shattered and
melting from bombardment, and hundreds of thousands of kilometers of land was now submerged.

"It was at that timethat NATech first became public. They had devel oped experimenta technologies that
took care of the two largest problems: the damage to the ozone and ice caps.

"It was nearly amiracle. Within five years, NATech had managed to restore over eighty percent of both
ice caps. And they completely repaired the ozone layer. And the biggest miracle of al wasthat they
expected nothing in return. The government, nearly crushed by the debt of rebuilding, was grateful and
accepted the service. Today that acceptance istaught, quietly, as one of the biggest mistakes of human
cdvilization."

"From what I've seen of NATech now, I'd haveto agree,? | said. ? My NATech would not have
accepted payment either, but neither would they have made public their role. It was up to usto find the
solutions, then ease them into the public conscience through our own scientists, marketing agencies or
even unrelated resources.”

"It must have been wonderful, working for an organization so dedicated to the advancement of mankind.
| wishit was il likethat. But it's not. NATech was soon consulted for other solutions, which they
aways seemed to have. Thelr abilitieswereincredible.

"Soon, NATech didn't wait for the questions, but volunteered solutions. They were given a permanent
seet on the centra government. Then they had veto power. It continued until 2422, when NATech
assumed custody of the central government and began to modd the agencies after their own structure.



Soon, the civil servants became NATech servants. Then the military. Findly, the media. By 2461,
NATech controlled the Net, and effectively, the world. It was then that they became NATech Supreme.

"At firdt, everyone was very content with the stuation. The economy continued to improve, asdid the
environment. There was the ongoing problem with riping, but no one had ever attributed that to NATech,
and many were confident they would addressthe issuein time."

Despite the comfort and warmth of the bed and blankets, atingle went up and down my spine. | could
tell wherethiswasleading, and the bitter irony of it was pathetically humorous. NATech, to save my life
as John Wyeth, had started down a course that would bring me up againgt themin my life as Abigail
Wyeth. Desperate to save me as an dly, had they ultimately turned me into an enemy? For if what Suse
wastelling mewastrue, | could not stand with NATech. Just asthey had apparently abandoned their
idedls and methods, so | must now abandon them. | very much doubted that my decision would upset
themterribly.

"Disllusonment wasgradud,? Susie continued. ? In 2466, NATech closed dl immigration to Earth.
There had not been too much to begin with, perhaps fifty thousand each year. But Earth was now an
isolated planet. Y ou could leave, but you could never come back. Still, no one complained. Thewar was
gtill in the recent past, and there were rumors that what Mars had doneto us, severa of the colonized
planetswerewilling to try."

"That doesn't make any sense, Susie,? | interrupted. ? The Stuations are completely different. Not only
would there be no reason, the logistics of another meteor war would have been nearly impossible. From
your description, a hyperidor could be easily monitored. Unless one were established in a secret location.
But again, therés no motive."

"It'sso clear now, isn'tit?? Her voice smiled sadly in the darkness. ? But NATech has mastered the use
of propaganda. They never actually said that there had been secret hyperidors established, but it quickly
became common knowledge, despite lack of evidence. The populace became frantic with worry.
Another devagtating loss of five hundred million-essentialy the planet'stota population-would destroy
civilization on Earth. And the merefact of their existence proved that there was amoative, though no one
knew what it was.

"Of course, it was dll false. The entire hysteriawas designed to further tighten the grip NATech had on
the planet. They were our great protector. And so they remain today. Most still don't understand the hold
NATech Supreme has on our lives."

Shefdl glent. | stared up at the barely illuminated celling. NATech. How could we have gone so wrong?
Did we change over the centuries, or had that seed been planted from the very beginning? Did their ideals
fater when offered the opportunity to provide massive help at the cost of anonymity? Or could NATech
have foreseen the events that led up to that opportunity? Or could they even have...

| inhaled sharply, the horror of the thought almost aphysica blow. Could NATech have even engineered
those events? Even as | thought it, a peculiar wave of certainty washed over me. In Twenty Years ... that
had been our credo. The warswith Mars had lasted sixteen years, and NATech had achieved aposition
of trust and power only severd years after that. The ideathat they could have caused something so
unimaginably frightening wasjust that: unimaginable. Which was exactly what NATech specidized in.

| glanced at Susie. Sheld drifted off. | was glad, too. With my new found youth and my refound lack of
mouth control, | could very well have told her more than she was ready to know, or more than | was
ready to share. She dept on, blissfully unaware that her time and society-now my time and society-had
been manipulated and robbed of its potentia. How else could this erabe so little advanced than six



centuries ago? | needed to answer that question, but couldn't. | didn't have the knowledge, the
preparation, or the freedom of movement. Not yet.

| continued to think through other dternative explanations, but couldn't make avery credible effort at it, |
was so tired from my first journey into the puterverse. | could tell by her steedy breathing that Susie had
fdlen adeep.

Seep. | rolled over on my side and hugged my pillow, snuggling further into the sheets. Thiswas,
incredibly, my first night of unassisted, non-traumatized deep in over Sx hundred years. | lay there,
experiencing the differences and enjoying them. My nightwear was different. The mattress, because of my
small weight, seemed bouncier, and | couldn't remember thelast time | lay in abed that was so much
bigger than me. My position, curled up around apillow instead of sprawled out with hands and feet over
the edge, was different. Even the deepiness| felt creeping over me was different, though | couldn't
explain how. | wondered how long | would have these new sensations of everyday life. A long time, |

hoped.

| just wished | had better thoughts to keep me company. Not that it mattered. Within moments of
extinguishing the lights and plunging the room into total darkness, | wasfast adeep. | don't remember
what dresms | had that night, but they were my own.

Chapter Nine
"UP! Private Wyeth! GET UP!"

| shot straight up. | had worked mysalf completely under the sheets, so they were still over my head
when | bolted. | yanked the sheet down, then as quickly pulled it up again. My top was pretty skimpy
and protected my modesty enough from other women, but would turn the guys into drool machines. And
thiswasaman'svoice. A man'svoice! | woke up completely. Someone was in our room!

| looked around quickly, but it was ill pitch dark. | was about to ask for lights when he shouted again,
thistimeright into my ear.

"What're you waiting for, Private? Bregkfast in bed? On yer feet! Y ou've got duty in forty-five minutes!
Moveit, Wyeth!"

| nearly had aheart attack. | felt afear that tasted dightly of theinvasion of theinterrog ... thelH ... from
acouple days ago. He was apparently standing on my |eft, bent over me. | started to roll out on my right,
to put the bed between us, when he growled a me again, thistime right besde me.

"You're pretty lazy, ain't you? MOVE it! Therésaton of laundry that needs cleaning, and Y OU'RE
doingitdl!"

| jumped back againgt my bed. The frame hit the backs of my legsand | lost my baance and fdl off the
other side, landing with athud and in aheap as| pulled the blankets and pillow on top of me. My legs
were dl over the place as| tried to get to my feet. He barked at me again.

"Thisisthelast time, PRIVATE! Either you get going or I'm gonna persondly..."
"Abigal?? Susi€'s deepy voice dipped through the shout and it ended abruptly.

"Susel Someonesinhere!? My voice had ahint of hysteriainit, | was so unnerved a how quickly he



moved.

She chuckled deepily. ? Silly. That'sjust the darm. It'sdirectiona so only you can hear it. Sorry, | meant
to tell you about it and show you how to set it, but | drifted off while we were dtill talking. Lightsto dim,
please.? Thelights came on just enough to make the room glow with the pink darkness of approaching
dawn. Susie rubbed the deep from her eyes. ? Time?? she asked softly.

"It's 0317, Corpora Lendler,? responded an equaly soft male voice.

"Thank you. There you go, Abigail. Laundry detail isfrom 0400 to 1000. Better hustleif you want to
clean up and eet before reporting. At least laundry isin the mess area. Thet'll save acouple minutes.
Don't belate, though. Jackson will put your pretty little butt in ading if even afinger islate through that
door."

| knew about soldierslike Jackson , though I'd never met her, or him. (That was interesting. Would |
alwaysthink of an unknown person as ashe first, then ahe? | made a menta noteto try to keep track of
that.) | untangled mysdlf from my sheets and started for my dresser. | pulled short and turned back to my
messy bed, throwing it into shape. They probably had inspections.

"Don't worry about that, Abigail. I'll makeit for you. Here.? She opened up my dresser and pulled out
some suff. ? Thisisyour standard uniform. And this,? She held up a sheer, black tube of stretchable
cloth. ? Isabody sheath. Put this on before you put on your underthings. In other words, first."

Although it appeared shapeless at firdt, | could make out that it was a covering for the torso and upper
legs. It was one piece, stepped into from the neck. | frowned, alittle uncomfortable. ? Uhh ... won't that
makeit alittle hard to, um..."

"Use the bathroom? Y eah, it would, if you got abreak to useit, which you won't. So don't drink alot of
juice. The sheath will keep you at least ten degrees cooler, but only when it'sright up against your skin.
Secret of the dog. Now get going.? She started hustling me to the door.

"Shouldn't | put on abath robe or something?'

"No time. Walk fast. There's no skirmishes planned for thirty-six hours, so no one should be up. The
lights are pretty low, anyway. Seeyou at ten hundred. Bye!"

She dapped me on the potential resident of Jackson ‘s ding and shoved me out the door, which alowed
passage while remaining opague; avery strange sensation. The corridor was thankfully deserted and
dark. I hdf ran to the ladies room and made it without being seen. Onceinside, | had the placeto

mysdf.

If you're awoman, or married to one, then you know that we just can't hurry getting ready. It seemed the
faster | went, theworseit got. What's so different? Asaguy, 1'd use the bathroom, jump in the shower,
s0gp up, rinse off, and get out. A quick towe off, dress, brush the hair roughly in place, brush the teeth
roughly, hoping to leave them in place, and viola! , finished. Fifteen minutesif | didn't haveto shave,
twenty if | did. If | used thirty minutes, | waskilling time. Wdll, agirl hasthe same number of arms, legs,
teeth, and assorted body parts. Clothing is pretty much the same amount and put on pretty much the
sameway. Plus, | didn't haveto shave yet, if women, or anyone, still shaved. So it should work the same
way for agirl, right? It hasto, right?

Forty minutes after stepping into the ladiesroom, | stepped out. My hair was much closer to seaweed
than hair, the leftover soap making a credible substitute for seafoam. | skipped brushing my teeth. My
clotheswere onin more or lessthe right places, and facing in more or lessthe right directions, but they



were wetter than my towd. Desart sand was wetter than my towel. | put my shoes on while hopping
down the corridor on one foot, then switching. As| raced by my door, | shouted at it to open. | tossed
my nightclothes, towel and thingsthrough it, and they disappeared from sight asthey passed through the
door's opague plane. | didn't hear them hit, possibly because the sound shield was till on, but more
probably because | was adready too far down the corridor by the timethey hit the floor. At least they
went through the opening. Last night, before turning in, Susie had coded the door for my voice.

"Time, plees2! ? | said.
"It's 0356, Private Wyeth! ? the computer exclaimed back.

| raninto the messand hit the messlinein aflurry. | was by mysdf except for Cookie, who was moving
in and out of the kitchen, stocking up the bins. | grabbed aroll and stuffed it into my mouth, then washed
it down with asmal glass of juice, taking to mind Suseswarning. Licking my fingers of the sweet suff
from theroll, | walked to the laundry room, which was located on the wall behind the juice cart.

And couldn't get in. It remained solid.
"Time, pleas=.”

"0359 hours.? Sol wasontime, if only just. I'd make a point of getting up an extrafifteen minutes earlier
until 1'd beaten this new bath routine. | cleared my throat.

"Open, please.? It ignored me. ? Hello? Jackson ? Thisis Private Wyeth, reporting for detail. Hello??
Nothing. | knocked on the door, but the hollow thooms! went unanswered. | pictured my butt with abig
boot print and knocked again. Thiswas getting frustrating. Was| in the wrong place?

"Computer, please locate laundry relevant to my position.”

"Thelaundry islocated one meter directly in front of you.”

"Computer, please dlow me access.”

"You are not dlowed access.? Okay. Timeto try another tact.
"Computer, please date duty for Private Abigal Wyeth."

"Private Abigail Wyeth haslaundry detail from 0400 to 1000 each day."
"Andwho do | report to?'

"During laundry detail, Private Abigail Wyeth reportsto Private William Jackson. All remaining hours,
Private Abigail Wyeth reportsto Corpora Susan Lendler.”

"Compuiter, please locate Private William Jackson relevant to my position.”
"Private William Jackson islocated four metersdirectly in front of your current position.”
"Computer, what isthe privacy statusfor the laundry door?'

"The sght privacy for the laundry door isactive. The sound privacy isnot active.? That made Private
Jackson, deaf, dead, or ajerk. I'd give it one moretry.

"Private Jackson! ? | yelled at the door. ? ThisisAbigail! Could you let mein? Please?? Nothing. Well,
enough of this.



| looked for the override and located it, as on other doors, about ameter above thefloor. | hadn't had a
chanceto redly study it before, but | did so now. | pressed the override switch, but it ignored me. |
wondered why. Maybe he liked to play games. Or maybe he was hurt, | thought suddenly. | immediately
fdt terribly guilty for the things | had thought about him. Poor William! | hurriedly detached the faceplate
and sudied the guts of the thing. Six lengths of fiber optic cabling and atype of gravity switching that
would probably allow for manua override at power loss. | took aquick look at the logic board and
caculated the probabilities of function. Getting desperate to get in and help him, | took achance. |
grabbed the two outside cables, twisted them together and shoved them against the gravity switch.

Nothing for two seconds. Then | smelled a quick whiff of ozone, and there was a soft pop. | felt atingle
going up my arm, and | jerked it away quickly and stood up.

The door was now an opening, and there stood poor William Jackson, glaring a me. I'd have to keep
my imagination in check from now on. He looked awful, but | guessed he had grown into that. Maybe
regulations on shaving had relaxed over the years. He glared at me through piggy eyes. | felt like mud hed
been dopped on me.

"Time? he snapped.

"0401!? the computer barked.

"You'e late! Y ou were supposed to have reported here at 0400!"
"| was outside the door on time, but it wouldn't open! ? | protested.
"Uh-huh. So what did you do to the door?

"Wdl, when you didn't open the door after | knocked and shouted, | thought that you were hurt.? | was
getting alittle ticked off mysdf. ? Why didn't you open the door? In fact, why couldn't | have just walked
in? 1I'm supposed to be here.”

"That'sright, you're supposed to be here! ? he sneered nadtily, ignoring my question. ? But you werent.
Yourelate. Give mefifty, Wyeth!™

"What!?? | couldn't have been more surprised if held suddenly turned into an ogre. Which hewas
darting to.

"Y ou heerd me! Give mefifty! ? He pointed to the floor.

| didn't know what to say. That | was flustered was an understatement. | was completely dumbfounded. |
didn't know what to do, so | did as he said. Maybe this was one of thoseinitiation things. If o, |
preferred the food trick.

| dropped to my hands and gave him fifty pushups. Or tried to. After fifteen, my aamsand chest muscles
were burning. By twenty, | couldn't go any further. My upper body strength was gone. Rather, it had
never been there.

"Can't count, huh? | said fifty. That's twenty. And most of them werelittlegirl pushups.? | didn't point
out the obvious. Instead, | managed about five more before he shoved afoot under my ssomach and
flopped me over.

"Okay, you can do therest later. Don't be late tomorrow. Now get to work."

By thistime | was more than ready to unload on him. I'd been trested like a princess until now, when



they weren't poking around in my head or beating me up, and dthough | didn't really expect that kind of
treatment to continue, | was hoping to at least be treated with some respect. | opened my mouth to get
redly nasty, then closed it, and fought down my anger. Keep calm, Abby. You stick around long
enough and you'll make corporal or better and then you can read him from the book. I'd givehim
theworst detail available.

Two hourslater, | saw the flaw in my plan. He dready had the worst detail available. Except mine. | was
aready aching from the pushups, but now | wasredly hurting. There were nearly two hundred peoplein
this complex, and they got alot of clothesdirty. Bundle after bundle of clothing was |oaded, washed,
dried, sorted, folded and rebagged. It was hot, smelly, steamy back-breaking work. If it hadn't been for
the body sheath againgt my skin, | would have passed out. Asit was, | was sweat soaked within twenty
minutes and stayed that way.

Jackson didn't help much. It became pretty clear that those pushups and the locked door were no
initiation. I'd had it pegged from the beginning; he was ajerk. I'd come across them my first time through
the military. I'd had the ability to deal with the Jacksons of the past, but this one was my superior. So |
shut up and tried to live throughiit.

It wasn't easy. He was doppy, lazy and rude. He did afraction of the work and gave no consideration
for my far smdler size and strength. Claiming there was too much ? paper work? to do-somehow that
phrase had survived the ages-he fiddled on the computer termina for severd hours, kegping the field
tight, so | couldn't see what he was viewing. When he did help, it was grudgingly and only on the heaviest
loads, which | couldn't lift high enough to get into the huge front-loading washers. Dr. Barrett wasright;
washing clothes hadn't changed agreat ded over the centuries. It had gotten much faster, which is how
two people could do the work. Okay, one person and an animated bag of lard.

I'd pulled far worse details before, but only onesthat involved killing people, which this one might yet ill.
Thiswasredly, redly bad. | wondered for awhileif Dr. Barrett had put me in here as some sort of weird
test. After thinking it through, though, | decided that nobody redly knew how bad it wasin here. More
than likely Jackson was done most the time; the job really could be done by one person, if he were big
enough, which Jackson was and | wasntt.

| don't know how | kept sane during that first shift. He blocked off my computer access so | could not
even ask for time. On top of that, he repaired and reactivated the door, blocking out both sight and
sound. The laundry was Private Jackson'slittle kingdom, and | was his peasantry. | understood now the
apped of mixing royd heads and guillotines.

Findly, findly, findly, Jackson walked over and told me my duty was over. He wasn't too happy about it,
ather.

"Geez, you've still got acoupleloadseft! I'll haveto stay and cover for you.? He paused to let me thank
him, which | didn't. Instead | walked by him. He grabbed me by the shoulder. In asplit second, |

selected five waysto get that hand off my shoulder. One of them even |eft the hand unbroken and
attached. | denied mysdlf the pleasure and stood till and tiff.

"Hey, don't give me an attitude, Wyeth! 'Y ou might be some special toy outside, but in here, you do as|
say, got it?"

"Yes, I'vegot it, Jackson ,? | saidtiredly. ? Can | go now?"'
He looked like he wanted to say something mean, but instead just nodded.

| stepped out of the laundry and blinked at the bright pseudo sunlight pouring down from the high celling.



It felt warm and wonderful. The mess had about thirty peopleinit, most of whom waved when they saw
me. | waved back tiredly and trudged off to my quarters. I'd gone only afew steps down the corridor
when | heard Susie calling my name and running up behind me. | turned and waited for her to catch up.

She looked wonderful. She had on amore feminine cut of uniform, with skirt, and had her hair done
nicely. Maybe even alittle make up, though | couldn't redlly tell. She was smiling as she approached, but
stopped when she got up to me. | started walking again.

"Hey, you okay, girl?? she said, anote of concern taking some of the cheerfulness out of her voice.

"Yeah, I'mfine. Let my next of kin know the reading of the will is Tuesday, okay? Open, please.? |
walked through the door and to my dresser.

"Y ou don't have to ask to enter, anymore. The door's keyed to your presence aswell as voice now."

"Great. Thanks.? | started to pull out a change. | heard my bed calling to me, but | wasn't going to even
think about deeping until I'd washed the laundry and Jackson down the shower drain.

"Sorry about the duty, Abigail. Jackson'sajerk.”
"I'd noticed that, too. | can handle him."
"Areyou sure? | could rough him up abit. Y ou know, pick him out for ‘training' exercises.”

| laughed at the thought. She smiled a my perk up. ? Thanks, Susie, but no. I've got to ded with him
mysdlf. He thinks I'm everyonésfavorite toy, and if | hide behind you al thetime, he might beright.”

"Y ou can't take on Jackson by yoursdlf, he's three times your size. And you're not our toy, but you..."

"l sad let me handleit, okay?? | snapped angrily and immediately regretted it. ? I'm sorry, Susie. I'm
just red, red tired. But | mean it. Let me handle him. He's not the enemy, or anything like that. He'sjust a
bully. And you've got to stand up to bullies”

"All right. If you changeyour mind..."
"Thanks. Listen, I'm going to clean up. What's on my duty for today?"

"Nothing official. We're going to ease you into the routine. Later this afternoon, 1'd like to take you to the
armory, and have you pick out asdearm. Then maybe some target practice and tactics orientation.
Tonight well hit thegym.”

"Fine, aslong aswe're not hitting each other.”

"Not likdly. If | have my way, I'll never face you again except in very controlled conditions. I'd dso like
to get you in aworkout with Company A. Company B is on skirmish tomorrow afternoon, so they'll bein
briefing.”

"How about the Research room? | till haven't seen that yet.? She seemed alittle uneasy, and | could
guesswhy. ? Never mind. But when the time comes that you can trust me completdly, I'd like alook.”

"It'snot that, Abigail. We do trust you. It'sjust that we're in the fina stages of research on another Cue,
and the placeis pretty busy and very redtricted. | don't even go in there too much now. Probably ina
week or two.? That made mefed better.

Later, though, standing in the shower, letting the hot water pour over my head and aching shoulders, my



fedlingswere alittle more mixed. A new Cue?| wondered what she would belike. Or he. Would | get to
meet her? Did | want to? | suppose | wasfeding alittle jedous. | did have a privileged position asa Cue,
even though it did come with a price. Would that be diminished or lost with the new Cue? That was
pretty petty, | had to admit to myself. Of course I'd help her or him out. I'd bein the best position to
sympathize certainly. | just wish | could have had alittle more time as-and here | conceded Jackson a
point-everyone's new toy.

| finished cleaning up, brushing my teeth thistime, and went to bed. I'd now been in the showers so many
times | could have gotten another hour of deep by just moving my bed into the bathroom. Tired?| could
have dept on thetiles. | dropped my clothesinto aheap in the laundry chute, then dropped myself into a
heap in bed. | squirmed around for awhile, finding the very best position to relax my body. My shoulders
and back hurt so much that | reached over to Susi€'s bed and swiped her pillow to lay on. It hel ped.
Turning down thelightsto late evening, | fell off into adeep deep.

* k% % %

When | woke up, | felt much, much better. The computer told meit was amost three p.m. and that Susie
was not in the compound. | dressed into another work uniform, which was pants, blouse and jacket. |
didn't bother with the sheeth thistime. It had helped immensely keeping me cool inthe laundry, but it felt
like | had alayer of ail on, it was so dippery. | ssomped into my heavier boots-| had been issued two
pairs of shoesand one pair of boots-and headed for the armory. Susie had mentioned | would be issued
asdearm today, and | was very keen on selecting my own.

The armory wasin the hanger, cut into the far wall away from the gym area. There was an older man
working at atable when | walked up. He was working on a heavy rifle of some sort and didn't hear my
approach. When | cleared my throat politely, he looked up. Recognizing me, he cracked awide smile.

"Why, hellothere. Abigail, isntit?? He set down therifle and picked up arag.

| nodded. ? Hello. Yes. Abigail Wyeth. Sus-uh, Corpora Lendler said | would beissued asidearm
today, and | was hoping to have a chance to pick one."

"Well now, that sounds reasonable.? He tapped a couple times on histerminal. He looked up at me and
winked. ? | don't need the thing, but I've gotta keep them thinking | know what I'm doing.? | smiled. ?
Herewe go. Y ep. Got you on theissuelist right here. But | can't release any weapon without the
Corpord's thumbprint

ISVERIFIED. THE DOCKING CONTROLS ARE NOW YOURS PILOT. PLEASE NOTE THAT
NAVIGATIONAL BUOYS GAMMA 23 AND EPSLON 24 ARE CURRENTLY DAMAGED AND
INOPERATIVE. THERE HASALSO BEEN A SOLAR FLARE WARNING ISSUED FROM 0500
UNTIL 2030 TOMORROW NIGHT. | HAVE DETECTED A SMALL FLUCTUATION IN PORT
THRUSTER SX. COMPENSATION BURST FROM PORT THRUSTER FIVE HAS CORRECTED
THE PROBLEM. DOCKING WILL COMMENCE IN TWO POINT ONE MINUTES STATION
GAMMA HAS CLEARED PLATFORM 189 AND WISHESTO INFORM YOU

"Hey, kid!"

"Yes?? | started as he broke off his conversation abruptly. ? Y ou were saying about Corporal Lendler's
thumbprint?"

He shook his head. ? Teenagers. Y ou gotta be hundreds of yearsold, but,? and he shook his head
again. ? Gotta be the hormones. Teenagers.”



While | stood theretrying to figure out this odd comment, he went over to aweapons|locker and pulled
out asampling of Sde arms. He motioned meto step inside, so | joined him. He held them out like a
proud father showing off his beloved triplets,

"Just ‘cause | can't issue you one doesn't mean you can't try 'em out. One of these should do the trick.
Let'sstart with thisone.? He set two of them down and offered me the remaining one.

| hefted it in my hand. It was heavy, but considerably lighter than the one I'd swiped during my aborted
escape. It was smdll caliber, projectile based and seemed to have alimited magazine. The balance was
decent, but duggish.

"Isthere someplace| can try this?"
"Sure. Right here. Hey, Agned!™

"Whadayawant, bean pole?? The computer's voice took on ashrill woman'stone. ? Gonna shoot of f
omegunsagain?'

"Yep. Shut 'er off and open 'er up.”

"Yeah, yeah,? the computer grumbled. | could dmost picture her shuffling off dowly to get whatever it
was held asked for. But it was only imagination. Very quickly the sound from the hanger was cut off, and
along, fairly wide opening appeared in therear wall of the armory. It looked to be atunnd, but was
clearly atarget range.

| walked over to the range and hefted the gun. He followed me.

"Herésthe safety, load indicator and sonic sghting. When the indicator lights, you've acquired target
lock."

"No laser Sghting?”

"Nope. Sound sights are lighter and they don't give off that telltale beam which can aso be locked onto
for return fire. Also, the range of awegpon thissmall is short, so the sonics are accurate enough. Aimi it
likethis..."

He stepped up close to me and put hisright hand on my shoulder, extending his left arm out along mine.
Hisface was dongside mine, alittle higher. It made me vaguely uneasy. | shrugged him off alittle bit, and
he backed up, his ears burning.

"Sorry! Didn't mean anything. | just wanted..."
"Please. It'sdl right. | should gpologize. I'm still uncomfortablewith...? | let my voicetrall off.

Helaughed. ? Me, too! I've heard dl about it. Everyone has. | suppose we're al kindawalking on
eggshellsfirst time we see you. It's gotta be pretty hard ... you know...? He gave meafatherly amile,
and it fet very good insde me. ? Let'stry again, okay?"

"Okay. I've got the training, by theway, but thanksfor the assist. Have you any targets?'
"Wouldn't be much of arangeif | didn't, would it? Agnes! Give our young guest something to shoot.”

Dutifully, astandard bulls eye appeared about one third of the way down the range, perhaps twenty
meters. | lifted the gun and shot, not bothering to aim. The gun kicked hard in my hand and atone went
off. Thetarget, afloating hologram, indicated with agold ring where the bullet had gone. On atarget one



meter in diameter, | was about haf way in. | cursed quietly. But not quietly enough, because my new
friend's eyes got wide. Blushing from my lack of control with both mouth and gun, | lifted the gun again
and fired. Closer but not good. Thethird shot drifted out further, and by thetime | fired the ninth and last
round, | was missing the target completely and the gun was getting too heavy to lift.

"| can't believe how heavy thisthing isaready!"

"Sorry. | picked out the lightest dug gun we have. | don't think it'll work for you. Y our hands and arms
don't have the strength. Y ou'll be stronger in a couple years, but it's not going to change much.”

"I'm beginning to get that ideathat more and more. I'm big on flexibility but short on everything dse. |
don' think thisisthe one. Anything lighter?? | handed the gun back. ? | just redlized, | haven't asked
your name."

"No problem.? Hereloaded the gun with aflick of hiswrist and handed me asecond gun. ? I'm Darrin
Woodside. Just cal me Dusty. Don't have arank. At least, | don't useit. When you're the only one that
can fix everything, rank doesn't mean awhole bunch.”

"All right, Dusty. Let'stry number two. Energy based, isn't it?"

"Yep. Thisone's pretty dick. It fires plasma, so its gottakick, and she pullsamight high and right. But
she's also got atwo second recharge cycle, adightly oversized power pack, and does more damage than
youd think. Giveit atry."

Thisgun wasfar lighter, though nearly asbulky. | activated the sonic sight and snapped on the charge
cycle. A smdl tone gave me cycle complete and a second tone told me | had target acquisition. Aiming a
little low and l€ft, | squeezed thetrigger.

The gun bucked hard and the hologram disappeared. In its place was agold ring nearly ameter and a
half in diameter. Not too big on subtlety, | concluded. Thiswaswhat we called a percentage gun. Pull the
trigger enough times and the percentages were dways on your sSde. Aiming in anything other than a
vague direction was awaste of time. | shut off the charging cycle and handed it back to him.

"Uh ... no, thanks. | prefer to have the option of identifying who I've shot. Maybe even ask the dead
body questions. It's kinda nice to select targets with alittle more, um, discrimination.”

"Ah! We have an artist! A lady after my own heart! Then thisisthe onefor you! ? He handed over the
third and fina gun. Just itsfedl told me held saved the best for last. Like the blunderbuss, thiswas energy
based, with similar control. Aswith the other two, it had asonic sight. Best of dl, itsweight was perfect,
and the balance very centered. A quick gun. | smiled and nodded. He grinned in agreement.

"I knew you'd likeit. It has nowhere near the power of the other two, but if you prefer accuracy, she's
the one. It's pure energy, so no kick. The rangeis pretty good, and the sonic sight is an improved modd,
with greater range and faster target acquisition. To top it al off, the rechargeis only about four seconds.
Giveitatry."

"Target.? | snapped on the sonic sSighter and started the charge cycle. The standard hologram bulls eye
appeared and | fired. The gun made no sound, nor had any kick as a hazy, thin beam shot from the gun.
It wasasingle burst, but it went true, missing the center by less than ten centimeters. Four seconds |ater,
there was a hole two centimeters closer in. After aminute, adozen gold rings overlapped each other and
the bulls eye. | shut the gun off and passed it back.

"Thisisthe one, Dusty. Can you hold it for me until Corporal Lendler can put her John Hancock down?



? Athisdare, | giggled. ? Okay, an ancient phrase. Hold it until Susan releasesit.”

Hisface cleared up. ? | can do you one better. Come over here.? Heled meto asmall recessinthe
wall. Lessthan ahaf-meter cubed, it was coated on the insde with what looked to be featureless white
plastic. It looked like amicrowave, sansdoor, carved into the rock. Even the controls looked likeit
should have said bake, broil, and warm. He placed my gun into it and turned on the machine. It
illuminated, but didn't ssem to do anything else. After afew moments, the light went out and he retrieved
the gun.

"Now, stick your hand inthere.? Being left-handed, | put that onein. He activated the machine and the
light came on. My hand tingled a bit. After afew moments, alarge rod lifted from the floor of the recess.

"Grab onto therod. Use dl your strength and try to squeezeitinto two inthemiddle.? | did so. It was
soft and pliable, but stiffened as| squeezed. | put al my strength into it, and finaly had to give up, having
made it less than hafway through. When | released the rod, it snapped back to its cylindrica form and
sank back into the bottom.

"Good, now move your hand around for afew seconds. No particular way, but try to do al three axes.
Turnit over acoupletimes, too.? | did so and, after afew seconds, the light went out and thetingle
faded.

"And now we do both.? He handed me the gun and, taking my hand, put it back in. He activated the
meachine and had me move my hand and gun around for about thirty seconds. The light shut off afina
time.

"Great! Stop by and pick her up tomorrow and I'll haveit customized for your grip and strength.”
"Thanksalot, Dusty!"

Hewaved ahand. ? No thanks needed. | enjoy usng my skillsfor achange. Modtly, | get gorillaswho
only want power, power, power. There's only about five or six who prefer quaity to quantity. So it'smy
pleasure, Abigail. By theway, if you want to have Lendler stop by later, she can "put her John Hancock'
down then and not need to be here tomorrow."

Thanking him once more, | Ieft in avery good mood, though | was alittle ashamed of theway | had
shrugged him off when he touched me. He was swest.

Agnes opened the door for me, and | stepped into the hanger. It had been pretty active about twenty
minutes ago, but | hadn't paid much mind. After finding out that Suse was till not in the compound, |
wandered around, spending the timeto figure out thislittle piece of my new world.

Thefront end of the cavern on my side back to where the ramp led up to Dr. Barrett's office wasfilled
with adozen armored vehicles. | climbed into oneto take alook at the controls, but it yelled at me, 0|
just did an outside visud ingpection. They were dl hover vehicles, and looked built for quick strikes, with
Speed acting asarmor.

| studied them aswell as | could, learning as much as possible without touching them. Satisfied |
understood their general workings and limitations, | cast my curiosity around somewhere else.

A group of soldiers were playing what looked like basketball over near the rec/gym area. | wandered
over and was glad to see it was a coed game. | wasn't sure | could handle an al mae crowd yet. | sat
down on the floor and watched them.

It was basketball. Or it was what basketball had turned into. The basket hovered about three meters



above the floor, but would on occasion shift on itsaxis and remain in that position for several minutes.
And the ball seemed to take exaggerated bounces on occasion. They kept on playing, enjoying thetime
and camaraderie. Several waved a me, and | waved back. Finaly, after about ten minutes, they took a
breather, and three of the women came over to me. | recognized one as the tenor in the Birthday Suit
trio. | didn't know the others.

"Hiya, Abby!? said the singer. She shoved out asweaty hand. ? We haven't met formaly, yet. I'm Kate
Garvey. ThisisLenaHacker and Rachd Bredin.? Shejabbed athumb at the men, who were keeping a
respectful distance, and raised her voice. ? I'd introduce these dogsto you, but you seem like alady.?
They dl laughed. Shelowered her voice to a congpiratorial whisper. ? Though you didn't seem too much
alady yesterday morning."

"You didnt, either, Kate.? | said, dsoinalow voice. ? But youre agreat tenor.? We chuckled.
"We missed you thismorning. | was hoping for a couple new tunes.”

"Sorry, but I've got laundry.”

"Laundry!? Lenaspokefor thefirst time. She shuddered. ? Jackson'sajerk.”

"That does seem to be the generd opinion,? | agreed. ? Maybe | can get over on an off duty day. | miss
the shower crowd. Even though | joined in only once, | fdlt, | don't know, comfortable.? They nodded,
underganding.

"l wasthere, too,? said Rachd, ? but you probably didn't see me. It wasn't till later that morning that we
redlized you werethefirs, um...? shetried tofind the right way.

"No, | wasn't, Rachel. Doctor Barrett said the samething. Let'sjust forget it, dl right? Asfar as| seeit,
the Birthday Suit Trio dill hasavery exclusve audience.

Kate breathed asigh. ? Fineby me. | never thought it would be this hard. Hey, we're about to start up
again. Why don't you join us? Do you know the game?”

| shrugged. ? Sure. It's called basketball. It was al theragein my day. | even played forward in my
collegedays.? They laughed, and | looked at them, confused. Lena saw my look.

"Abby, don't you redlize how dlly that sounds? I'm sure you did, but coming from the mouth of a, forgive
me, runt like you, college sportsis something to imagine.”

"I know. I'm getting alot of that. Still, don't underestimate me.? | paused. ? Though I'm probably not so
hot at basketball anymore.”

"Believe me, weretrying not to underestimate you,? said Kate. ? Especidly after the way you worked
over Lendler yesterday. Cmon, giveit atry. Well put you at guard. Only it's called targetbal. Out of
curiosity, why did they cdl it basketba|?"

So | gavethem higtory of the game as| remembered it. They seemed fascinated, partidly from the
history, partialy because it was ateenager giving it. The guystook the court, playing as ateam now.
They werethreeto our four. | finished stretching and Lenathrew methe ball.

It hit the floor once, then changed direction on the bounce. | adjusted quickly and caught it, but pretty
awkwardly. It looked to be the same size, but wasimmense in my hands. It was aso weighted to one
sde. The ball had afaint marking on it that traced out an oblong weight attached to theinside of the ball.



Having the ball, one of the men advanced on me. | deeked him to the right, then dribbled to my Ieft. The
ball hit the floor once and veered off. | had to lunge to keep hold of it, which meant | had to passit off.
Thiswas going to taketime.

Moretimethan | had, asit turned out. After half an hour, | was exhausted and had astitchin my side. |
had managed to score al of one basket on at least a dozen shots. | had learned a new game and had
made severd new friends, again dl from Company A. | very much enjoyed mysdlf, even though they
were obvioudy holding back. Still, | was glad to see Susie standing on the Sddline, cheering. | turned and
waved just as Lenatossed methe bdl. It hit mein the ssomach and bounced to Forrest, the one with
dark, curly hair and cute brown eyes. | shook my head, startled at the thought. | walked over to the
sdeline toward Susie. The game continued without me.

"Y ou don't have to stop on my account, Abigail."

"Youreright, Suse,? | gasped out. ? | haveto stop on my account.? We watched them play, the
intensity picking up considerably. A good crowd. | wondered how someone like Jackson could survive
inan outfit like this. Aswe waked back to our quarters, | voiced the thought aloud. Susie became quiet.

"I'm afraid our ranks are dways alittle thin. Sometimes we get as good as we give. We keep the best up
front, and tolerate soldiers like Jackson because by freeing up afirst rate dog, he becomes as valuable as
one.

"Y ou'll see somein the front ranks now, too. But they're different. There was atime when we were dl
idedigts. Everyone fought for the Cues. Now most of us do. The others fight because they have ahatred
for NATech, apersona vendetta, or just liketo fight."

* k% % %

How many things should | tell you? | could go on and on about even the smallest detalls, it was dl so
exciting to me. Looking back over my account, | seethat | have been going over the smalest detalls. |
have to beg your forgiveness, but if you've gotten thisfar, | suppose there had to be somevaueinit.
There was so much for meto do, learn and experience. So much history, so much technology, so many
relaionshipsto build, and yes, alifeto rebuild.

And dl of it wasintengfied from my new point of view. Asthe days, then weeks, passed by, | became
more and more aware of how much my sexuality affected my whole viewpoint of theworld. My physique
had started out and would forever stay female. | had in me dl the norma chemicas, emotions, and needs
that made me ayoung woman. ? Sugar and spice, and everything nice, that's whét little girls are made of .
? 1'd never paid much attention to thelittle poem, and when | did, it was with little curiosity and maybe
even mild contempt. The differences between the genders was not so great as sugar and spice and snips,
snails and puppy dog tails, | thought.

But it is. Everything that happened seemed to affect me more inside than anything that had happened
when | had been male. | could get dl weepy over ahug now, glow at apleasant amile, sulk a the
smallest insult or dight, or flarein anger over any injustice. And | took successes and failures much more
persondly. | wasn't an emotionless robot as aman. Of course | had fedings and emotions asamale. But
they were more facets of me, portions that could be accessed. Asagirl, these emotions and fedlings
were spread throughout me, affecting everything | thought, said and did.

Some of it could no doubt be attributed to my young age and maturing body. But even that only
underscored the differences. The process of turning into awoman was so much more persond, yet so
much more ... public than going through puberty asaboy. | could see now why this age could be more
difficult ... no, moreintense, for girlsthan boys. A lowering of the voice and thickening of the muscles



was nowhere near as persona asthe enlarging of the breasts and hips. A boy becoming aman showed
overdl changesthat accented his becoming acomplete adult, better able to compete and survivein the
world. But agirl's outward changes accented the most intimate portions of her body, and showed her
becoming a complete woman. | don't suppose | can explain to haf of you, and don't need to for the other
half. But | wanted to share asbest | could what | was going through. Why? Because it was important to
me, now that | was ayoung woman. | was still me, but me had anew definition. And perhapsfor the
better, though | would never have given up being John Wyeth.

My training continued. Raul Sanchez helped me with my military advancement. | remained stuck at
private second class, because of my age, but didn't really mind. He trested me as a person, and one
whom he very much liked. Had | been about eight years older-but, no, there was no point and possible
harm in that kind of gpeculation. He was my commanding officer and friend.

Hetook great pleasure in discussing tactics with me, though | found it to be only mildly interesting. | had
been very active during my first military service, and had pridein what | had done for my country, but it
wasaso apart of my lifel was glad to emerge from. Sanchez seemed to understand, and after awhile
kept the conversations limited in length. But | learned agreat ded from him.

| continued to make friends with most everyone, but especialy with the ladies of Company A. After
having said | was glad to emerge from my military service, | aso redized that | had missed the
camaraderie that came with soldiers who depended on each other for their lives. Although | had not seen
any action, | knew they had gone through much to rescue my from my riping, and genuinely appreciated
what reciprocation | could offer. | very much looked forward to the times when Company A came back
from battle and | could listen to their tales and trade bawdy songs with them in the showers.

Sergeant Thawell provided most of my field training. He scoffed at theideaat firg, caling it awaste of
time. He kept referring to me as an it, and clearly thought of me as some sort of freak. | think he took me
as an afront to his manhood, and thought me weak because | was now female, though there were over a
dozen women in Company A whom he treated as equals. We were getting nowhere fast. So one
afternoon in the mountains, during combet drill, I took him aside and explained thingsto him. Wanting to
emphasis my points, | broke hisarm and three ribs before he started taking me seriously. When hedid, |
had no chance. He put up agood argument, bloodying my nose and breaking my wrigt, but he eventualy
came around to my point of view, and we got aong fine after that.

Physicdly, Suse drove meto the limits of my small, pliable body. | think she wastrying to have me grow
into my body, until it was as much me asmy mind was me. In that she was very successful. Intime, |
looked back at how | started out and laughed at how positive | wasthat | could never be acomplete
woman. | still had mixed emotions when looking a men, but it was possible now, as | looked at them, to
think that | could one day get married. But that was ftill years of living and growing away.

Mentdly, Suse again drove meto my limits. It was herethat | think | surprised even mysdif. | il
retained al my memories and reasoning skills. It wasin these that | was most centered. They were most
probably why | was able to make the adjustment physically, and aso most probably why the IHAD
affected me so deeply.

| continued to train in using the computer interface, but it was dmost awaste of time. It was so much
ChrisYoung'swork that it waslike traveling back in time, and using the puterverse became one of my
favorite activities. | had six centuries of catching up to do, and it isimpossible to know a society without
knowing its history. Within aweek, | was handling the interface like I had grown up withiit. | think it was
herethat | began to be accepted as something other than amisplaced identity. They till didn't allow me
into the Research center. Susie kept telling me it was because of the intensive work that was going on as
they continued research on a prospective Cue. That may have been true for the most part, but | was



beginning to think that they didn't trust mefully yet. Other than avagueirritation at being put under this
regtriction, | understood their fedings; | would have done the same thing mysdlf.

Even Jackson helped me out, though with him I'm sure it was completely unintentiond. He made my duty
hoursaliving hdll. The man had ageniusfor demeaning and insulting and abusing without stepping over
that razor thin line that would result in either his court-martial at Sanchez's hands or death by mine. He
didn't want to lose me, because | made hislife very enjoyable. Instead of having to do dl the work now,
he split the time between his ? paper work? and his abuse of me. He helped on occasion, when it
looked like | couldn't keep up, but hetried to keep it minimd. | will say onething in Jackson ‘s weak
defense: | don't think it mattered one whit to him whether | was girl or boy. He never harassed me
sexudly, and while | hated hisguts, | did not have thefear of him that | could have had.

Susie guessed at some of what was happening, but kept her anger to herself at my request. | tolerated it
because it kept me grounded. As John Wyeth, I'd had avery securelife. | was treated with respect and
perhaps alittle fear because of my status. In the military, | was caled sir and my every order was obeyed
because of who and what | was. Then a NATech | had risen quickly to Twenty Y ear Project Leader
and was one of only six people who reported directly to the boss. At my word, two hundred people
would drop everything they were doing and shift to anew project.

All that was gone. | commanded no respect beyond the respect given every person. My artificial status
asajprivileged Cuewasfading, asit should, and | becameless and lessa Cue and more and more a
young girl. Jackson kept mein my place. Asl said, | tolerated and even appreciated it. Until the day he
stepped way over theline.

* *k *x %

As| had donefor several weeks, | reported to the laundry at 0350. Jackson was there, as always. He
dtarted at 0200, but did little while waiting for me to show up. The laundry was dropped off by
personndl, then picked up by them. (Noncoms and officers had their laundry picked up and dropped off.
That's how | had mine picked up, because | was Susi€'sroomy.) They had perfected a process of
identification that alowed clothing to be cleaned in abunch, then sorted automaticaly by machine. All |
had to do was pour the bundlesinto one of the four massive washing machines, shift the damp, clean
clothing to the dryers, then the sorter, then back into the bags. Folding was done by the individual.
Because of thisand the invention of such efficient identification and sorting, the laundry detail could be
performed by one person, as I'd mentioned earlier.

| stepped in ten minutes early and went straight to work, ignoring Jackson who was busy with his
terminal. Asaways, he shut off al outside access by cutting in the door sight and sound shields.

I'd worked for about an hour when he came over for hisfirst round of daily abuse. Onceit became
obviousthat | wasn't going to report him, he had begun testing how far he could take me. I'd figured out
how to keep him on aleash; if hewent too far, | Smply worked dower, leaving him just that much more
to do. He had a double-edged sword: if | didn't report him, he couldn't report me. | wasn't fond of doing
lessthan | was capable of, but it was al | could come up with, short of physical confrontation, which |
wanted to avoid. And | didn't have to use the tactic much. Infact, it had been a couple weeks since I'd
last purposdly left him work. Susi€'s conditioning had worked wonders with my strength, and while my
frame was too smdll to ever be too strong, my endurance had increased to the point that | could handle
my detail.

He leaned againgt one of the counters and watched me for severa minutes. | was, asaways, soaked in
swedt. | undid another of the endless bundles and poured the clothing into the machine. As| shifted the
contents-this bundle was from the women's quarters | remember-I wondered what he was going to do



today. Sometimesit was verba abuse, other timesit was physica. He never hit me, but he'd find some
imagined breach of my duties and he/d have me do sit-ups or pushups. | preferred the physical, because
it left mein amore even temper and gave me achallenge to match his'disciplineg. Again, he couldn't give
too much becauseit cut into my working time. He shifted hisweight and crossed hisarms.

"Pathetic. That'swhat you are, Wyeth. Pathetic. | don't know why they keep mein this stinking detall,
but you were born for it."

"Knock it off, Jackson ."
"Why? Doesthe truth hurt, private second class Wyeth?'

I'd had arough day yesterday and really wasn't in the mood. I'd pulled aback muscle working on the
bars, and it ill hurt whenever | lifted my arms above my shoulders, which was al the time when on
laundry duty. Maybethat'swhy | did what | did. Picking up aparticularly rancid sock, | offered it to
him. ? Here, tuff this. Y ou're not even original today. Go back and catch up on your paper work."

His eyes narrowed, and he looked like he wanted to belt me. | turned back to my work and tried to
ignore him. But hewouldn't let it go.

"Smart mouth! Okay, I'll beorigina.? Helowered hisvoice, which should have madeit easier to ignore
him but in fact made meinvoluntarily listen. ? So tell me, Wyeth, are you over your IHAD yet?"

Although it was severa weeks gone, the effects il lingered, which was causing Dr. Barrett some
concern. | giffened at the term, and Jackson spotted it. He laughed.

"Kind of awimp, aren't you? Scared of alittle interrogation?? His voice went dower, and took ona
menacing tone. ? Y ou haveto answer, Wyeth! Thisisan IHAD."

"Stopit! Stop it now!? | felt aknot in my stomach. | dropped the clothes | wasloading and clutched my
gut. Helaughed. ? Thisisn't fu-funny, Jackson! Stopit!"

He suddenly stepped forward and grabbed my arms. | turned sick eyes up to his. Hiseyeswere sick,
too, but in adifferent way.

"Whatsa matter, princess? Life not going well? Y ou're worthless! Y ou let yourself be interrogated!
Careful! They're out to get you, Wyeth! Answer the questions!™

THE ANSWER TO YOUR INQUIRY, CITIZEN, 1S10,394.

"Ques-questions?? | was getting woozy. Fear burned through me at hiswarning, and | felt the nameless
dread hunt me again. NO! | didn't do this! | was not responsible! ? It'snot my fault!? | cried.

"Of courseit'syour fault! It'sal your fault! Look out! Herethey come! ? | cried out, and he laughed
agan. ? Say it'syour fault."

GEOSATTELITE 87F ISREPORTING ANOTHER SHIFTING OF THE SAN ANDREAS FAULT .
EPICENTER LOCATION BEING CALCULATED ... HOLD ... EPICENTER ISLOCAT...
With al my strength, | weakly shook my head. ? No. No, it'snot!"

"Yesitid Sayitis. It'sawaysthe Cuesfault. And you're a Cue. That makesit your fault! Oh, no! It's
insgde you now, Wyeth! Y our mind belongsto them now! Y ou should be ashamed of yoursef! Answer
the questions.”



THE ANSWER TO YOUR QUESTION, CITIZEN, ISTHE ROSE, TULIP AND DANDELION...

THE ANSWER TO YOUR QUESTION, CITIZEN, ISYES...ISYES...NO ...
NONOYESNOY ESNOSEY EONSEOQY ESNOEY Y OSNESOY ENOSEY ONSEOSNEOSYES...

"Please stop,? | whimpered. ? I'm sorry. It'smy fault. Please stop.”
PLEASE STOP AT THE INDICATED PAD AND PROVIDE IDENTIFI...

Herdeased me, and | fell into the pile of clothing a my feet. My back hurt. At his shouted warning, |
twitched out the way. They had come to take me away! My mind wasn't mine anymore! The humiliation
gprang to life and began feeding my fear. | curled up and started sobbing. A man's disgusted voice cut
through my terror.

..TEAROR POSSBLY A RAGGED CUT AT THE AFT SHIELD PLATEWLL ALLOW FOR
QUICKEST...

"I've dways hated your kind. These stupid people waste time and energy bringing back trash better left
as the machinesthey werefound in. Look at you! How can somebody like you even be considered an
equal? 'Y et they treat you like you were worth something. Worth more than me.? His voice changed,
and he nudged mewith hisfoot. ? Tel meit'syour fault!? he ordered.

"Itsmy fault!? | despaired. My insides hurt, like they were bleeding.

| DON'T MIND THE BLEEDING, ASLONG AS YOU'RE HAPPY.. OHHH...

"Now apologize! Hurry, herethey come again! Quick! Apologize!™

"I'm sorry! I'm so sorry!

...BUT ACCESS CAN ONLY BE ALLOWED TO TENANTSBETWEEN 2 AM AND 6...

Make them go away! Please!"

NARROW THE PARAMETER OF YOUR SEARCH. THERE ARE CURRENTLY EIGHT HUN...
| begged, using thelast of my strength. This huge figure standing over me chuckled. Cold poured

PRESS... COOL ... RESET ... POUR... PRESS... COOL ... RESET ... POUR ... PRESS... COOL
.. RESET ... POUR

over me astheterror sank itstalonsinto my soul. With the cold came darkness and weakness and
loneliness and despair and fear and oblivion.

"No. I'm going to let them stay. Answer the questions!”
"yes...I'll ... answer ... the ... ques’

TIONSWILL BE ANSWERED ONCE YOUR VOICE CLEARANCE HASBEEN VERIFIED ...
CHECKING ... YES MR. PREMIER, THE CHANNEL ISOPEN TO THE ? TRAVELER? AND
HASBEEN SECURED. ONE 01101IMOMENT, PLEASE ... CAPTAIN PARKSISAWAITING
THE FINAL O1101001RDER TO COMMENCE SATURATION

"She'ssharding! Quick! Induce deep Hedler's ... Watch that EK..."



BOMBING ON MARS COLO11000INY HERMES... CO010100111DING RECEIVED ...

T110R1IA10NOSIOMIITTING..

"We can't stabilize! Open primary cerebra probe to multiple burst, inten..”
.TR11000A10N11010S101M011101TT1IING10.1 ... TRAOOO1IN10S1
00OM11011100T100117T001101010011011001010N11010101G1101.1.101

"Abigail! Comeon, sweetie! You'vegot tofight ... damn! She'sgoing..."

101010110110101101011011111011010101001010101010101010100

100101010101011011001001010101101010101010101101101010101

010101001010010101011001010101001001101011010101010010100

101010010101011001101011010100110101100101110101001010010

"NOW! Recharge and reset ... increase oxygenation to forty..."

101010010101010010101010101010100100101101010101010001101

110101010010110110101101010010101110111011010110101010011

101010100101010101010000101010101011010111010101010101011

"...uptoyou Abigail. Abigall?It's Suse. Hang on, kid. Doctor Barr..."

10100101010100011001101010101010110110101101010101.....
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... 1011010001.. 2 ... 0012.... 00..1102..011001.0.1001012..0101001

11001101010010100102010010010102.02.10012.02..0101.0101011001
101.2..22.. 02..200101110012.0100202010010120102.1020100..010101

"en, but | seeyewon firg prize! Hey, Abby! It'sKate! We need a couplamore tunes! Y ou mentioned
one about asubmarine sailor and her..."

10201001102.0112101010112.0101010.01010122.102100120102.0010

"she mentioned that after they found out your favorite color they would find the prettiest dressthey could,
then throw you the..."

200201200120120102002200201201 ... STABLE UNBOUND TRINARY CODING HASBEEN
ACHIEVED. THISUNIT ISNOW CAPABLE OF PERFORMING FULLY JUDGMENTAL
PROGRAMMING. BEGINNING PRIMARY ACCESS CODING FOR UNIT INTERNAL
DIAGNOSTICS ESTIMATED TIME FOR SELF-DIAGNOSTIC WILL BE NINETY-ONE HOURS
FIFTEEN MINUTES THREE SECONDS BEGIN TESTING ... TESTING ... TESTING ...
TESTING ... TESTING ... TESTING ... TESTING ... TESTING ... TESTING ... TESTING ...
TESTING ... TESTING ... TESTING ... TESTING ... TESTING ... TESTING ... TESTING ...
TESTING...

[gentlecrying]

TESTING ... TESTING ... TESTING ... TESTING ... TESTING ... TESTING ... TESTING ...
TESTING ... TESTING ... TESTING ... TESTING ... TESTING ... TESTING ... TESTING ...
TESTING ... TESTING ... TESTING ... TESTING ... TESTING ... TESTING ... TESTING ...
TESTING ... TESTING ... TESTING ... TESTING ... TESTING ... TESTING ... TESTING ...
TESTING ... TESTING ... TE ... THISUNIT HASCOMPLETED SELF DIAGNOSTICS
ELAPSED TIME: NINETY-ONE HOURS, FIFTEEN MINUTES TWO POINT NINE THREE
SECONDS..

WHEN IT'STWILIGHT ON THE TRAIL, AND | REST ONCE MORE, MY CEILING

"isthe sky, and the grasson which 1 lie, ismy home.? The haunting melody soothingly traced its sweet
path aong my mind.

"Abigail? Wasthat you?? | heard a scrape of astool on the floor and felt my hand being taken. It was
pitch dark, the darkness of Hedler's Sieep. There was no disorientation thistime, but instead the
comfortable peace of knowing | was safe.

"Oh, Abigail!? Susie'svoice was s0 lost and sad that my heart thudded at her grief. Shelaid her head
down on my chest and wept. | wanted so much to tell her that | knew she was here. Trying to disconnect
myself, | drifted off onto tangent after tangent after tangent of thought. Then, without thinking, | squeezed
her hand briefly.

She gasped and lifted her head. | felt atear splash on my cheek, and | cried quietly mysdlf, unable to



control myself, nor wanting to. She pressed her warm hand against my cheek and wiped away the tear.
She kissed me on the cheek and held metight. | felt her body shudder as she cried. | was home where |l
bel onged.

END OF BOOK ONE



