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Dedication
This book is dedicated to the late Jack D. Hunter; soldier, spy, journalist, novelist, artist, mentor, and above all, friend.  Thanks to longtime journalist, as well as to artist Eugene Arenhaus, and fellow writer Ted R. Blasingame.  Special thanks to my late parents, Norma L. and James E. Lane. They cared, and they never gave up.
 



 

Chapter 1
Home Again, Home Again, Jiggity-Jig
 
“Well, are you going to attack me, or would you like to have a seat?”  I slowly turned in my seat to look over my left shoulder.  What I saw there was both expected---and yet a surprise.  She was what I expected---a Yularian female---but she was decidedly not the individual I’d been assured would be keeping tabs on me!
My head partly covered and my eyes shaded by a dark blue NRA ball cap, I’d been sitting facing a large window that overlooked the relatively new Jacksonville, Florida, spaceport landing field, my back to the service counter.  In time I’d heard a bit of commotion entering the room, followed shortly by muttered voices at the service counter.  Muted sounds hesitantly approached the small row of chairs where I was seated, but I remained quiet, apparently dozing.  The sounds stopped directly behind my chair, and after a few moments I’d broken the silence---with a surprising effect.
 
“Well, are you going to attack me, or would you like to have a seat?” I’d said, which obviously startled the creature.  Yularians, like the three other alien species we knew of to date, were (to our human-biased perceptions) distinctly humaniform beings that, for lack of a better description, resembled different species of animals that had human-like characteristics.  They walked upright on their rear legs/feet, had fully-functional hands with opposable thumbs, room in their skulls for ample brains---and they were quite intelligent.   Yularians were vulpine-like; they somewhat resembled the anthropomorphic red foxes of our human children’s stories, and (in my opinion, which meant nothing) looked suspiciously like the fox-people described in cliché Internet science fiction.  The females even had a single pair of small, human-type breasts, in the human-correct location, with slightly heavier arms and much sturdier legs and larger feet than the fox-people illustrations in children’s books.  Still, if you ignored the breasts, and overlooked the fact that they were bipedal---and human sized---you’d almost swear they were foxes.  Big foxes.  Foxes wearing featherweight, loose-weave shorts with bushy tails poking out the back, pocketed vests for the males (sometimes) and modest little halter tops for the females---but only when mixing with us prudish humans.  Foxes that spoke fairly good English, rotten German, pathetic Chinese and Japanese, and mediocre Russian.  Forget French, Italian, Hebrew, Arabic or most other languages; they didn’t even bother.  Neither did the other three alien species.  English was what they all liked, and English was what they all spoke---when they weren’t chattering, barking, squealing, whistling and yowling in their own tongues, that is.
 
An hour earlier I’d come briskly striding into the small passenger terminal, fresh out of cold sleep from the relatively long (distance-wise) but short (time-wise) ride to Earth from the Yularian home world.  Ah, cold sleep.  Sounds benign; almost pleasant, even, and in popular science fiction stories and movies it often appears to be an ideal way to travel.  Trust me---it’s not.  Passengers don’t have staterooms or even postage-stamp-size cabins like in ocean cruise ships; they don’t even have rooms.  Like it had been correctly imagined in surprisingly few classic sci-fi books and movies, we’re sedated off-ship, then loaded into cryogenic cocoon-like drawers that both hold us in stasis---all metabolism halted---and protect us from the mind-twisting, soul-ripping effects of Faster Than Light travel.  Even the ship’s crew is “iced down” (as the snarky term implies) from shortly after liftoff---but before FTL travel is initiated---until shortly before landing once the ship is safely back into normal space.  If not for the supercomputers that handle the complicated FTL process, none of the alien worlds would know of each other, nor would we Earthlings know of them.
The other alien species were made up of Dralorians (a lot like really big river otters), the Eelon (beautiful, haughty felines resembling man-sized cheetahs) and---the ones that both excited and annoyed humans the most---the Ar’kaa.  Those creatures somewhat resembled arctic hares---beautiful rabbit-like creatures you could imagine happily taking to a nice restaurant, the theater...or home for the evening.  Wink-wink!
As stated, all four species were pretty much human sized and, like the Yularians, fully bipedal, but since they had ample fur for protection under normal climate conditions none of them, other than the Yularians, wore even modest clothing---except around humans.  The female otters and cats had no human-like breasts, so they always went “topless”, but the Ar’kaa females were like the Yularians; they had nice, firm little knockers, so they had to cover them or face the quite considerable ire of our human conservative modesty Nazis.  None of the aliens wore confining shoes over their non-human-like furry feet, but they wisely protected the soles or pads of their feet with sandals---really strange-looking sandals.
One all-out predator, two semi-omnivores and one herbivore species.  No bug-eyed monsters, no giant slugs, spiders, dragons, demons, birds---nothing else.  Aliens that didn’t seem so alien after all, apparently guaranteed not to terribly upset ape-based humanity’s rabid xenophobia.  To me and a lot of others it just seemed too damned pat.  Somebody---or something---had to have engineered all this.  Cute.  And just as cute, in her own fuzzy, disheveled way, was the young Yularian female standing uncomfortably before my guarded, surprised eyes.
 
“Well, are you going to attack me, or would you like to have a seat?” had been my first words to the young vixen, and they’d had the desired effect, throwing my new companion off-balance and placing me firmly in control of the moment.
“H-how---how did you know I was back here, Mr. Barnes?  I…thought you were sleeping and…I didn’t want to disturb you.”
“My dear, you were far from stealthy when you entered the room, and even though I don’t have big, furry ears like you do, I overheard you asking the woman at the service desk if I was ‘the human Thomas Barnes’.  I didn’t have to turn my head to see your reflection in the window---” I paused for a moment, studying her a bit more critically, “---and the ventilation system brought me your, uh, scent.”
There was good reason why I studied her closer.  Even though the Yularians don’t show age quite the same way we humans do, there was no way this young female was the one I was supposed to have shadowing me for the next few months.  My observer/companion was supposed to be the scientist/doctor who headed up this project, and I’d had a brief meeting with her before I went under the knife, as well as seeing her brusquely interrogate several technicians shortly after I regained consciousness.  The physician was anything but young, supposedly long past breeding age, a bit saggy-baggy in stature and with substantial gray in her red and white-furred muzzle.  This shapely female, however, looked barely older than an adolescent, and her fur was richly colored with no trace of gray.  Unfortunately, it was also somewhat matted and ill-kept.  She appeared to be somewhat ill, too.
And rather than being slinky, she was, quite frankly---stinky.
 
It felt wonderful to finally be home, even if “home” was going to be a whole new experience for me now.
This old man was a far different person from the one who’d tottered through this terminal three months earlier, and while my humble estate had (I hoped!) been properly maintained in my absence, I’d now be seeing life from a whole new perspective.
Now.  As compared to before.  Lordy, but my now had become the stuff dreams---and sometimes nightmares---were made of.  Although…maybe I shouldn’t be complaining.  After all, I’d been winding my life down from eighty-six years of wine, women and song---OK, a little wine, fifty-five years of marriage to a wonderful woman (now nearly five years cold in her grave) and a voice that couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket.  Who was I kidding?  I’d already had two heart attacks, six bypasses, an artificial hip, cataract surgery and dentures that never quite fit right despite all our fancy-schmancy dental “technology”.
Even with my modest success at writing science fiction novels, and the buckets of money I’d had dumped on me when two of my books were turned into blockbuster movies, old age had been creeping up on me at a dead(ly) run.  I’d long been on a first-name basis with the local funeral home owner, and I’d dutifully pre-paid the tab for a quiet, no-frills send off for when my clock ran out.
Funny thing is, neither of us had counted on my clock not running out.
 
Earlier, when I’d walked down the ramp from the Yularian starship, a beautiful, massive craft incongruously known as a “hopper”, Earth’s gravity had seemed far less cruel---pleasant, even, if you could believe the spring in my step.  Since the Yularians had developed the starships and the other three alien species copied their designs, all of them looked pretty much the same except for decorative paint and minor trim details; a classic “flying saucer” shape that, due to its enormous Faster Than Light engines, actually had very little room for passengers or cargo.  After landing, my ship had gently oozed itself under the cantilevered shelter of the terminal specially built to receive such vehicles, and cargo and a few passengers were unhurriedly moved in and out; the passengers routed through the small lounge/waiting room while the cargo was directed to and from a nearby mini-warehouse.
All my worldly travel goods were in the small Cordura wheeled bag I’d dragged behind me as I approached the service desk, and the lone human female attendant greeted me by name---which gave me a momentary tweak until I realized she had the passenger manifest on her computer screen.  As the last human passenger to leave the ship, it was a good chance I was the one-and-only Thomas D. Barnes she was expecting, although I certainly didn’t resemble the Thomas D. Barnes who had tottered through this very same terminal those incredible ninety days prior.  That Tom Barnes had been skating along on a proverbial banana peel, with his other foot already planted in a cold plot of dirt.  This Tom Barnes, however, was ready to kick ass and take names.  Well, as long as the asses weren’t too antagonistic and were reasonably willing to divulge their names.  I had a new lease on life, but I was far from a bad-boy head-knocker.  There was still a nice, dignified touch of gray at my temples, along with some “character lines” on my face---as per my request.  Actually, I most resembled my first author’s photo, taken many decades earlier.
Call it ego, call it arrogance, call it whatever you wanted.  I could have had my physical appearance set at virtually any age, but had I looked too youthful I’d have wound up arguing with the counter folks at McDonald’s when ordering my “senior coffee”.  Couldn’t have that!
“I’m supposed to meet with a Yularian female passenger from the ship---” I offered after noticing that I was the only other occupant of the waiting area.
“You’re the last human I show departing the ship, Mr. Barnes,” the woman stated with raised mascara eyebrows, “but I’m sure your---“
“I had an experimental rejuvenation procedure done, and Doctor N’looma, the Yularian in question, is my assigned medical observer,” I explained, slightly annoyed at the woman’s apparent disapproval.  “If something goes wrong---” I grimaced theatrically, “---the scientists need to know ASAP.”
Bitch.
The attendant’s eyes widened and her face flushed hard under her makeup.  I could be a grouchy old fart when people pissed me off, and the rejuvenation hadn’t taken away that edge.  “I…I’m sorry, Mr. Barnes,” she sputtered.  “I…I didn’t connect the name and---honestly, I didn’t recognize you.  You look so---young!”  Struggling to recover her composure, she smiled nervously and added, “You’re welcome to relax in the chairs over by the window, and when your…observer…shows up I’ll let her know where you are.”
Right.  The entire passenger terminal wasn’t more than a couple of hundred square feet; like the Yularian couldn’t smell me even if her eyes hadn’t yet recovered from the effects of the cold sleep we passengers had to endure.
 
The aliens showed up in Earth orbit a mere two years ago, full of life, fun and wonder---for us humans, anyway---and offered a new direction for our stagnating billions.  After establishing “friendly” relations and setting up small embassies throughout the world, they soon zeroed in on me and made me an offer I damned sure couldn’t refuse:  A Heinlein-science-fiction-like rejuvenation treatment---obviously experimental since I would be the first human they’d tinkered with---that would “reboot” my worn-out body back to a healthy younger age.  They planned to offer this service to mankind---at an exorbitant price, of course---to help finance the outrageously expensive interstellar travel between our world and theirs.  Only pricy trade goods and services made the FTL trips economically feasible, and until a cheaper FTL process was developed, “Joe Sixpack” and most of the rest of Earth’s billions would remain outside the candy store, faces pressed against the window glass as the occasional starships came and went.  Even with my comfortable money cushion a trip to a distant star---not even counting the expensive rejuvenation process---would normally have strained my financial means.  Still, the aliens needed a guinea pig, and partly because of my particular notoriety due to the stories I’d written---and my advanced age---I’d managed to grab a free gold ring.
I just hoped it didn’t turn out to be a brass-colored noose around my neck.
 
After a few moments of uncomfortable silence, I decided to bring matters to a head.  “Why not leave your baggage there and come sit down---” I motioned to a chair two seats over, “---and tell me who you are, and what happened to Dr. N’looma, the scientist who was supposed to be my observer.”  I was careful to smile with a closed mouth---showing no teeth---and to her credit she realized what I said was not a question.  She blinked woozily, then padded with noticeable effort around the end of the short row of chairs and dropped wearily into the indicated seat.  Her uncharacteristically strong musky odor had a rank, sour undertone, and it washed over me like second-hand cigarette smoke.  But that wasn’t the worst of it.
“Yes, Dr. N’looma was supposed to be your observer,” she primly informed me, “but her mate fell and broke his back shortly before the technicians were to put her into cold sleep.  Since we Yularians mate for life and are very devoted to our mates’ welfare, she elected not to make the trip.”  The young female shivered and tried to wrap her lush tail around herself for warmth in the air conditioning’s draft.  “She called an emergency meeting with her department heads, and based on your stated preferences for a female observer to avoid potential male-to-male conflict, they immediately looked for a female familiar enough with the basic rejuvenation process to be able to spot problems---”
“And they found you,” I stated, carefully keeping my face neutral.
She looked at me, blinked slowly, then said dully, “Yes, they found me.”
“And you are---?”
“I…my name is L’raan.  I’m a graduate student at Bin’Naigh University, working on a research degree at the clinic where you underwent your procedure.”  When I looked a bit surprised at this, she explained, “You may not remember having seen me, since much of your actual treatment time was spent unconscious, but I was assigned to the team doing endocrinology research under Dr. N’looma.  Since the other females on the project are either mated or otherwise high enough ranked to be able to refuse such an unusual off-world assignment, I was given the…honor.”  When I said nothing, she added (somewhat bitterly, I thought), “I have no mate, and as a mere student I have little status.”  She shivered, then sat a bit straighter in her chair, adding proudly, “But I do know enough about what was done to you to be a competent observer!”
Wow!  Feisty little thing, but--- “I’ll grant that you’re knowledgeable in your field, but---you look ill.” 
“I am ill!” she barked.  “I’ve never been off the home world, and did not have the proper time to…to accommodate the necessary anti-infectives and antibiotics everybody who journeys to an alien world must have before such a trip.  They pumped me full of all this…stuff, then threw me into a cold sleep unit before my body could purge itself or adapt itself or…or simply get over it!  You went through this process several days before you left Earth, Mr. Barnes, so you had time to recover.  When the crew opened the capsule and revived me on the ship, my body revolted!”
Yeah, she was pretty revolting, all right.
“Had I refused this assignment it’s possible I could have lost my scholarship as well as my class score to this point,” she explained.  “By completing this…project, I will earn the equivalent in your scholastic system of a master’s degree in endocrinology.  My status will also improve, hopefully to the point of being able to pick and choose future study assignments.”  She coughed, sneezed and shivered even harder, then looked defiantly at me.  “And maybe I’ll even attract a mate!”
Great.  I send her back, she’s screwed; I keep her as my observer, and I’m branded as a pervert who likes young “foxy” females.  But lordy, did she stink!
“Can I take you to your embassy for medical help?”
One ear perked up a bit, and she explained, “The ship’s med techs gave me injections they claimed would alleviate the worst of the symptoms and effects---in a day or so.  They also gave me pills and supplements they emphasized I must take tonight, or the sickness will last longer.”  Her defiance seemed to lose some of its edge.
I sighed, then heaved myself to my feet and said, “Ready to earn your degree?”  Her head tilted sideways just like a dog’s and I could see the confusion in her weary eyes.  “C’mon, let’s go home, and we’ll see if we can get you cleaned up a bit.  Once we get some food into you, you might feel better, too.”
 
And that, my friends, is how I wound up with my very own young female Yularian “shadow”.  But on the ride home I kept my old Cadillac’s windows down.  This furry, red and black and white “shadow” stank!
 



 

Chapter 2
Peace and Tranquility – NOT!
 
The ride home from the Jacksonville space port took a solid hour, during which time my new Yularian observer’s condition visibly deteriorated.  As prearranged, my car had been brought to the space port and the key left with the service desk attendant, so there was little delay in loading my one bag and L’raan’s trio of totes and a rolling duffel into the trunk, and then we hit the road.  Luckily, I’d also asked that my cell phone be charged and left in the car’s console, and before I’d cleared the nearby southbound on-ramp to I-95 I was calling the local Yularian embassy to get my passenger some help.
“From what you’re telling me, Mr. Thomas Barnes, your young observer is simply experiencing a reaction to cold sleep, compounded by the anti-infectives and antibiotics treatment she was given before she left our home world.  The ship’s medics would have given her any additional medications deemed necessary, and in a few days she should be recovered.”  The bastard sounded so smug I wanted to reach through the tiny handset and wring his snout off.  “Also, she will find all necessary personal care items awaiting her at your home.  We’re sorry Dr. N’looma couldn’t join you, but she had us provide everything a female Yularian---herself in this case---might desire, including a special bed and appropriate, er, clothing, all in her room.”  Now the bastard was being condescending, and I could feel my blood pressure beginning to climb.  “Should either of you find we have overlooked something, please feel free to contact us.  Goodbye!”
Goodbye, indeed.
I kept one eye on L’raan as I piloted the Caddy through the usual crush of traffic, prepared to duck over to the road’s shoulder should she start puking, but instead, she simply nodded off.  It wasn’t terribly hot on the road, so I eased her window up to lessen the wind blast on her and adjusted the other windows to keep a steady flow of air through the car. Had I run the air conditioner, I feared I’d never get the stink out of it.
 
Home.  It was a bigger tweak than I thought it would be to pull off the rural county road and up to my electric gate, which was obediently clattering open in response to the button press on the car’s HomeLink transmitter.  When I’d last passed through that portal it had been on the way to my very possible death.  Since I was to be the first human to undergo the aliens’ rejuvenation process, there were no guarantees that it would work---at all.  Actually there would never be a “guarantee” on the process since there was always the chance of a lethal snafu with any radical biomedical process, but the first subject under the knife was always the riskiest.  So far, however, that risk was paying off.  Other than my stinky little passenger, life was looking mighty damned fine.
“Wake up, kiddo,” I gently called as we rolled to a stop near the garage.  When that didn’t rouse her I repeated it, adding a couple of gentle shoulder nudges that caused her head to wobble like a bobble head doll’s.  Her vertical-pupiled eyes slowly creaked open, but didn’t seem at first to be focusing on much.  Then they snapped open wide and for a moment she appeared to be terrified; no doubt waking suddenly to an alien environment can have that effect.  “We’re home, L’raan,” I carefully offered, hoping to avoid a full-blown panic attack.  After all, her kind had fangs and claws, and even ill she could no doubt be a handful.
“Let’s get you settled in,” I stated, “and let you eat some food.  After a good night’s sleep, you’ll feel better.”  What else was I going to say?  The truth? Your embassy doesn’t give a shit about your problem, kiddo, so lotsa luck!  I didn’t think it wise to gift her with that bit of information just yet.
A quick dash around the car and I got her door open, then offered her a steadying arm to lean on as she wobbled to her feet.  I’d seen half-dead dogs that looked and acted more energetic, and certainly smelled better.  At least she hadn’t pooped, peed or puked on my poor Caddy’s leather seats.
 
The house was by no means new, having been built a good half-century earlier, but it was roomy, comfortable and fully contained on one floor.  I hated stairs in my youth, and swore that, if possible, I’d never live in a multi-story house.  The guest bedroom, which in earlier decades had been the older of my two daughter’s room, was in one corner of the back, while my bedroom was at the other rear corner.  The renovations to accommodate Dr. N’Looma had been performed while I was away having my body rebuilt, so I was looking forward to seeing what was new.
We bumbled down the hallway past my long-gone younger daughter’s room---now used as a library/study/computer room---and the adjoining bathroom---now supposedly renovated, like the bedroom, to accommodate a Yularian houseguest.  “And here is your own personal hideaway, young lady,” I began as we entered her room---
Of course that’s when everything seemed to cut loose at once.  She convulsed, hacked and barked a time or two, then puked a great deal of a thin, vile something that smelled long dead and looked worse.  Then she went noodle-limp and if I hadn’t caught her and eased her to the floor---trying not to settle her in her pool of vomit---she’d have dropped like a furry sack of potatoes.  L’raan’s lower gut rumbled like thunder, both her bowels and bladder cut loose, and there was no way her thin little modesty shorts could contain it.  She was moaning and writhing with cramps, but I was more worried about her getting choked on a fresh stream of vomit so I held her head to the side and tried to keep her airway clear.  A couple of more spasms produced a bit more from each end, then the worst seemed to be over.  I hoped.
Then the poor thing started crying.
At least that’s what it looked and sounded like, although it was a bit different from how humans do it.  Ah, what’s an old man to do in a case like this?  Panic?  Get mad?  Have a stroke?  Naahhh…  I’d raised two daughters and cared for a beloved wife in her final years of life.  Plus, I’d raised, housebroken and lived with two German Shepherd dogs until their deaths of old age, meaning I’d dealt with horrible, disgusting messes like this many times.  That’s one reason I’d bought and worn out several steam-vac units, and unless someone had moved it while I was gone, I had one stored in the utility room; I just hoped it still worked!
“Shhh…  Hush, now.  You’re going to be all right.  Just relax,” I soothed, brushing her disheveled head hair/fur back out of her eyes.  Yularian males and females had long scalp hair like we humans did, but it was more the consistency of fur, and both sexes usually gathered it into modest ponytails---foxytails? ---rather than cut it short or style it.  L’raan’s was black, like the fur on her lower arms/wrists/hands/lower legs/feet, but it also had a streak of purest white running through it, like what I could see of her belly fur and the fur on her lower face/muzzle and throat.
She whimpered and moaned for a few minutes, but it was evident that the worst of her spasm had passed, and in time she began to struggle to sit up.  That’s when she realized just what she’d done, and she began to cry again, this time in obvious embarrassment.  I wasn’t having any of that, either.
“Hush, L’raan,” I said not unkindly.  “Knock off the tears and apologies, dear; they’re not needed.  You’re sick, and sickness like this requires no excuses; it only asks that you get better.”  She looked mortified---at least that’s what I read of the expression on her vulpine features---and I smiled as I said, “Remember, I’m a lot older than you, and believe me when I say that I’ve dealt with far worse in my long life.”  She still looked shattered, so I helped prop her to somewhat of a sitting position---unpleasant for her considering what she’d blasted out her nether end---and said, “If you think you can stand, let’s get you to the bathroom and into the shower.  If you don’t think you can stand, I’ll pick you up and carry you.  Either way, you’re going to have a good, hot shower!”
After sniffling and whimpering a bit more, she let me help her to her feet, but she was so wobbly I still wound up pretty much carrying her to the connecting bathroom that both girls’ adjoining bedrooms had shared.  And oh yes, the Yularian renovators had made some changes!  The old bathtub-shower had been replaced with a glass-fronted walk-in shower, complete with both built-in and hand-wand shower heads.  There was a heavy-duty fur dryer setup next to the shower stall, complete with multiple hot-air jets and a hand-held air wand.  Even the toilet had been changed to one like was used on the Yularian home world.  After all, when we humans perched on the crapper we didn’t need to accommodate a big, bushy tail.
Thankfully the shower stall had several wall-mounted hand rails, as well as a molded-in seat; from what I'd seen of her, Dr. N’looma was apparently old-sliding-towards-really-old, and no doubt wanted the extra security.  I had L’raan hold onto them while I quickly peeled off my own clothes down to my boxer shorts, then I told the now-wide-eyed female, “You’re in no shape to do this by yourself, and I know for a fact that your people don’t have the nudity taboos many of us humans do, so I don’t want to hear you squawk when I get those filthy clothes off you, and I also don’t want any backtalk from you while I help you get cleaned up.  Understand?”
Evidently she was still so upset about losing all control of herself that her natural Yularian arrogance didn’t assert itself.  She simply nodded, embarrassed, and allowed me to get busy, and for the next thirty minutes I became a cleaning machine.  To me she was a subject to be totally washed, dried and folded---well, she did fold into my arms toward the end, exhausted.  Still, I washed the vomit, crap and piss out of her fur---of course letting her deal with the most-personal areas---and her entire pelt got a thorough scrubbing with the Yularian-specific, fur-friendly soap Dr. N’looma had ordered; then, while the fur was still wet, we worked a Yularian-specific conditioner into it before drying it with towels and then the warm-air fur dryer.  By the time we were done she was virtually asleep in my arms, and she smelled a whole lot better---with one exception.  Yularians sported a light vulpine-like musky scent, and to us humans it normally wasn’t at all objectionable.  But when she’d gotten off the ship, this poor female---  Gaahhh!
I bodily picked her up in my rejuvenated arms---she weighed about a hundred and twenty pounds---and carried her to her bed, careful to avoid the stinking horror on the floor.  Carefully balancing her on one arm while stripping back the duvet bed cover and top sheet, I deposited her on the overly-soft bed and turned to go get the steam-vac from the utility room.  “M-mr. B-b-barnes?”
“Yes, dear?”
“I-I’m s-s-sorry about---”
“I told you,” I rumbled gently, “that there was no need for apologies.  You can’t help being sick like that.  Remember, I had to undergo the same anti-infectives and antibiotics that you did before I could journey to your world; I just didn’t have as bad a reaction to them, probably because I didn’t have to go directly into cold sleep.  I did have to spend some time crapping my guts out, though, so I can certainly sympathize with you.  It’s not an easy process.”  Nodding toward the mess on the floor, “I’m going to get a machine to clean that up, and I’m also going to bring back a bucket for you to use if you get sick again and can’t make it to the toilet.  OK?”  She nodded weakly, so I added, “I’ll be back in about ten minutes, unless you want me to get you something warm to wrap up in, or some bed clothes to wear before I leave.”  She shook her head so I ducked back into the bathroom and picked up hers and my clothes---bleah!---then left through the adjoining former bedroom, now office.  The clothes washer and dryer were also in the utility room, so I made one efficient trip, returning in the promised time with the old steam-vac and a well-used plastic five-gallon pail.
“L’raan,” I called, then had to touch her on the shoulder to wake her, “I’ve got to run the cleaning machine for a while, and it’s noisy.  I didn’t want to scare you when I turned it on.”  She muttered ascent, so I plugged it in and got to work.  It’s amazing how well those things work, but having my carpets regularly cleaned and treated with a Teflon-based stain repellant also helped, and after a couple of hot detergent passes, followed by plain hot water-steam passes, the carpet looked---and smelled---like it had never been assaulted by an alien female’s innermost guts.
By this time the Yularian had curled up in the middle of the bed somewhat like a woman-size fox, her snout buried in her lush tail-tip, and had quit reacting to the noise I was making.  I took the steam-vac out of the room, and soon returned with a pitcher of cool water and a small bowl which I put on the night stand, and I left a folded sheet-blanket on the foot of the bed.  With “blackout” drapes pulled, a dim nightlight burning in the bedroom and another one burning in the bathroom, its door pulled mostly shut, I left her sleeping and pulled the bedroom door shut.  I made a quick pass through my own shower---a real luxury now that my body wasn’t falling apart---and once done with that, and with fresh clothes and a welcome glass of malt Scotch whiskey to warm my innards safely in-hand, I made my way to a very special piece of Yularian equipment sitting on the desk in my office.  I had an extremely long-distance call to make, and I didn’t expect it to be a polite conversation.
One thing that often came with old age was the ability to verbally rip somebody a new asshole, and in my dotage I’d become quite adept at the art.  The Yularians were arrogant, elitist bastards, but I’d also had time to get a good mad on---and it was showtime.
 



 

Chapter 3
A Scent of Danger
 
The Yularian interstellar videophone was a marvel of alien engineering; compact, self-powered, easy to use.  The ease-of-use factor was a feature I’m sure the aliens regretted, especially once I warmed up to my task.
“Hello from Earth; Tom Barnes speaking.  With whom am I conversing?”  Before my rejuvenation the fox on the other end always knew damned well who was calling, but I always started a videophone conversation politely, carefully observing my alien benefactors’ social courtesies and conventions.  Of course that was subject to change rather quickly if the fuzzy bastards on the other end of the unknown light year span copped an attitude---which they were all too prone to do.
“Greetings, Tom Barnes,” the fox (of undetermined sex) answered civilly.  “I am called S’naat, technician third under Dr. N’looma.  Is there a problem?”  So far, so good.  Now to drop the dirty turd.
“Greetings to you, S’naat.  Unfortunately, there is indeed a problem, and with all due respect for your exceptional knowledge and high authority, I fear I must immediately place the problem at Dr. N’looma’s feet.”  When the fox began to bristle at the professional slight, I took an unusual-for-me diplomatic approach.  “This of course could be routed through normal protocol, S’naat, but please understand that I’m trying to both save time---this is a very sensitive matter, you see---and…”  I dropped my voice conspiratorially and looked the technician directly in his/her eyes, both a gesture of challenge and, in some cases, a mark of peer respect.  “…I’m trying to hold down the number of Yularians who will get their tails shaved.  The fewer who know of this, the better.”
Hot damn, but that got the fox’s attention!  “T-tails---shaved?” it stated.  (Sadly I couldn’t tell their sexes apart from a small-screen image unless I got a better look, preferably at tits or lack thereof.)  Shaving a Yularian’s tail was done as punishment for a major criminal offense that did not require physical incarceration, and a shaved-tail Yularian was both a sad sight and an ostracized one, even if he/she were still working.  The rat-like tail had to be maintained fully nude of fur for the duration of the sentence, which could be up to ten planetary years.  If the crime demanded worse punishment, the offender was exiled to a prison planet.  Few returned.
“Now,” I prompted, not letting the technician think too long on the subject, “is Dr. N’looma currently working, or is she at least available through a secure video link?  I really cannot afford to delay talking with her.”  Here was the make-or-break point.  Would S’naat pass the apparent hot potato up to its immediate supervisor, or would it --- damn but I wished I could have determined its sex! --- make the leap (out of fear) and bounce me directly to Dr. N’looma?  I could almost hear the Final Jeopardy countdown music in my head.
After what seemed an eternity of contemplation (I still couldn’t read their expressions all that well) S’naat looked directly at me and said, “Let me see what can be done,” and the screen switched to an eye-wrenching on-hold pattern I’d seen all too often.
“Okay,” I muttered around a smoky sip of Scotch, then settled in to wait.  Five minutes passed, seeming like five hours, and then the screen flickered several times before clearing to show---
“Dr. N’looma!” I acknowledged.  “Greetings!  How is your mate’s broken back?”
She wasn’t impressed with my false warmth, almost snarling, “Thomas Barnes, how did you manage to frighten my technician to the point she (I felt a slight pang of guilt over scaring a young female) literally shoved me into my office, babbling something about dire consequences and shaved tails?”  Oh, she was pissed.  Good!
“Let’s get one thing straight, Doctor---” I snarled, my false warmth instantly traded for obvious rage, “you and your people may be a helluva lot smarter than we dumb humans, but there’s something to be said about our long history of dealing with con jobs, fraud and political intrigue.  This whole ‘we’re gonna help the poor ignorant hairless apes get healthy’ operation of yours is crap, and it stinks even more than the young female you bullied into accompanying me on my long ride home.”  That was the last thing she expected to hear, and as expected, it knocked her somewhat off balance.
“W-what are you babbling about, Mr. Barnes?” she sputtered, trying to regain control of the conversation.  She never realized that she was way out of her league.
“Deny it if you dare, Doctor,” I growled, “but I’ll wager your mate’s back was never in distress.  In fact, the real reason you stayed home appears to be due to the unauthorized, highly immoral test you’re running!  On me!”  Her vertical pupils noticeably dilated in shocked guilt.  “You not only restored me to health and a vitality I’d not known for decades, you also made my sense of smell highly receptive to your females’ estrus musk, although that’s the only response I have to it.  It damned sure doesn’t get me all hot and bothered, since to me she smells like rotten fish!”
She sputtered indignantly for a few moments, then almost yelled, “That’s preposterous!  Why would---”
But that’s as far as I let her rant, interrupting her with, “No, Doctor, that’s a cold, cruel fact.  I noticed it when I awoke from my last major surgery; one of your female technicians was, to my human nose, stinking to high heaven, and I recognized that the extra attention she was receiving from the male techs was heavily sexual in nature.  I made a discrete inquiry and was told that the female had entered her every-sixty-day estrus cycle, and would be ‘attractive’ for at least another couple of days.”  Dr. N’looma had grown quiet, although her upper lips quivered and threatened to lift in a threatening snarl.  “But what brought all this to a head was when the young female technician you sent in your place---a technician who claims to have had no prior off-world experience, and obviously had not been properly prepared ahead of time for the journey---was brought out of cold sleep here on Earth, then pumped full of drugs to supposedly counter her terrible illness brought on by the irresponsible treatment there on your home world.  She not only looked like hell, she smelled worse---because she was in heat!”  I didn’t have to put on an act to appear outraged; I was outraged.  “It took me a few moments to realize that she didn’t realize her condition, but as sick as she was, it didn’t really surprise me.  I brought her home anyway, just as you planned, although your embassy here was of no help whatsoever when I told them just how sick she was.  When I took her into my house and led her back to what was supposed to be your room, Doctor, she suddenly collapsed on the floor, spewing foulness from every opening!”
Oh yeah!  The good doctor was not happy with my report, but before she could inject some sort of bullshit denial, I continued.  “It took a while to get her calmed down, and then I had to carry her into the bathroom and place her in the shower---and then join her, against all of my kind’s moral standards and codes, to help clean her enough so she could be placed in bed to hopefully rest and begin recovering from her horrible ordeal.  Then I had to procure cleaning equipment to try and remove the results of your people’s incredibly criminal procedures that almost killed her!”  I was so outraged I was nearly jumping up and down in my chair, and the doctor’s eyes had widened so much I thought they would pop out of her head.
“But that’s not all, Doctor--- Oh no, there’s more.”  I dropped my voice back down to a more-sane level.  “This absurd little move by you and your staff brought a lot of seemingly-unrelated things into focus; things that my government probably needs to be aware of---and address.”
This time Dr. N’looma managed to get a word in edgewise, and I began to sense that she was not only scared, but slightly confused.  Even better!
“I…I don’t understand--- No, I simply can’t believe the…the terrible things you’re saying, Mr. Barnes.  I would never endanger my gran---I mean, one of my students by---”
That was enough; I cut her off.  “Oh, you know full well what I’m talking about, Doctor.  Nothing done to me escaped your keen eye and tight controls.  You knew my sense of smell had been altered---and why.  I just can’t imagine why you’d risk killing your student by forcing her into estrus, instead of allowing her to experience it during her three-month stay here on Earth.  You and your people are cold, Doctor, but I didn’t think you were so callus in regards to your people’s lives.”
She blinked and sputtered, momentarily at a loss for words.  Eventually, “Mr. Barnes, please believe me when I say I would never risk the life of a student, or even a paid staff member, for any such reason.”  And strange as it seemed, I was beginning to believe her.  Then, after a few damning moments of silence, she continued, “But yes, we…we did alter your sense of smell---and we hoped your sensitivity to our females’ estrus pheromones---in the name of both scientific experimentation and…and convenience.  We thought it would help bond the two of you, in hopes that you both would better tolerate each other throughout the three-month observation period.  We chose L’raan for the job because she not only was qualified, but that her normal two-month estrus cycle would bring her into season around the fourth week of her stay with you, which is about the time we thought you both would be reaching your tolerance limits.  We certainly didn’t intend for her to come out of cold sleep deathly ill, and especially not already in estrus!  I have absolutely no idea why that happened!”
I glared at her for a pregnant moment, and she actually squirmed a bit.  Another notch in my gun!  “Maybe you didn’t intend for her to arrive in full sexual song,” I stated ominously, “but somebody did.  Either that, or in trying to arrange for her timely death, their preparations royally screwed things up.”  The doctor’s mouth dropped open in outright shock; real, I firmly believed.  “I’m well familiar with the preparation procedures,” I continued, “and while they’re supposed to be done a day or so prior to departure, even hurrying the process shouldn’t make a subject ill; only uncomfortable.  L’raan complained that the meds and injections given her prior to departure made her very sick, and upon arrival she was given additional injections and a collection of pills and supplements by the med techs on the ship---injections, pills and substances that I believe were to ensure that she would sicken further and die once I got her home, an ‘unfortunate incident brought on by the dangers of space travel’.  Lucky for her, she became violently ill before she took the rest of her meds, or their little plan would probably have worked.”
Dr. N’looma’s mouth worked soundlessly for a moment, then she managed to say, “B-but---why?  Why would someone want to hurt---to kill my---I mean L’raan?  It just doesn’t---”
“Oh, but it does, Doctor!  With my observer out of the way, it would be easy for somebody in your embassy to arrange for my demise, brought on by ‘an unforeseen complication with the rejuvenation process’.  You see, Doctor, somebody has apparently realized that I know---or at least suspect---that your little altruistic venture in rejuvenation has a darker purpose, that this whole ‘let’s help the poor, backward humans’ program is a front for something far more important.
“Important to Yularians, that is.”
While I couldn’t read all of her body language with certainty, I could tell I hit a nerve.  Several times she started to respond, and each time she caught herself before saying a word.  I simply waited for her to sort it out.  There was plenty of time.  If I could keep the Yularians from killing me, I might even live another thirty-forty years.
Finally, she managed to push some thoughts out in words.  “I’m a scientist and a physician, Mr. Barnes, not a politician,” she began with just a trace of her natural elitism.  “I concern myself with helping people, not hurting them, and I would never stoop to killing my patients, my students or my staff---nor would I allow them to be killed!  You must be wrong---you have to be wrong---in your evaluation of this unfortunate incident.”  Oh no, she wasn’t going to get away with that!
“Sorry, Doctor,” I interrupted, almost snarling, “but I think I’m absolutely correct, and here’s why:  With me out of the way, your government could pick another human, one that hopefully wouldn’t connect the puzzle pieces.  My theory is that someone in your government got nervous, realizing that they’d made a big mistake in selecting me for the project, and they wanted to…to ‘reboot’ the whole thing, to start over fresh with someone who they hoped wouldn’t figure out what they were actually working on.”
“But what do you think we’re working on?” she injected.
“Dr. N’looma,” I said, dropping my outraged tone back to a modicum of civility, “I’m not entirely sure, but I think it has something to do with making fundamental changes in humankind itself.  Once those behind this are sure your processes will work on humans, I think it’ll be implemented on a much larger scale---maybe not on the entire world’s population, but on at least enough humans to serve their purpose.  Why else offer us an expensive, time-consuming procedure that is not economically feasible!  Interstellar trade is horribly expensive, and the small amount of luxury and exotic goods your ships, and even the ships of the other three-star faring species, can carry can’t show enough profit to make the trips worthwhile.  Even having paying clients for the rejuvenation process won’t make it profitable enough!
“It only took a little bit of digging to realize that you four species don’t like each other.  Your people boast that Yularians are more intelligent than humans---and everybody else, for that matter.  The Eelon are arrogant and aloof, and look down their feline noses at everybody else, claiming to be the only true predators in the bunch.  The Dralorians really don’t give a shit about making friends and making money, preferring to live and play and not be bothered with the details.  And then we come to the Ar’kaa---the big bunnies!  As the only strict herbivores in the bunch, they’re terrified of the bloodthirsty cats---who make no bones about liking to eat them---and they’re not all that comfortable around Yularians---who I’m told also have a fondness for tender Ar’kaa cutlets.  Since the Dralorians are omnivores like Yularians and humans, their meat-eating habits make the bunnies understandably nervous as well.
“And the Ar’kaa absolutely hate us humans.”
“They---w-hat?  Why?” she asked, obviously surprised at my statement.
“It’s a short, ugly story, but it’s not pertinent to the problem at hand,” I said dismissively.  “What’s important is, the bunnies aren’t all that bright; hell, they were barely above a primitive cave-dweller level of civilization when your people stumbled across them, and you uplifted them by force---shoved your brand of civilization down their throats, really---which no doubt created social upheavals that we humans can’t even imagine.  They’re fairly ‘modern’ now---but they’re still not all that bright.  They don’t create, they don’t innovate, they don’t invent, nor do they explore.  They really don’t want anything to do with humanity, and I’ll wager that, given a choice, they’d be happy not to have anything to do with any other species, either.  Especially the Eelon.”
Her ears had drooped, her fizzing elitism now flatter than stale beer.  “Do…do you think L’raan will recover?” she asked, seemingly-honest concern on her face.
I nodded.  “Yeah, she’s young and strong, and after she expelled some of that---stuff they’d pumped into her, she began to perk up a bit.  She’s sleeping now, but in a little while I’ll wake her and try to get her to drink something and eat some Yularian-safe food.”  When the Doctor tried to inject something I added, “And no, I’ll make damned sure she doesn’t take any of the so-called ‘meds’ those bastards on the ship gave her.  In fact, I’ll save them for evidence---if you decide you want them.”
Dr. N’looma was quiet for several moments, then said, “Yes, Mr. Barnes, I do want them.”  She seemed to sigh, then continued, “Please make note of the following code.  It’s in your alphabet and numeric notation, and can be entered on the touch screen after you touch the ‘star’ icon on the lower right:  ANBR549.  This will connect you through a secure link to this private videophone, and if I’m not available when you call it will allow you to record a message, including video images.  The camera on your unit is quite sophisticated, and can be adjusted to take magnified images.  While recording, touch the ‘circle-star’ icon and you will access both an inset image of what the camera sees, and several self-explanatory controls.  I want to see the pills and any other medications given to L’raan as soon as she’s able to give them to you.  They may tell me nothing, but then again---”
This was encouraging.  The good doctor appeared to be quite pissed.  “You have given me much to think about, Mr. Barnes, and for that I thank you.”  She hung her head momentarily, then added, “And I thank you most sincerely for taking care of L’raan.  She…she is a good student, and I hope to see her become a fine physician, perhaps even a scientist.”
And with that she broke the connection.
 
I stared at the blank screen for a moment, then finished my Scotch.  “So what do you think of our Dr. N’looma, young lady?” I tossed into the air without looking around.  A soft gasp answered my question.  “You hear enough to understand what’s going on?”  When no answer was made I slowly spun my high-backed computer desk chair around, and confronted L’raan, who was standing unsteadily in the connecting bathroom’s doorway, having come through from her bedroom.  Her expression was one of total confusion.
“H-how did---?”
“I saw a slight change in the room’s light when you opened the door, there was a tiny reflection in the videophone screen, and while your fur is clean now, I’m sorry to say that your estrus scent is noticeable all the way across the room.”  She looked horrified.  “And while it may be the hot romance ticket to a young male Yularian, it really doesn’t do a thing to excite me.”
“I…I’m sorry that---” she began, then faltered, lost for words.
“Don’t apologize, my dear,” I offered, smiling gently.  “As you probably heard me tell the good doctor, I don’t think any of this was your fault.  The main thing is, you apparently got enough of the poison out of your system in time, and didn’t take any of the crap those med techs on board the ship gave you.  Otherwise---” and I shook my head.
“They…they tried to kill me,” she whispered, her eyes wide in disbelief.  “They really did!”
Nodding, I said, “Yeah, I’m afraid so.”  Then, smiling encouragingly, I offered, “But you puked, pooped and peed it out, and they failed, so let’s celebrate by getting some much-needed fluids into your system now, and when you feel up to it we’ll get some solid food into you, too.”  As if on cue her stomached rumbled, and her ears perked up.  “I think I have some chicken broth I can warm up, as well as some grape-flavored Gatorade, both of which will give you some quick calories as well as replenish some of the electrolytes your body is screaming for.”  I slowly approached her as she stood in the bathroom doorway.  “But first,” and she looked at me, her head tilted sideways like my old German Shepherd often did, “you need to put on a pair of shorts.”
She frowned, asking, “But---this is a private residence.  Must I wear---?”
“Yes, dear,” I stated.  “Your nudity doesn’t offend me, but for the sake of hygiene and sanitation we don’t sit or lounge on the furniture without crotch covers.”
 



 

Chapter 4
Well-Healed
 
Thankfully, L’raan held true-to-form.  Wild foxes love raiding chicken coops, and my little “domesticated” Yularian vixen slurped, lapped and sucked down warm chicken broth---and a short time later, part of the can of “heavy duty” chicken noodle soup I fixed for myself---with the same gusto her apparent ancestors scarfed down farmyard poultry.  Then, too, grape-flavored Gatorade from my pantry also went down with little problem, and with the help of both kinds of nourishment L’raan quickly began throwing off the debilitating effects of the poisons.
“Go easy on all that,” I eventually cautioned, “since your belly and guts are totally empty and no doubt highly insulted by what you’ve been through.  We don’t need you overdoing things and barfing all that good stuff back up.”  She wasn’t pencil-thin like so many young human women liked to be, which probably helped her resiliency.  “You want something more substantial to eat later, there’ll be plenty of Yularian-friendly food here you’ll like.”
After tossing the bowls and utensils in the dishwasher we moved into my combination library/den/TV room, a far more comfortable and casual environment than the large formal living room.  Just the short period of time we spent at the breakfast bar in the kitchen showed an increase in her strength, and she no longer had to cling to my arm for support.  Nothing like “Jewish penicillin” and supercharged sugar-salt-mineral water to bring a body back from the brink, my wife used to say.  God, I missed her.
L’raan curled up at the end of an overstuffed micro fiber-upholstered couch, while I kicked back in my old La-Z-Boy leather recliner, which welcomed my rejuvenated body like an old friend.  Once settled, I could see that the Yularian was far more alert---and visibly nervous---as she sat with her oversized vulpine feet tucked under her legs and her long, thick tail curled around her like a security blanket.  “Are you too cool?” I asked.  “I can either warm the house a bit, or get you a light cover.”
“No---thanks,” she replied, settling a bit deeper in the nest she’d made.  “You have been very...kind.”  Her ears drooped.  “I…I certainly didn’t expect---”
“I don’t think either of us expected what happened today,” I soothed, “but the main thing is you survived, and after a good night’s sleep and some more food I think you’ll be feeling a lot better tomorrow.”  I sighed, shaking my head, then said, “I’m sorry, too, for sounding a bit unkind and unfriendly about your…well, your current female condition.  Human females go through estrus cycles every twenty-eight days, but the only indication we males usually have of it is monthly mood swings in our mates.  I don’t believe this---smell---that I’m picking up is real, and under normal circumstances I don’t think I’d find your natural scent offensive, if I even noticed it at all.  In fact, from what I inferred from talking with Dr. N’looma this afternoon, I’m convinced my unnatural sensory response is the result of a terribly botched experiment.  When you were to normally come into estrus, in about a month from now according to Dr. N’looma, I was supposed to suddenly find you ‘attractive’, which---they hoped---would help offset the animosity they predicted we’d both be experiencing about that time in the observation period.”
She blinked and her ears drooped again.  “It’s not fair, Mr. Barnes.  We didn’t---we didn’t even get to know each other before---”
“Yeah,” I said, smiling gently, “it’s a mess, all right.  Good intentions got sidetracked by a murder plot, and your body’s natural timing---and my poor carpet---wound up the victims.”  Her face drooped to match her ears, and I quickly added, “But you’re young and strong so you’ll recover, and I was able to clean the carpet---and our clothes are chugging along on the ‘super-clean’ setting in the washer.  Things really are looking up!”  After a moment or two of thought she looked slightly sideways at me, her head tilted, ears up, and the tip of her tail flipped a few times.  I knew that, in her kind’s body language, she was smiling.
“And now, young lady, we need to take a look at the nutritional supplements you brought, as well as those that were stockpiled here when the room was set up for Dr. N’looma---and we also need to separate any potential poisons the damned ship’s med techs gave you.  I want to send the good doctor pictures of them, so maybe she can find out just what they are---and possibly trace who’s behind this.”  Her eyes widened.  “Do you feel strong enough to deal with this tonight, or do you want to wait until tomorrow?”
She yawned and stretched---cute, and decidedly female---and said, “The supplements should be no problem, but I, too, want to look closer at the pills.  I have some pharmaceutical training, and perhaps I can recognize them.”  But once she dug the package with the half-dozen tablets out of her luggage in her bedroom it proved to be a mystery to her.  “These pills have no markings that I recognize; some have no markings at all.  The directions are hand-written, and only say to take all of them at once before sleeping.”
“I’ll carefully photograph them all, along with the instructions.  Do you remember anything about the injections you received, both before you left and when you were brought out of stasis?  The way they were given and your reactions to them might hold clues to what they were.”
After a moment of thought she said, “Along with the usual colonic cleanser pills, which you should have received a day before leaving for our world,” I nodded, “I was given three injections---”
I held up a hand to stop her, shaking my head.  “I only got two injections; one to kill any ‘bad bugs’ I might be carrying, and another to immunize me against anything I might pick up in your world’s environment.  Other than a little momentary flushing and tingling from the shots---and spending a day in the toilet---I had no adverse reactions.”
“I should have received the same basic formulas, adjusted for my Yularian biology, of course, but I also received a third injection that immediately made me feel---ill.”  I frowned and she continued, “And once the med techs revived me after the ship landed here, they immediately gave me two more injections, which they claimed would help offset my illness.”  She looked at me and I thought she was going to cry.  “But…but I kept feeling worse and worse, and---” Yep, here came the tears.
What to do was never in question.  Quickly moving to her side I carefully enfolded her into my arms---God, there was that damned smell! ---and let her cry on my shoulder, while being very careful what I did with my hands.  I always kept a small roll of fabric-soft paper towels in each of my bathrooms, and once she’d gotten herself mostly cried out I left her sitting on the edge of her bed and fetched a couple of sheets for her to dry her eyes and blow her snout on.  Despite their cultural air of elitist superiority, this young female Yularian was a long way from home, still somewhat sick and very frightened.
“Look,” I said after perching on the edge of the bed next to her, “you’re safe for now.  This house has a very special security system, and I’ll wager there are elements of it that even those who made the upgrades for Dr. N’looma don’t know about.  I turned the ‘special’ stuff off before I left to keep it secret, since it’s not yet available to the general public.”  She looked at me with a puzzled expression, but all I’d say was, “I’ve made some good friends in unusual places over the years, and they occasionally do favors for me.”  That answer seemed to satisfy her, so I added, “There are also weapons in the house, and now that I’m in much better physical condition I shouldn’t have any problem using them should it come down to that.”  I patted her hand in a human-style gesture.  “But I’m betting it’s not going to come down to that, at least not tonight, so the thing you need to do now is to get some sleep.  Tomorrow will be a much better day.”
Standing, I pointed out a small water bowl---Yularians couldn’t really drink out of glasses without using straws---and the intercom button near the bed.  “You need me during the night, just hit the red button and it’ll activate every unit, so no matter where I am in the house I’ll hear you.  The windows are armored, locked and electronically guarded, and the drapes are light-proof so nobody can see in.  Both the bathroom door and the main bedroom door have inside locks, so if it makes you more comfortable you can lock yourself in for the night.  Just consider that, if you get sick and need me, it’ll take me extra time to bypass the locks.”  Her eyes widened.  “My bedroom is at the other end of the hall and I have my own bathroom, so I shouldn’t disturb you.”  I glanced at the clock on the night stand, then at my trusty Rolex, an extravagance I’d treated myself to decades earlier.  “It’s only eight p.m., but you’ll probably sleep until at least mid-morning, so I won’t disturb you unless I haven’t heard you stirring by ten a.m.”
She nodded, then glanced at her luggage.  “Why don’t I move them to my office?” I said.  “We can go through them in the morning and see if there’s anything in them that you didn’t pack.  Personally, I don’t think they’d risk anything stupid like that, but right now I don’t trust as many people as I did when I walked off the ship this morning.  OK?”  L’raan was happy with that plan, and moments later her bags were secure in the other room, and the connecting door in the bathroom was locked from inside the bathroom and secured with an old-fashioned friction wedge under it, so even if the lock was defeated---say by a small robot hidden in the luggage---it would have a tough time forcing the door open.  “When I leave the office I’ll secure the hallway door, too, so that if anything nasty even tries to break out of the room, I’ll know about it immediately.”
I took the pills and the note and headed for the door, adding, “If you get hungry during the night you know where the food is in the kitchen, and I think you can figure out my human-primitive appliances.”  She yipped a small laugh; a good sign that her spirit was improving.  “I’ll be up a few more hours, then I’m turning in.”  I suddenly yawned, and it felt good.  “Even though this freshened body is a lot better than it was three months ago it’s been a long day, and I’m looking forward to the best night’s sleep I’ve had since before you were born.  With no more prostate trouble, I shouldn’t have to get up every hour or so to pee.”  She yipped laughter again as I left the room, closing the door behind me.
 
The instructions Dr. N’looma had given me about how to securely send her information were easy enough for even a dumb human to follow, and it didn’t take me more than fifteen minutes to detail the pills and the note, along with an update on how the patients---both of us---were doing.  I was tired but feeling better than I’d felt in more years than I’d like to admit; while I now looked to be in my fifties, I actually had the physique and health of a man of thirty.  L’raan had quickly secured her room and killed all but her night light, and from the “snoop” switch on the master intercom in my room, all I could hear was her soft, regular breathing as she slept.
As promised, after shutting down everything in the office I secured the door with a little electronic gadget that would literally raise the dead if somebody---or something---tried to exit the room.  I didn’t think our unknown Yularian thugs would try anything as stupid as planting any robotic tricks in her luggage---and I made a mental note to check my lone bag over carefully before going to bed! ---but I also didn’t trust them not to try something, just in case their little stunt with the poison didn’t work.  Trying to kill an innocent young female---and then no doubt offing me---was cold and cruel, but it also told me that the bad guys were serious, and I had to be just as serious in my counter-measures.
From the sophisticated house security control station behind a side-hinged painting in my bedroom I activated the enhanced security system, not the readily visible simple one in the entrance foyer the property caretakers had used in my absence.  This one was advanced-military grade, using a smart AI with both manual and voice controls.  It only took a moment to “train” it to my new voice print, then I said, “Bertha, you’re now on full alert.  Monitor the entire property out to fifty feet beyond the fence and gate, as well as every room in the house.  Note that I have a female Yularian house guest in the remodeled bedroom, and that my office is secured with locks and a ‘screamer’ alarm on the hall door.  The house guest is ill, and may get up during the night and leave her room, possibly to get food or look outside through a window if she’s restless.  You are to awaken me quietly if she leaves her room other than to use the attached bathroom, and if she attempts to go outside make no overt alarm and allow her to exit the house.  If she quickly reenters, secure the door.  By that time, I’ll be up and monitoring the screen in here, or will be otherwise investigating.  Unless we have a major intrusion she is not to know you exist until I make your presence known to her, probably tomorrow.  For all other minor alerts, including animals that appear to be snooping around the house, awaken me as per prior instructions.  Acknowledge.”
“Understood, Tom,” the no-nonsense contralto voice responded, and a status display on the ten-inch screen quickly showed me that all systems were green.
“I’m going to bed now,” and I swung the painting back in place.  “Goodnight.”
“Goodnight, Tom,” the AI said, “and welcome home.”
“Thanks, Bertha.  It’s good to be back.”
As I said, the AI was smart.  I’d helped develop the programming algorithms it used, and had been promised distribution rights if the system was ever made available to the public.  For now, though, I kind of enjoyed having ‘her’ all to myself.
 



 

Chapter 5
Night Moves
 
“Tom, wake up!  Tom, wake up!” came the low but insistent voice, interrupting the most wonderful night’s sleep I’d had in ages.  “You need to be awake now, Tom!  This is not a drill or a false alarm; wake up now!”  Old habits die hard, and the old habit of paying attention to Bertha’s “emergency” voice bounced me awake almost immediately.
“I’m up, Bertha,” I croaked as I swung out of bed, several of the nightstand and small lights coming on dimly under the AI’s control.  Moving over to the hidden control panel I swung the painting to the side and said, “Show me.”  Bertha did, and what I saw on the little security screen brought instant, hard chills to my nearly naked body, and a single, faint click that seemed to come from deep inside my head.
Scurrying across the grass between my security fence and the house were a half-dozen things the size of cats---but they weren’t cats.  They didn’t move like cats; they didn’t move like anything I’d ever seen.  “Detail image,” I said, and a light-amplified close-up of one of the things sprang into fairly sharp detail.  No, it wasn’t a cat; it wasn’t even an animal.
“The house is also being scanned by a low-power laser snoop-beam on the windows, apparently searching for any sound.  As soon as the beam started I initiated sub-audio frequency ‘white noise’ throughout the entire house, which should defeat such technology.”  Moments later the mechanical intruders reached the house and Bertha said, “The devices are apparently probing for openings to the house.  Instructions?”
“Do not let them gain access!” I almost shouted.  “Kill them as quickly as possible, and show me where that snoop-beam is coming from.”  The monitor screen instantly switched to a grainy, light-amplified telephoto view showing an unmarked panel van parked just outside the main gate, then the AI switched the screen’s view to something entirely different; a vantage point just under the front porch eve, and it was moving.
“This is taken from one of my security spiders.  I have one moving to engage each of the intruders.”  The heavily-amplified image was jerky, but quickly moved down a roof post to the ground, then scuttled toward one of the things that seemed to be studying the concrete foundation near the front porch, probably trying to see if it could drill into it.  The security spider, a woods rat-sized multi-legged robot straight out of a scary science fiction movie, paused for five long seconds about two feet from the intruder, then spat a high-energy laser pulse aimed at the rear quarter of the thing.  A sharp, overwhelming flash followed, and I could faintly hear numerous sharp staccato reports from outside.  Moments later the video feed from the spider cleared to show the intruder’s “butt” to be a twisted, smoking mass, with the machine apparently totally disabled.  “The spiders reached attack positions almost simultaneously,” Bertha stated, “and the intruders’ power sources---apparently non-nuclear---were located by radar and infrared, then all spiders disabled the intruders at the same time.  The intruders never reacted to the presence of the spiders, so we may assume those responsible for them have no idea why they’ve failed.  I detected ultra-wave radio signals apparently linking the intruders to the van, but since I disabled the machines those signals have stopped.”
“Good job, Bertha,” I said, finally allowing myself to release a breath I didn’t realize I was holding.  “Keep watching for further activity while I go wake our guest.  She needs to be aware of what’s going on.”
Moving quickly to the intercom controls, I keyed the alien’s room and listened for a moment; quiet breathing.  She was still asleep.  “L’raan!” I called, then called several more times until I heard her stirring.  “You need to wake up fast, dear.  Unfortunately, I was wrong; our ‘friends’ are attacking tonight.  I’m coming to your door now, and I need you to come with me.”  I threw open my bedroom door and hurried down the hall to her door, where I tapped on it and called her name again.
To her credit she didn’t waste time, fumbling it open almost immediately.  I didn’t waste time, either, gesturing for her to follow me as I hurried back toward my bedroom.  Once we were both inside I motioned her over to the security screen and said, “Bertha, show L’raan what just transpired.”  The AI did, and again to her credit the Yularian didn’t cower or run screaming back to the security of her room.  Still, she was obviously upset.
“Bertha is---?” she asked once the brief video report was finished.
“Bertha is the security AI that I hinted at earlier.  ‘She’ spotted the van, detected a laser audio snoop-beam and countered it, then woke me in time for us to watch the intruders approach the house.  Bertha has a great deal of monitoring and defensive capabilities, but I want you to take a good look at those intruders and tell me what you think.”
L’raan glanced momentarily at a still image of one of the things on the screen, then looked at me.  “There is no need for opinion, Mr. Barnes.  I’ve seen those before.  Our military use them for infiltration and…and neutralization of enemy positions.  They can climb, dig and cut their way through almost any kind of building, even through steel doors if given enough time.  Your Bertha was fortunate to be able to disable them as quickly as she did.”  The Yularian glanced back at the screen where the image of the intruder was still displayed, and she finally began to tremble.  “Had even one of them gotten inside, we…we probably would not be having this conversation.”
I gently drew her again-nude form close for comfort---for hers or mine I couldn’t say---and said, “I think it’s time I raised the bar, and raised it high.”  When she looked at me, puzzled, I simply said, “Stay close to me.”
After retrieving a small .45ACP autopistol from my nightstand, we hurried back down the hall to my office, where I first disabled the screamer attached to the latch, then spoke into the air, “Bertha, are you sure there’s been absolutely no activity from inside the office?”
“No motion or signs of energy, Tom.”
“OK, we’re going inside and I’m going to make a phone call while at the same time I’ll be doing a videophone transmission.  Be sure you monitor L’raan’s luggage for any kind of sudden activity, and alert me instantly should you detect any kind of unusual movement or energy there, or anywhere else.  Understood?”
“Understood, Tom.”
We entered the room, switched on the lights and I quickly keyed in the special security code on the Yularian videophone.  It went into record mode on the other end, unknown light years away, which signified Dr. N’looma wasn’t available.  No problem.  She’d eventually see and hear what transpired next.  I swung and adjusted the video pickup to a wide-angle setting that covered enough of the room to show both L’raan standing nearby and me as I sat at the desk, then I touched the speaker phone button on my hard-wired house phone base and keyed in a number.
“You have reached the Yularian embassy in Jacksonville, Florida,” the alien voice answered after only one ring.  “We’re sorry, but the embassy is closed for the day.  We open at nine a.m. every day, and welcome your inquiries and visits by appointment.  If you would like to leave a message, please speak after the tone.  Goodbye.”  The phone beeped.
“This is Thomas Barnes, although you probably already know that, and I’m sure you also know that I know you monitor this phone line even when the embassy is closed.  That’s of no concern of mine, however, since this will not be a two-way conversation.”  I glanced at L’raan and winked.  “I suggest you listen closely, because I’ll only say this once:  You have attacked my house with various highly illegal devices, for the obvious purpose of killing both my Yularian medical observer and no doubt myself; this after a botched attempt at killing my observer shortly after her arrival here on Earth.  These attacks will no longer be tolerated, and I have transmitted this information---through means you can neither intercept nor defeat---to the appropriate Earth governmental officials.  We were aware of much of your covert actions to date, and will remain on alert for further illegal activity by you or agents under your control.
“Should any further attempts to harm my Yularian observer or me occur, whatever or however it may happen, Earth will immediately expel all Yularian interests from the planet, by force if necessary.  Make no mistake; you will be gone, your assets here will be seized, and you will not be invited back.  This matter is not open to discussion or negotiation.  I repeat: If any further hostility is detected, these actions will be implemented.”
I broke the telephone connection, then noticed L’raan was standing with her mouth hanging open in shock, her eyes wide.  I motioned for her to say nothing, then spoke to the air, “Bertha, please feed your audio and video records of the current incident to the TV screen in here, beginning when I give the signal.”
“Acknowledged,” came the reply, seemingly out of mid-air.
I quickly swung the thirty-two-inch LCD TV screen around to face the Yularian videophone’s camera, then turned it on.  Moments later I told Bertha, “Begin playback.”  Over the next few minutes the video Bertha’s various cameras recorded were displayed on the TV, and both her running audio commentary and my comments and instructions were replayed.  When it was done I switched the TV off and faced the videophone’s camera with L’raan by my side.  “In case we don’t survive the night, or even the next few days, Dr. N’looma, I felt you needed to know this.  I sincerely hope you can get some answers.  Goodbye.”  Reaching over, I cut the connection.
I gave L’raan a brief one-armed hug, then sighed.  “Lordy, I hope it was worth it, ‘cause we don’t have much else to help us at this time.”
“What do you mean, Mr. Barnes?” she asked, confusion obvious in her expression.  “You told the embassy-”  I quickly silenced her by gently clamping her muzzle shut with a finger and thumb, while doing the childish “Shhh!” thing with a finger in front of my own lips.  Her eyes got really big, then she nodded.  She was still trembling, and I was beginning to shake a bit myself now that the initial surge of adrenalin was wearing off.  “C’mon,” I said, “let’s head back to the security panel in my room.  I’m cold; I need to put a robe on---”  I’d bounced out of bed wearing only my boxer shorts, and the cool house air was actually beginning to chill me.  “---and see if our friends are up to anything else.”
Once the office was once again locked and secured with the screamer, we hustled back to my room, and once inside I shut the door.  Turning to face her head-tilted, puzzled frown, “I told the embassy a lie, a big-ass bluff,” I explained with a wry smile.  “I haven’t told anybody anything---yet.  That’s coming, and trust me, if I’m allowed the time to do so I’m planning to sing like a canary.”  She still didn’t understand.  “I had to buy us some breathing room, my dear.  Your buddies at the embassy are well aware of what’s going on outside, but what I hope they don’t know is what I’ve been up to inside, who I might have contacted, and what I’ve told them.  I didn’t want to say anything about this in the vicinity of your luggage, in case they have some sort of listing or recording device hidden in there that Bertha can’t detect.”  Her head tilted the other way and her mouth opened just a bit, dawning understanding evident in her eyes.  “Yeah,” I added, “I’m just a big old liar, and I’m hoping my lies will keep us alive until I can get some help.”
 
After pulling on an old flannel robe I picked from my closet, I glanced at the security panel and asked, “Bertha, what do our ‘friends’ appear to be up to?”
“The van is still parked outside the gate, but I can see no activity through the front windows, nor does there appear to be any activity around it.  The laser snoop-beam is still---no, correction; the snoop-beam has just switched off.  I just intercepted an ultrabeam radio burst, content unknown, that appears to have been directed--- Wait!  Now I’m picking up strange electronic activity apparently coming from within the garage.”  I’d left my Caddy sitting out front of the house, windows down, to help air it out.  Bertha mentioning the garage sent a strange chill down my spine.  “The electronic activity is increasing,” the AI calmly reported, “and from composite radar images generated by several of my security spiders on that side of the house I’m seeing motion inside the garage.  Understand that I have no direct sensors in the building.  Since it is a structure separate from the house, it was not deemed necessary to add monitors there when I was installed.  That may have been a mistake.”  No shit!  “I’m putting the radar composite image on-screen.  Perhaps you can better understand what it represents.”
What the image “represented” appeared to be something out of a dark nightmare.  The shadow seemed to be the size of a big horse in length---but flat, no more than a half-foot thick and undulating, and supported by at least six to eight long tentacle-like legs.  The thing was moving around near the closed garage door, and suddenly the door swung up and open, and the thing moved out and into the open.  The image on the security screen suddenly switched to an enhanced night-vision picture, and my spinal chill grew legs that began a tap-dance all over my back.  Another click faintly sounded inside my head, but I didn’t pay it any attention.
“Kill that…that thing, Bertha!” I yelled.  “Kill it fast, kill it now, use anything and everything you have---but KILL it!”  L’raan began yowling and latched onto me like a terrified child hugging her daddy.  The screen image suddenly began to bounce and vibrate as the spider providing the image began scuttling toward the dark horror that was slither-skittering toward the distant gate.  Intense pencil-beams of light started poking and prodding the undulating figure, and it was instantly apparent those laser beams from the mob of spiders weren’t going unnoticed.  The thing seemed to stumble, and several of its tentacle-legs appeared to fall out of synchronization with the others, causing the whole snake-like nest to become tangled.  This brought the monstrosity to a grinding, nearly-tumbling halt no more than fifty feet from the front of the garage, the spiders converging on it like wolves, their tiny lasers relentlessly probing to find a lethal weakness.
And the thing wasn’t without offensive weaponry of its own!  Suddenly a white-hot pulse of energy spat from the front of the horror, and first one, then another spider exploded like they’d been hit by grenades.  But because the spiders were actually a single, multi-faceted device controlled by the AI, there was no fumbling or scrambling of one unit over another as they jockeyed for optimum positions; they all functioned as one mechanical organism, and while the intruder’s attention was focused on killing the two spiders it blasted, two others managed to scramble up its rear legs and gain the high ground on its back.  Once there, both concentrated their lasers on one spot about two feet in front of its tail end.  A second later there was a powerful explosion---unfortunately lethal to the two attacking spiders---that blew apart the back third of the monstrosity.
Game over.  It instantly froze, then finished toppling onto the grass at the edge of the paver brick driveway.  Moments later the van’s engine started, and it hurriedly moved away from the vicinity of the gate and onto the paved road, then sped away into the night.  The machine vs. apparent machine battle had taken no more than thirty seconds, but it was the most intense half-minute I’d experienced in…well, ages.
“I detect no further activity from the large intruder,” Bertha stated, “and I’ve found no additional electronic signals emitting from anywhere on the property or even nearby.”  The spiders began dispersing, with one remaining behind to watch for latent activity in the intruder’s carcass, while the others divided their numbers; half heading to inspect the garage while the other half returned to guard the house.
L’raan was trembling so hard she was actually shaking me, and appeared to be so frightened she was actually having problems breathing.  “It’s all right, dear,” I soothed, stroking her head and upper shoulders.  “It’s over.  We won.  Our spiders disabled all the intruders and the bad guys have left.  Something tells me they won’t be back, at least not tonight.”  She gasped several breaths and finally began to get herself under control, looking up at me and trying unsuccessfully to speak.  “I think the embassy called off the dogs,” I explained, “and they’re running home with their tails between their legs.”
Her jaw suddenly dropped open and her eyes widened even more.  “T-t-tails---b-between t-their…legs?” she managed to sputter.  I nodded, smiling and hugging her again.  Suddenly she took a deep, shuddering breath, then let it out in a series of loud staccato barks, almost collapsing into a heap on the floor.  At first I didn’t realize what was happening, but then it hit me:  She was literally going into hysterics---laughing!  Apparently I’d touched on a favorite bit of Yularian humor, and I had to admit, her laughter was infectious.
Shared danger often forges bonds of friendship faster and stronger than by any other method.  Maybe---just maybe, I thought, once all this dust settles we might stand a chance of actually getting along.  I sure hoped so!
 



 

Chapter 6
It’s a Wrap
 
“OK, L’raan,” I said after she’d mostly laughed herself dry, “we still have one more thing to do before we can relax.”  That got me another head-tilted, puzzled look, something I was beginning to enjoy despite myself.  “Now’s the time to actually contact the people who need to know about this---mess.”  Her euphoric mood dissipated like smoke, and I added, “Unfortunately, our ‘friends’ at the embassy could decide to call my bluff, and it’s possible Bertha might not be able to fend off another attack.  There could also be more nasties where that big one came from, which reminds me---did the spiders find anything else in the garage?” I asked, directing the last bit to Bertha.
“They’ve gone over the building, inside and out,” the AI replied, “and everything appears to be normal.  They’re also checking the outdoor storage buildings and even the plants and trees on the property, but so far they’ve found nothing beyond a nest of mice under the pecan tree, assorted bird nests in almost every tree and two wasp colonies in the garage---and yes, we destroyed the wasps.  At this time, I’m very carefully checking all accessible areas of the house, in case the workers who modified L’raan’s bedroom and bathroom made unauthorized changes, or hid devices.”
“Excellent work, Bertha,” I stated.  Even though the AI was supposed to be emotionless, I felt it didn’t hurt to compliment the system that was responsible for keeping us alive.  “And now I think it’s time to contact our old friend Art Goldman.  I’m sure he’s home snug in his bed at this hour---”  My nightstand clock said it was one a.m.  “---but he’s paid the big bucks to be available when needed, and boy do we need him now!”
“I’m calling his secure line at this time,” Bertha stated, then after a few moments, “and Liz, his AI, says he is, indeed, home asleep---” I nodded, “---with his current lady friend.”  I winced.
After about thirty seconds, “He’s now awake and will soon join us on a voice-only connection,” the AI announced, and moments later Art’s sleep-fogged voice came through the speaker.
“Tom?  Welcome back!  Lizzie says you’re in trouble--”
“Hey, old buddy, it’s great to hear your voice, especially after the day---and especially the night---I’ve had.  Or I should say, the day and night both my Yularian medical observer and I have had.  And before you say anything else, I need to warn you that this line may have been compromised---yes, I know it’s military-grade encrypted, but the game’s changed and now all that’s probably out the window.”  L’raan’s eyes widened in comprehension, then she quickly nodded.  “Trust me on this, Art; say nothing to me that you wouldn’t want blabbed to your worst enemy, and at least for now I’ll do the same.”
“What…what can you tell me, Tom?”  No trace of sleep fog clouded his voice now.
“Only that I need you here at first light with a non-nuclear containment team and a single-axle box truck to handle some very exotic---and very deadly---alien hardware.  Bring replacement spiders---Bertha can tell you how many---and any upgrades for our existing ones you can get your hands on.  Also any enhancements for Bertha that you think might make this house more secure against---” here I was at a loss, and then I noticed L’raan trying to get my attention.
“May I speak to him?” she softly asked.
“Art, the next voice you hear will be L’raan, my Yularian observer.  She and I have had a tough time here, but she may have some insight into things I’m overlooking.”  To her I whispered, “Remember, say nothing that might even hint to an embassy listener that what I said earlier was a lie.”  She nodded.
“Mr. Goldman, we were attacked by a group of highly lethal Yularian military infiltration drones, and there was also a semi-autonomous assassin robot hiding in the garage.  Had Tom---I mean, Mr. Barnes---parked his vehicle in there when we first arrived---”  She stopped and began trembling hard again, eventually adding with difficulty, “T-this c-c-conversation w-would not be t-taking place.”  Art was silent on his end, and a few moments later she took a deep breath and stated firmly, a bit of Yularian edge back in her voice, “I suggest you take nothing you have been told lightly.”
 
A few more moments of conversation followed, then we broke the connection.  Smiling wearily at L’raan, I said, “You, young lady, did very well this evening, and I’m proud of you.”
“But...I didn’t---”
“Oh yes you did,” I countered.  “You kept your head in a frightful situation, and you contributed important information.”  I took her hands in mine; they were trembling, and the soft palm and finger pads were cold.  “And the best thing you did was keep me from overreacting.  Without your presence I probably would have done something stupid---and wound up dead.”  Releasing her hands I added, “But with Bertha on high alert I think we’ll be safe for the rest of the night, so it’s time we grabbed some sleep.  Art’s people will be here in---”  I looked at a clock; it was only a little after one a.m.  “---around five hours, so I’m instructing Bertha to get us both up around five thirty.  I also want Bertha to station a spider in your bedroom, as well as one in the room with your luggage, just in case.”  L’raan nodded her approval.
“And one final thing:  Please call me ‘Tom’ instead of ‘Mr. Barnes’.  Like me or not, you’re probably going to be here a while, and hearing you say ‘Mr. Barnes’ on a regular basis will get on my nerves really fast.”
Once the security details had been taken care of I bade her a good night and headed for my bedroom---only to hear a soft, “M-mr. Barnes?  T-tom?”  I stopped and turned to look down the hall, and saw L’raan standing near the office door---but not too close to it.
“Yes?  Is something wrong?”
And then she did a thing I’d never seen a Yularian---or for that matter any other grown person---do.  Her bushy tail drooped to a position between her legs, her ears drooped so far I was afraid they’d fall off…and then her head and body drooped!  At first I thought she was having a delayed reaction to the poisoning she’d survived the previous day---but I was wrong, oh so wrong.
She was begging.
“T-tom, I…I’m scared.  I…I have never feared m-my own people, but I fear them now.”  Her voice had an apologetic quality, most unusual for her kind.  “And…and I’m afraid to…to sleep alone.”  She looked at me with the strangest expression.  “Because of…of my present condition, I know you find me terribly offensive to be around, but---”
“Hold it, L’raan,” I commanded, and she literally froze.  “I don’t know just how much of the conversation I had with Dr. N’looma you overheard, but my sensitivity to your estrus is all her doing, and I think it’s something that will fade as your estrus passes.  Besides, I don’t even think other humans could detect it.  I’m certainly not angry with you, and I don’t find you personally offensive; just a bit---pungent.”  I gave her as sincere a smile as I could.  “Now, what’s this about being afraid to sleep alone?  Are you sure this isn’t just your estrus ‘talking’?”
“I---no, not at all,” she replied slowly approaching me, but still maintaining that deferential stance.  “I…I just can’t face trying to sleep in that room alone, knowing that my own people may again attempt to k-kill me---and kill you!”  By this time she’d moved to within an arm’s length, and her pathetic expression literally tore my guts out.  “Please, Tom, please let me sleep in the room with you---at least for tonight.  I…I need the presence of another person---”
“Enough!” I stated, frowning.  “I’m not going to have you or anybody else begging in this house.  It’s not right, it’s not dignified, and it’s just not going to happen.”  I carefully reached out and drew her towards me, trying to ignore the rank smell---a smell I now knew was literally all in my mind---that came with proximity to her.  “We’re both tired and punchy from coming off our recent adrenalin ‘high’, and you’re by no means fully recovered from your poisoning ordeal, either.”  She looked up at me, a bit of hope shining in her alien eyes.  “Even though I think we’re safe at least for the night, you’re welcome to share my bed---for sleeping!”  Her whole demeanor perked up, and along with her ears standing up, her tail began to wag a bit.
“But since we’re not lovers---and don’t intend to be---there’s one thing I insist on:  Pants!  Nobody gets into my bed without ‘em!”
 



 

Chapter 7
It Ain’t Over…
 
Five-thirty came way too early, especially with Bertha’s impartial voice calling, “Wake up, Tom.  Time to get up, Tom.  Wake up, Tom.  Time to get up, Tom.”  I cracked an eye open and peered at the bedside clock; yeah, it was time to get moving, all right.  Then I looked over my shoulder at the furry, smelly lump lying on top of the cover and snuggled up next to me, and in the still-dim room light it momentarily looked like my last German Shepherd, Sheeba, that took to sleeping in the spot where Marge, my wife slept until she had to give up our shared bed for a cold, impartial hospital bed.
I caught myself reaching a hand over to lightly slap the current occupant on the butt, and instead gently nudged the Yularian’s shoulder, saying, “Wake up, L’raan.  Time to greet the new day.  C’mon now, we’ll have company soon, and I need to be bright-eyed, and you, young lady, need to be bushy-tailed.”  Not having to hunt for glasses in the morning was something I was still getting used to, as was being able to get out of bed and move without every joint screaming in protest.
L’raan finally opened her eyes, then came awake quickly, looking around almost in a panic.  “Everything’s fine, dear.  We weren’t killed in our sleep, so I’d say that was a good start to the day.”  She sat up in bed, stretched and yawned, then scooted to the edge and got to her feet.  “Our visitors should be arriving most any time, and you need to put on a halter top if you’re going to be around them, which I think you’ll want to do when they examine the wrecked hardware outside.”  She headed down the hall to her room while I headed for the kitchen.  Coffee was my first priority, above and beyond even shaving.
My Keurig cup-at-a-time coffee maker only took a minute to warm up, then I dropped a pre-measured, sealed cartridge of my favorite Kona Blend into the mechanism and hit the brew button.  Moments later I took my first sip of morning nectar, and it was every bit as good as I remembered.  Ten minutes later found me comfortable in an old pair of Levi’s---that no longer fit perfectly but I didn’t care---and a well-laundered t-shirt, as well as an old pair of Rockport deck shoes that did fit, which surprised me.  Another fifteen minutes and I’d shaved and brushed my perfect new mouthful of teeth---nice to be rid of dentures---and about that time Bertha stated that we had company.
“If it’s Art’s bunch, let ‘em in the gate,” I stated, “and tell L’raan to get her fuzzy butt into gear.  I want her to be there when the guys begin dealing with that Yularian hardware.”
I got a whiff of a familiar, noxious stench a split-second before she said, “What kind of ‘gear’ am I supposed to get my ‘fuzzy butt’ into, Tom?”  Had my heart not been rejuvenated, I swear it would have thrown a rod, and I jumped so hard I almost sloshed the remainder of my cooling coffee all over myself.
“Don’t do that, L’raan!” I yelped, turning around quickly.  “I’m still on edge from last night, and rejuvenation or not, you could still give me a heart attack!”
“If your heart is no stronger than that,” she retorted smugly, “we didn’t do our jobs properly.  But since Yularians don’t do sloppy work, I think your heart can stand far more than anything I could do to it.”  Yeah, she was feeling better, much more like the “superior” fox people many humans have grown to dislike.
“Grab yourself something to drink if you like, and come join us out front.  I’d like you to meet Art Goldman and his crew, and I think they’d like very much to meet you.”  She nodded and headed for the kitchen, and I noted that she had a matching set of green short-shorts which fastened above the base of her exposed tail (I still fondly remembered “hot pants”) and a skimpy little halter top.  (It all looked great against her fox-red, black and white fur.)  Her oversize canid feet were shorn with the strange little sandals she’d worn yesterday, now thankfully free of yesterday’s barf/shit/piss extravaganza.
I unfastened the manual latches (and Bertha had already unlatched the electric ones) on the front door, and swung it open to find a nondescript sedan, a full-size passenger van and the unmarked box truck I’d requested rolling to a stop behind my Caddy in the driveway, and out of the car’s front passenger seat sprang Art Goldman dressed in a no-nonsense jump suit---and his trademark white Nike cross-trainer shoes.
“Tom?” he called,  his swarthy face splitting into a huge grin.  When I smiled and nodded, he let out a whoop of pure joy.  “Yeow!  You look fantastic!  Those foxy bastards did a jam-up job on---!”  And of course that’s the moment L’raan stepped out the door, which brought Art’s comments to a screeching halt.  She had a cluster of purple grapes fresh from the refrigerator in one hand, and was casually munching on them, one at a time.
She swallowed, then commented dryly, “It wasn’t only the ‘foxy bastards’ who rebuilt Tom’s body; quite a few of us ‘foxy bitches’ had a hand in it, too.”  Then she popped another grape into her mouth.
Grinning at Art’s shocked and chagrined expression, I said, “Art Goldman, I’d like you to meet my medical observer, L’raan.  L’raan, this man with the booming voice and no hair on top of his head is my much-younger-than-I-actually-am friend Art, and he’s responsible for Bertha, which saved our butts last night, as well as dealing with a lot of ‘stuff’ my government doesn’t want the public to know about.”  By this time his team of technicians---and three well-armed soldiers---were piling out of the passenger van, the box van and the car.
“Everything is where it came to rest last night, guys,” I said in a loud voice, “and you’ll find more of the drones around the outside of the house.  None gained entrance before they were disabled, and as far as Bertha knows, there are no other devices anywhere else on the property---except for that big one out in front of the garage.”  A few of the men began scattering, while the soldiers set up a triangulated security perimeter.  “As far as Bertha can tell, all the devices are totally deactivated; her spiders lasered their power supplies, which she believes are non-nuclear.”
“Is…is that correct, L’raan?” Art hesitantly asked the Yularian.
She swallowed a grape and said, “To the best of my knowledge our military does not use nuclear power for any of its devices like this, mainly due to the risk of contamination.  Fuel cells and batteries are far smaller, cheaper and more reliable, and don’t endanger our soldiers like a damaged nuclear power supply would.  Just caution your technicians not to stand in front of any obvious weapons, in case they are still armed or charged.  The drones are small but quite lethal, and the assassin robot normally has at least six different ways to kill, including poison darts, poison gas, a plasma canon and simple brute force.”  She glanced at the wrecked device and shivered, and it wasn’t an act.
“Bertha did an incredible job killing the intruders, Art,” I said, “although it cost her several spiders.  Also, the assassin robot was a lot harder to kill than the drones, which is why I asked for any upgrades you could spare.  If the…uh, enemy agents make another attempt at us, they’ll probably bring heavier artillery.”  L’raan looked at me, her eyes wide, and I added, “But after what I told them---in a whopper of a bluff just before I called you---I don’t really expect them to try anything as stupid as another overt attack.”  Art looked at the assassin robot again, then back at me.
“Just what in hell did you say, Tom, and who did you say it to?”
“I called the Yularian embassy and spoke to their phone recorder, which I knew would be monitored by a live person, especially during the ‘action’ they took last night.”  We were slowly walking toward the terrifying assassin robot that the technicians were beginning to carefully examine. “What I told them was basically the truth, just shaded a bit, time-wise.”  He looked at me strangely while L’raan yipped a small laugh.  “They were told that I’d already contacted the ‘appropriate government officials’ by a means they couldn’t monitor, and also told them that we’d kick their furry butts off the Earth if they tried to kill us again---period.  Of course, I’d not yet contacted you, and as far as I knew, nobody else knew they were trying to do us in.”
We’d gotten as close to the alien killing machine as L’raan and I wanted to be, and I added, “When I had Bertha call you, I didn’t know then---and still don’t---if they have the means to tap such calls, but I dared not take a chance.”
We both looked at L’raan, but she drooped her ears and shook her head.  “Our military has advanced technology, but I’m only a medical student.  I’ve seen videos of the drones, and seen still images and read about the assassin robot---”  She began trembling and I put a comforting arm around her shoulders, which Art noted with raised eyebrows.  “It…it still terrifies me that...such horrible t-things would be used a-against us.  We are not enemies; we are not even soldiers!”
“They also tried to poison L’raan yesterday, but luckily she got violently ill and expelled much of the poison before she could take what was probably the final component---pills---to finish her off.”  She buried her head against my chest---Art’s eyebrows rose so far they almost became scalp hair---and keened a bit, and I said, “She’s still pretty wrung out from that ordeal, so let’s get her back to the house where she can rest.”  Her legs began to wobble so I quickly handed my coffee mug to Art and swept her into my arms.  “A few months ago I couldn’t have offered her a shoulder to lean on, much less picked her up.”
Art went ahead and opened the front door, and I breezed in and went straight to the den where we made her comfortable on the couch.  “More Jewish penicillin for you, young lady,” I said with a smile and Art and I headed into the kitchen.
“Oh wow, Tom!  I’d forgotten that you have one of those wonderful coffee makers!” Art gushed.  “Can I---?”
“For pity’s sake, man, make yourself a cup of whatever suits you.  The rack of cartridges I like is in the cabinet above the machine, and if you think any of the guys outside would like some, there should be several boxes of other kinds of cartridges below the unit.  You remember how---?”
He’d selected a cartridge of dark French roast and absently started to pull open the under-counter cabinet door beneath the machine to see what else was available.  “Yeah, I gotta get me one!  I haven’t---SHIT!”
I was busy dumping a can of chicken noodle soup into a pot to heat for L’raan, and my head automatically turned his way at his exclamation, thinking he’d barked a shin or pinched a finger.  No such luck.  He was backpedaling as best he could, trying to put distance between himself and one of the cat-sized alien infiltration drones that was poised right behind the now-open cabinet door, apparently ready to spring into the room.
But the black horror didn’t jump, didn’t spit a lethal beam or other nasty surprise; it just sat there motionless.
I screamed, “Bertha!  There’s a drone in the kitchen!  Get help in here now!” and as I dropped the half-empty soup can into the pot and snatched my compact .45 pistol out of the waistband holster something clicked in my head, the sensation lost in the commotion.  “Back-back-back!” I barked at Art, but he didn’t need any urging, and we both managed to get out of the kitchen without leaving more than a few square inches of skin on the door frame.  One of Bertha’s spiders came clattering in through the still-open front door, heading for the kitchen at a good clip.
Art yelled, “It’s not moving!  Don’t destroy it unless it does something!  We want it intact to study!”
By this time L’raan was yipping and barking in Yularian in the den, and I knew she must be about to panic all over my couch.  “It’s OK, L’raan!  I don’t think it’s active, and we’ll make sure it doesn’t get to you, so stay in there for now, understand?”  She finally switched to English and yelped an affirmative, and Art yelled for a couple of technicians to bring a small radio-shielded containment box on the double.
“Why that fuckin’ thing didn’t come for us last night I’ll never know,” I told Art as we both tried to get our heart rates to drop below two hundred, “but maybe it was simply a back-up instructed to do a ‘Booga!’ on whoever opened the cabinet.  Once they shut down operations it must have been sent a deactivation code.”
“Jesus!” was all Art could say.
“You’re Jewish, Art.  You don’t believe in Him, remember?”
Art gave me the hairy eyeball before saying, “I never smacked you for your sacrilegious comments, Tom, since you were so old and feeble, but I’ve been tempted more than once, and I’m really tempted now.”  Then he broke the mood by grinning.  “Oy!”
“Oy! is right, old friend,” I replied, still gasping for breath.  “Oy! indeed.”
 



 

Chapter 8
…’Till the Fat Lady Sings
 
The no-longer-hidden kitchen drone was, indeed, totally inert, and after a few butt-puckering moments the technicians had it secured in a heavy, radio-shielded container and stored in the box truck.
“Bertha,” I said, while heating the soup for L’raan, “I thought you checked the house last night.  How did you miss that…thing in the cabinet?”
“My spiders only checked the attic, walls and utility room, Tom.  Since there were no suspicious electronic signatures coming from inside the house I didn’t want to disturb you and L’raan with what I felt was unnecessary noise and activity.  Obviously that was a mistake, one I won’t make again.”
One major problem with AIs is that they often try to think like people…but at the wrong times.  In all honesty I couldn’t chastise the machine---but I sure wanted to.  Instead:  “We’ve all learned valuable lessons from this, Bertha.  We underestimate our unknown foes at our grave peril, and if we keep underestimating what lengths they’ll go to, L’raan and I may soon wind up planted in graves.”
Art had come back inside to make his aborted cup of coffee, and he said, “Bertha, I think it would be best if you made a thorough and complete sweep of the entire house and its contents.  Before you run the sweep, however, I’ll have a tech upgrade your CPU, enhance your sensory software and equip you with several more offensive weapons for your arsenal.  I’ve also brought replacement spiders for the ones destroyed last night, so you’ll be back up to full capability shortly.”
The house upgrades didn’t take long, and the new spiders and weaponry were quickly integrated into Bertha’s database.  Then it was time for her to do the whole-house sweep.  “To do this properly---and safely---I need everyone to move outside and turn off all electronic devices,” the AI stated, so I grabbed a step stool from the kitchen and hustled L’raan and Art out into the front yard.  A few moments later everyone reported that their various electronic gadgets had been silenced so I gave Bertha the go-ahead.
All but one of her spiders scurried in the front door, and we could soon hear a cacophony of thumping, bumping and clattering going on.  “Be sure,” I called to the spider on the front porch, “to thoroughly check out L’raan’s luggage for anything suspicious; same with mine, even though I gave mine a quick inspection last night.”  To Art and L’raan, who was perched on the step stool happily spooning soup while the agent was slurping coffee, I groused, “From the sound of it, it’ll take me a week to get everything put back in order.”  Art laughed, and I added, “Maybe I should have told them to dust and vacuum while they were at it.”
 
Fifteen long minutes crawled by and we were all beginning to fidget when Bertha’s porch-stationed spider suddenly announced, “There are devices in L’raan’s luggage that I cannot identify.  Should they be examined in the house, or should I have them brought outside?”
“Anything in there of a ‘personal’ nature?” I asked the Yularian, and she simply tilted her head at me in that ‘I don’t understand’ body language that I found so amusing.  Directing my instructions toward the spider I said, “Bring them outside, Bertha.  If something’s going to blow up, I’d rather it not happen indoors.  We’ll spread a tarp on the ground so nothing gets soiled.”
A couple of Art’s technicians quickly unrolled a blue tarpaulin well away from the house, and moments later groups of spiders, looking for all the world like giant ants carrying foraging treasures, emerged carrying L’raan’s bags out the front door.  The three modest bags were gently deposited on the big tarp, then the spiders began systematically removing their contents and spreading the material out.  Articles of clothing, personal hygiene, several ordinary-looking medical devices and Yularian nutritional supplement containers made up most of two bags, while partway through the third bag---
“Wait!  That’s not mine!  And that---!  What is---?  No!  Get back!” L’raan shouted, jumping from the step stool as several spiders began removing various strange-looking black devices from the bag.
“Fall back!  Take cover!” Art shouted as I grabbed L’raan and pulled her away from the area to put a vehicle shield between the alien devices and our tender bodies.  The spiders instantly assumed an offensive ring around the suspicious objects while the three armed soldiers took up defensive positions around the Yularian and me.  In the middle of the activity I experienced another faint click in my head.  I was going to have to talk to somebody about that, I absently mused while Art’s people fidgeted in their defensive positions.  Maybe when the Yularians were “rebuilding” me they left a bit of medical hardware in my head by mistake.  Since the seemingly-smart foxes so obviously screwed up the estrus/pheromone issue---  Oh well, deal with it later.
And then nothing seemed to happen for about two eternal minutes until Bertha’s voice announced through one of the spiders, “I’ve scanned them with every resource I have, including radar, ultrasound and microwave, and like the drone we found in the kitchen, these devices appear to be totally inert.  There are two more of these strange items in the third bag, and I’m going to remove and display them at this time.”  A spider reached down inside the bag and quickly pulled out the final devices, things just as puzzling as the others.
“With the enhancements Art made in me today, I feel I now have a better understanding of at least some of this alien hardware,” Bertha stated.  “As best I can tell, most of these small devices are somewhat like the ‘Transformer’ toys of decades ago.  In this I mean that in their current state they appear to be relatively harmless, but should they be allowed to combine into larger configurations I believe them to have the potential to be incredibly destructive, and ultimately quite lethal.  While they appear to be inert at this time, I strongly recommend they be quickly isolated into individual radio-shielded containers and examined under the most secure conditions.”
Wow!  This was a far more “intelligent” Bertha than I’d previously known, and I looked at Art with a grin.  He had a smug look on his face, like that of a proud papa.  His “child” had just scored an “A+” on her first major test!  “Thanks, Bertha,” Art stated.  “Your suggestions are solid and will be followed to the letter.”
 
Thankfully, my luggage turned out to be “clean”, as was the rest of the house.  Once the devices were secured and L’raan’s luggage skillfully repacked by the spiders, the “all clear” was given for us to re-enter the house.  Inside, instead of the chaos I envisioned, I found nothing at all out-of-place, and no damage to anything that I could see.  “Bertha,” I commented, “your spiders did a fine job putting my house back together.  I’m impressed!”
“Part of the service, Tom,” the AI quipped.  Quipped!  I was shocked!  I’d never imagined a mechanical mind capable of making an appropriate joke in anything other than a carefully scripted scenario---and here the one charged with helping keep us all alive riposted with a perfect comment!
Art raised an eyebrow at my astonished expression.  “Don’t underestimate her,” he stated.  “We gave her more than a ‘Windows service pack upgrade’ today.  Bertha’s a lot sharper girl now than she used to be.”  Indeed!
 
The alien hardware was packed up and ready for transport to the Fort Stewart, Georgia, “black ops” research facility that Art commanded, and the containment crew and guards were piling back into their vehicles.  L’raan had regained a good bit of strength, but she still looked a bit bewildered.  “Art,” I began as he was beginning to walk toward his car, “would it be too much trouble for you to stay behind and talk with my Yularian observer?  I think she may have more questions that I can easily answer, and after all this…chaos…I think she needs a better understanding of our side of the equation.”
My old friend stopped, looked around for a moment, then called his driver over.  After a low-key exchange the driver jogged back to the car, which soon joined the box truck and passenger van as they caravanned out the gate.
“Since there’s room enough for a small chopper to land in your front yard,” Art said, smiling, “I’ll let one of the Fort Stewart fly boys get in some night ops time when I’m ready to head home.”  He grinned widely, adding, “This’ll give me more time to enjoy another mug or three of the wonderful coffee that machine of yours makes!”
Moocher.
 
L’raan had recovered enough to want solid food, so I quickly put the fire to some nice steaks on the gas grill, nuked Art and myself a couple of baked potatoes and warmed up some frozen sweet corn.  After we’d filled our bellies---L’raan loved the corn---and Art had yet another big mug of his promised gourmet coffee in hand, we three settled into the den for a serious talk.
 
Art and I occupied either end of the couch so L’raan, curled up in my old recliner, could talk to us both without having to constantly swivel her neck, a courtesy she soon came to appreciate since my old friend and I had a habit of jumping in when the other one paused in an explanation or comment.  But first---
“Am I in danger?” she asked suddenly, looking at us in trepidation.  The question confused us at first, but then she restated it.  “Should I fear you, Mr. Government Man?” and she looked directly at Art, “Or…despite what we’ve been through yesterday and today,” she looked at me and I got a chill, “should I ultimately fear you more, Thomas Barnes, especially since what my people know about you is apparently…incorrect?”
I opened my mouth to try and answer her, but Art turned her question around, which was better.  “Before we get into that, why don’t you tell us what you know about this whole operation, and especially about Tom.  I can assure you that if you mean us no harm, we certainly mean you no harm.”  OK, that was probably better than what I’d have said; now to see how L’raan handled it.
Yularians may be descended from fox-like creatures---while they looked like “evolved foxes” and had many vulpine characteristics, their DNA showed many strange non-vulpine anomalies---but they were also spooky intelligent, and L’raan was no exception to the rule.  “Fair enough,” she said after a moment’s contemplation.  Art and I settled in for what promised to be an interesting---and no doubt informative---session.
 
“A little over two of your planetary years ago we made contact with humanity,” she began, “and both our species quickly joined in the expected political dance as we looked for advantages and leverage that would benefit our respective positions.  In the meantime we both sought to come up with something profitable enough to justify trade between our two worlds.  The three other species in our little family of worlds---” I winced but said nothing. “---are, of course, free to seek their own trade arrangements, and my understanding is that there are negotiations underway, although I have no detailed knowledge of them.”  L’raan paused to suck on a straw stuck in a bottle of Gatorade.  So far, she had said nothing of consequence.
“And then we discovered humanity’s great wealth of science fiction literature, and realized that your people, far more than any of us, have a wanderlust, a curiosity and a need for new experiences, for discoveries that lie just beyond your present grasp.  One of those burning desires, as illustrated in many works of science fiction, is the ability to roll back the aging process, to reboot your worn-out bodies into a much earlier physical state.  This was something our own laws absolutely forbid us doing to ourselves, but nothing said we couldn’t offer it to humanity---at a price, of course.”  She took another pull at her Gatorade.
“Through your science fiction novels, Thomas Barnes, you appeared to have a good grasp of non-human psychology, and ultimately your name was put forth as a likely candidate for experimentation.”
“Plus,” I said dryly, “I was old, worn out and ‘disposable’.”
L’raan coughed unhappily, then sipped again from her straw.  “That, too,” she admitted, “but it at least sounds better to say that you had lived a full life.  You were also well-known and claimed to be agreeable to assuming the risk of catastrophic failure which, I’m relieved to say, has not manifested itself.”  Her ears perked up and her tail thumped in the equivalent of a small Yularian smile, but moments later her ears drooped and her tail became still.  “But something else disturbs me on…on a deeply personal level.”
That got Art’s attention.  “You mean the apparent attempt to poison you?”
She actually snarled before stating, “Poisoning me did far more than ‘disturb’ me.  I’m so outraged---”  For a few seconds she couldn’t even talk.  “There will be an accounting for that, I assure you.”  She grew silent, and I couldn’t read her expression.  In time she momentarily tilted her head, glanced at me, then looked directly at Art.  Carefully setting her bottle of Gatorade on the table next to the chair, she got to her feet and, much to his surprise, slowly approached my friend.
“I wish to run a test, Mr. Goldman,” she stated.  “Please sit on the front edge of the seat cushion.”  Art handed me his coffee mug and scooted forward to perch on the edge of the couch.  L’raan stepped right up to him, held out her arms and said, “Please smell me and state what you find.”
I realized what she was doing and when Art looked at me with a puzzled expression I said, “Go ahead.  She probably won’t bite---this time.”
He’d started to comply but hesitated when he realized what I’d said, so I had to encourage him.  “For Christ’s sake, man, do what she says.  There’s a reason!”
Art Goldman owned a beautiful female Golden Lab called Fluff, so he was well acquainted with “canine odor”, and that’s pretty much what he expected to find so close to a woman-size canid-creature.  That he was surprised was an understatement.
After a good sniff or two of her outstretched arms he exclaimed, smiling, “Why…you smell of...of jasmine, with a pleasant undertone of musk!”  Without warning she grabbed his bald head and literally buried it between her pert little human-style breasts, then pushed it halfway down her white-furred belly toward her shorts.  After a moment Art began struggling to pull himself away, and moments later she released him and stepped back, her jaws open in a vulpine grin.
“And did you smell anything terribly offensive that time, Mr. Goldman?” she asked, an almost musical lilt to her voice.  She was very female and apparently well aware of human sexuality, and she obviously enjoyed the shocked look on his face.
After sputtering and stammering, his face red with embarrassment---not helped by my raucous laughter---he finally managed to say, “N-no.  Nothing doggy---I mean…not at all.  Just---more jasmine, and more musk.  Lots more…m-musk.”  He was totally baffled.  “Certainly nothing…(cough!)…unpleasant, though.”
“Tom?” she asked, her head tilted.
I shook my head, smiling.  “Sorry, dear, but the rotten fish odor overwhelms the jasmine-scented fur shampoo you used yesterday, which only proves that my sense of smell was tampered with when I was rebuilt.”  Art was about to burst so I explained, “Dr. N’looma tweaked my human sense of smell to be ‘sensitive’ to Yularian female pheromones.  When L’raan was poisoned it disrupted her bi-monthly sexual cycle, immediately throwing her into estrus.  As she just proved, a normal human nose won’t detect her pheromones---but mine does.  Horribly.”
She’d padded back to the recliner and settled back into its confines, wrapping her lush tail around her like a comforter.  Her ears drooped and she hung her head, speaking almost to the floor.  “What was done to…to Tom was against all ethical rules and standards, and what makes it worse is, the…the experiment---failed.  Yularian males know when a female is in estrus, but they claim our…fertility scent…is nothing like what Tom describes.”  She briefly looked up at us both, and my heart broke.  “He…he has been so g-good to me…and all I can do is b-bring danger into his l-life, foul his home with m-my sickness…and…and I stink.”  And then she cried.
Crap.  This wasn’t going well at all, and I couldn’t just leave her sitting there in her misery---smelly as she might be to my screwed up nose.  I levered myself up from the couch and quickly knelt by her chair, gently saying, “We deal with the life we’re given, L’raan, and right now the three of us are warm, safe and among friends.”  Carefully reaching a comforting arm around her, I said, “C’mon over and sit with us on the couch.  There’s room, and Art won’t bite as long as you don’t bite him first.”  She glanced in his direction and he cheerfully clacked his coffee-stained teeth, which got the desired reaction; she yipped a laugh in the middle of her sobs.  “Here’s a paper towel to honk your snout on and dry your eyes---”  She used it.  “---and now come on and sit with us and let’s finish this conversation so Art can go home and we can get to bed.”
“C-can I sleep with you again tonight, Tom?” she quickly asked just as we were all getting settled on the couch.  Double crap!  I thought Art’s bushy eyebrows were going to crawl up on top of his chrome dome and flap like wings.
“Of course, dear,” I replied, then quickly added, “but Art needs to understand that our sleeping arrangement is strictly for your comfort and security.  After last night’s  terrifying attack, staying down in your bedroom at the end of the hall simply wasn’t a viable option.”  Art got a scathing “hairy eyeball” from me, which silenced any snide comments I was sure he was itching to make.
“The first thing is, what information you know about me isn’t all that wrong,” I stated, “but there are a few key elements missing.”
“Like me,” Art said, smiling.  “Tom’s novels are quite popular with a lot of scientists and governmental officials, and over the years he made a number of, shall we say, ‘influential’ friends and contacts in some fairly important agencies, including those agencies that don’t have publicly-known names.  After your people contacted humanity and eventually made us the rejuvenation offer, some of us in a few of those agencies feared that something unpleasant might be in the plans before all this was over.  However, since Tom was willing to risk his one-and-only body for ‘the cause’, we figured it only fair to equip him with the tools and knowledge to at least give him a chance to survive.”
“Bertha?” L’raan offered, and Art nodded.
“I got to know Tom years ago when I did some consulting work for one of his novels.  He turned out to be a good civilian ‘sounding board’ for some ideas my agency wanted to develop, and Bertha grew out of one of them.  In time I got him high-level security clearance, and when this whole rejuvenation project began to grow legs he was the best person we could think of for the job.  Careful misdirection followed to keep your people from suspecting he was anything but an ordinary citizen, and now here he is, a reborn example of your incredible medical technology!”
L’raan looked back and forth between Art and me, then she asked Art, “Is…is Tom a real-life version of the Jock Reed character in his book Redemption Factor?  That man was almost superhuman---”
Now it was Art’s turn to laugh, and once he could catch his breath he said, “No, not by a long shot.  Tom’s no spy, nor is he an assassin.”
“I’m just an old man,” I injected, smiling, “with a vivid imagination, some special friends and apparently more than my share of good luck.”
“But---who is trying to kill us,” she countered, “and why?”
I gave her a comforting hug, then said, “Right now we don’t exactly know the answers to those questions, but we plan to find out.”
Art added, “From what I’ve seen and learned over the years, the obvious culprits aren’t always the real ones.  It even might turn out that only a few of your people are involved, and they may simply be working as agents for someone entirely different.”  Her mouth hung open in shock.  “Yes,” Art said, “I’m serious; possibly even those of another species.  Now that we’ve been alerted to some of what’s going on---”
“And since Art also has a nice sample of nasty hardware to study and perhaps trace back to its origin---” I injected.
“We just may be able to start putting the pieces of this puzzle together,” Goldman finished.  He took a final swallow of coffee, then said, “But now I need to call for my ride back to my base.  There’s been enough time for the Army helicopter pilot to fly down to the local airport, and from there to here is only about ten minutes.”  He made a pained expression.  “That’s also just about enough time for me to get rid of some of this great coffee before I have to go bouncing through the sky.”
 
It actually took fifteen minutes from the time Art called a special number on his cell phone for his ride to show up, but seemingly before we knew it the night air was pulsing with the thrum of rotor blades, and moments later bright spotlights from the approaching machine swept my large front yard.  Art was using his cell phone like a walkie-talkie to give landing instructions to the pilot, and it didn’t take long for the evil-looking AH-64A Apache battle ‘copter to settle gently onto my close-cut grass.  L’raan had never seen one of the incredibly lethal human-built machines, and she was suitably intimidated.
Art didn’t wait for the pilot to fully throttle down the engines, and quickly scrambled into the vacant weapons officer’s seat.  He pulled on a helmet and waved at us, and the pilot punched the little machine into the night sky and pointed it north.  In response to L’raan’s question about Art’s safety, I told her that he was probably more skilled with the fully-armed battle ‘copter’s weapons array than most regular soldiers.  “Art’s a special case, dear.  He’s a full Army colonel, yet probably closer to a real-life Jock Reed than any other human you’ll ever meet, but he’s also one of the nicest.  In crunch time, you couldn’t ask for a better man protecting your back.”
Her ears perked up and her tail wagged.  “I think I like him, Tom.  Even though he’s a...a soldier, he didn’t make me feel…uncomfortable the way some of our Yularian military officers do.”
“If you’re nice to them, L’raan, you’ll find that most self-confident humans will treat you decently.  It’s usually the insecure jerks who give you the most trouble, and I try not to have anything to do with such people.”  We headed back into the house and I secured the front door.  “With Bertha guarding us, and the local contingency of Yularians no doubt running around pissing on themselves in fear, I think we’ll sleep undisturbed tonight.”
With the mention of sleep, L’raan suddenly yawned widely, and I had to admit that the tensions of the past two days, along with the too-short night’s sleep, had my rejuvenated ass dragging pretty low.
“Bertha, you’re on watch.  Wake me for important phone calls or visitors, and of course wake us both for emergencies.  Otherwise, let old men and sleeping…foxes…cut zees.”
“Good night, Tom and L’raan,” the AI said.  “Sleep well.”
 



 

Chapter 9
Clearing the Air
 
Day three apparently dawned bright and Florida sunny, but neither L’raan nor I were up to greet the first light.  In fact, it was nearly noon before my rejuvenated body declared it had slept enough and booted me out of bed to drain my protesting bladder.  That’s when I discovered that my Yularian observer had already risen (Bertha informed me that L’raan had been up an hour) and was busy in her bedroom, unpacking and storing the items, clothing and supplements she’d brought with her.
Since my bed linen reeked of her “dead fish” estrus pseudo-scent I stripped the sheets and pillow cases to let things “air” before hitting the shower.  Being in close proximity to her for hours on end left me reeking (to my screwed-up senses, anyway), and I made it a point to systematically go through the house, opening windows and running the ventilation system on “high”.  I hated insulting the young Yularian like that, but even knowing that the stench existed mainly in my mind didn’t mute its odiferous presence, and I simply had to have some relief.
“You about ready for some lunch?  I’m buying!” I called down the hall, and immediately got a positive response.
“I would like more of that wonderful chicken!” she yelped from the recesses of her room, and I had to laugh.  Foxes have always loved chicken!
“Tell you what,” I called.  “I found a big bag of ‘chicken nuggets’ in the freezer, and I’ll stick them under the broiler.  I’ll make you a deal:  If you don’t ask what part of the chicken the ‘nuggets’ came from, I promise I won’t either.”
After a pause her voice drifted up the hallway.  “I don’t understand.  What is a ‘nugget’, and why would we not want to know where it comes from?”
I shook my head.  Some things simply can’t be explained to an alien.  “It’s a joke, L’raan!” I bellowed.  “It’s actually quite rude, and it’s really not worth explaining.  Just figure on coming to the kitchen for lunch in about thirty minutes.  I’ll have something good for you (well, the nuggets were broiled, not fried!) that you’ll like, too.”  Sheesh!
 
After lunch we ventured outside, and the first thing L’raan wanted to do was explore my modest little slice of Paradise, but first I needed to ensure we didn’t get ambushed.  “Bertha, we need a spider to accompany each of us at all times when we’re outside on the property, and if possible we also need you to watch for any people or machines trying to slip up on us through the surrounding woods, or even by air.”  L’raan looked at me with an Are you serious? expression, and I said, “I made the near-fatal mistake of underestimating our adversaries, and I’m going to do everything in my power to make sure that doesn’t happen again.”
“When the agency techs were here yesterday,” Bertha began, “they put an observation module on top of the cell phone tower a mile down the road.  It looks like part of the tower’s structure, but now I can ‘see’ in several spectrums to the horizon in all directions.  There are also new observation nodes on the roof of the house and the garage, and the perimeter fence has sensor buttons atop each pole.”
“Remind me to send the agency crew an extra-special Christmas/Hanukah gift box this year,” I said.  “Art and his guys are the best.”
 
The Yularian was definitely feeling better, and virtually everything outside interested her.  I guess were our situations reversed, I’d be interested in my host world’s alien environment, too---just probably not as much as L’raan.  She found the least little things fascinating!  Cutting grass, for example:
I’d remarked that if it rained later today as predicted, I’d probably have to cut the grass by the weekend.  Either that, or extend the contract with the lawn service that had kept my nearly four acres of tree-dotted grass looking presentable over the past decade.  “Why does it require you to cut it, Tom?” she asked, genuine puzzlement in her voice.  “Our decorative ground covers grow to an attractive height, then stop.  Why---?”
“You guys are way better at bioengineering than we are,” I replied.  “We have lots of varieties of domestic grass, but no one type is suited for the extremes of climate we experience on Earth, and when the weather is favorable it all grows continuously; therefore for aesthetic reasons it’s usually trimmed to a uniform height on a regular basis.  Yeah, it would be nice if it would grow thick, durable and healthy to a specific height, then stop, but so far we’ve not mastered that bit of bioengineering ‘magic’.”
 
We wandered the property for nearly an hour, until, as we were walking the western fence line, one of the accompanying spiders stated, “An armed human is approaching through a trail in the underbrush.  I believe it to be our neighbor, Burt Henry.  At the moment his intent is unknown, but during your absence he has appeared at the fence line---but never crossed it---on an irregular basis.”
“Burt Henry,” I explained to L’raan, “has a small place about a quarter mile west of here.  He often hunts varmints in the scrub land between us.”
“Does he eat what he kills, and does he share his prey with you?” she asked, quite interested.
I shook my head, laughing.  “No, not hardly.  What we humans consider as varmints we normally don’t eat.  I’ve never had any problems with him; in fact, he’s been a pretty good neighbor.”  We could hear a few sticks crack and some brush rustle.  “He’ll be here in a moment, and I’ll introduce you.”
As expected, Henry soon came tromping up to the fence line---which I kept cleared a good six feet back all the way around my property---and suddenly stopped when he caught sight of my alien companion semi-hiding behind me.  Both Bertha (through her spiders) and I carefully watched what he did with his little bolt-action .22 rifle, but he was careful not to threaten us with it---perhaps due to spotting the .45 auto pistol riding in a leather holster on my hip.
“Hello, Burt!” I called to his surprised expression.  Suddenly I realized he didn’t recognize me!  “I’m back from my rejuvenation treatment,” I quickly explained, “and I probably look a bit different from when you last saw me.”  You think?
After a long pause, with him standing there with his mouth hanging open, he eventually said, “Tom?  Is that really you?  I…I didn’t---”
“Yeah, Burt, it’s really me, only it’s ‘me’ with a few decades erased.  I haven’t looked or felt this good in many a moon, old buddy, and I can tell you truthfully that it sure feels great to be younger!”
“I, uh, heard noises over this way last night,” he ventured, “and I figured I should maybe, uh, check---”
“Heh!  Not a problem, Burt,” I injected.  “I got home a couple of days ago, and yesterday some of my government friends dropped by for a visit.  Everything’s OK, though.”  Grinning, I added, “And I want to introduce you to my Yularian medical observer, L’raan.”  On cue, the Yularian stepped daintily into full view, of course wearing her sandals and nothing else beyond her lush fur.  “If you remember me telling you, the rejuvenation procedure is still experimental on us humans, so our alien friends sent someone home with me to make sure I didn’t have any medical problems, at least for the first few months.  After that, the warranty expires and I’m on my own!”
“Hello, Mr. Henry,” she offered in the unique contralto tone and accent of her kind.  “Tom tells me you are hunting ‘varmints’.  May I ask what kind of creatures these are?”
“S-she---”  he tried to say, but I interrupted him.
“Yularians are basically fox-like predators, so she was obviously curious as to what you shot, and if you shared your bounty with me,” I explained with a smile, purposely sidetracking his shock at seeing a human-sized anthro vixen in the raw.  “I started to tell her about the armadillos, ‘coons, possums and rattlesnakes you normally pop, but you got here before I could go into detail.  I did manage to tell her that we didn’t normally eat what you killed.”
He sputtered and stammered a bit, looking quite embarrassed.  “Uh, n-no, I usually leave ‘em for the buzzards and such to clean up,” he said.  “Mostly I just shoot armadillos and rattlesnakes, since the armadillos dig up the grass and the rattlesnakes are a danger to both man and beast.  I don’t bother the ‘coons and possums unless they start being a pest around the house.  I, uh, don’t s-shoot foxes---unless they, uh, get into my chickens.”  The more he said, the more uncomfortable he got.
L’raan laughed, saying, “I like chicken, Mr. Henry, but I promise to leave yours alone.”
Henry didn’t know exactly how to respond to that, so he redirected the conversation to what he no doubt felt was a safer subject:  Bertha’s spiders.  “I, uh, never seen anything like those things, Tom.  What---?”
“Those are security robots,” I replied, “furnished by some friends of mine.  They’re harmless as long as we’re not threatened by trespassers.”  He peered at the woods-rat-sized machines.  “They know who you are, so they won’t automatically shoot you should you venture onto the property.”  Henry’s eyebrows shot up in shock.  “Should they challenge you, just tell them what you want.  They’ll get word to either L’raan or me.”
“That little---?”
“That little device,” I injected, “is radio linked to the house, and like this little device---” I touched my holstered .45 pistol “---it can kill an intruder right now.  Speak to Mr. Henry, Bertha!”
“Hello, Bert Henry,” Bertha’s clear machine voice stated from the spider standing guard next to me.  “My goal is to protect Tom and L’raan, but if you’re visiting and are endangered from an outside threat, I will do my best to protect you as well.”  Of course the unspoken promise hung in the air; should he be the “outside threat”, he would be summarily dealt with, too.
“Ain’t technology grand!” I chirruped, then stated, “And since it’s about lunchtime, we’ll bit you good bye and good hunting.  There’s a can of Campbell’s chicken corn chowder with L’raan’s name on it in my pantry, and I think I need to get her fed before she starts looking at my tender pink body with something other than professional interest.  After all, her kind are predators!”
Henry was still speechless, so as L’raan and I turned to leave I added, “Let’s get together for coffee sometime, Bert.  Just call the house, and if we’re home Bertha, the security system, will get one of us to the phone.”
As we walked away, I noticed that the human-curvaceous Yularian seemed to have added a bit more wiggle to her walk which, along with her fur and thick vulpine tail, made her look incredibly sexy.  Yeah, she was messing with ol’ Burt, all right.
“Quit teasing him!” I whispered.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Tom,” she replied innocently.  “I’m just being myself.”
Yeah, right.
 
That night she stated that she felt she could sleep comfortably in her room, and while I was careful to do nothing more than acknowledge her decision, it made my stomach lurch painfully.  I should have been happy to have the furry stinker bedding down elsewhere.
But I was surprised to find I wasn’t.
 



 

Chapter 10
Knock Knock
 
The next few days passed rather uneventfully.  I spent a great deal of time on the Internet and telephone, catching up on correspondence, business and the countless details a modern westerner deals with on a daily basis; things I’d had to delegate to caretakers for the past three months, or simply ignore.  L’raan, on the other hand, was on a new-to-her world, was rapidly throwing off the effects of the poisoning, was enjoying poking her nose into every aspect of my house and grounds, and she was finally able to give serious attention to monitoring my physical condition---not that I was having any problems.  Luckily for me, I’d not had any health-related issues that first day home, since she’d not been in any condition to help me.
“I need to get a sample of your cerebra-spinal fluid, Tom!” L’raan yelped, waving a hypo syringe around like an orchestra conductor.
“Not gonna happen, kiddo,” I replied, glaring at her.  “Sticking needles in my arms is one thing; sticking needles in my spine or brain or countless other sensitive body areas---nope!  Not only does it hurt like a bitch, it damages nerves and tissue, and as long as I’m not having any neurological problems you’re not poking my back with that horse-needle!”
“But it’s for your own good!” she wailed.
“I’ll wager that’s what the med techs told you when they gave you those lethal hypos---hmmm?”
L’raan opened her mouth to make her usual sharp retort---and it hung open soundlessly, her eyes wide.  Then her tail and ears drooped, her mouth closed and she sighed.  “I promise you,” I said in a much calmer voice, “that if I start experiencing problems that warrant you drawing a cerebra-spinal fluid sample, I’ll grudgingly submit.”  She looked at me.  “Dear, I’ve seen too many cases of such simple-seeming procedures go terribly wrong, and I’m not going to let anybody poke a needle in there unless there’s already a problem.  Understood?”
She nodded.  “Understood, Tom.”
“No sneaking up and surprising me, either!” I admonished.  “That’ll get you an immediate one-way trip home, along with a scathing letter to Dr. N’looma and your ethics committee.”
“I said I understood!” she snarled, but when I didn’t flinch or back down she gave up the fight.  “Will you at least give me a urine sample and allow me to draw some blood?  If I’m to do my job I have reports to file.”
“Put that dagger away and come back with a smaller needle,” I said, “and I’ll offer you a vein to drain.  And bring a little bottle for me to pee in while you’re at it, too.  Once we’re done and you get busy on your reports, I’ll fix us some vittles.  I’ve got a neat chicken dish I think you’ll like.”
 
After L’raan got her samples and retreated to her room I began throwing together our lunch.  A couple of quick-browned chicken breasts in a shallow baking dish along with some cream of mushroom soup and a few crunchy veggies, into the oven to cook, then finish with some cheese and some slightly crushed crackers on top right before serving---  Ahhh!  Chicken delight!  “Chow time!” I called down the hall, but the response I received wasn’t what I expected.
“Go ahead and eat,” she called from her room.  “I’ll eat later.”  Huh?
“What’s wrong?  You sick?” I called, heading quickly down the hall only to find her door not quite fully closed.  I tapped on it before gently pushing it open, figuring to find her working at her desk, or maybe sick in the bathroom.  Nope.  She was reclining in bed, reading a book.
“Hey, kiddo, what’s the matter?”
The look on her vulpine face was one I hadn’t really seen before.  “I’m all right, Tom.  I just…don’t want to stink up your kitchen while you’re trying to eat.”
I flinched and shook my head, then looked pointed at her.  “Your estrus normally only lasts for three days, right?”  She nodded.  “We’re well past that time now, and even allowing for your system being messed up from the trip and the poisoning, you’re pretty well over it for now, right?”  She looked thoughtful, then nodded again.  “Which means your body should be finished dumping ‘breed me!’ pheromones all over the place.  Right?”  For the briefest moment I thought she’d snarl at me, but she only looked sad.  Eventually she nodded.  “Great!  Then all we need to do is change your pheromone-saturated bed sheets---they’re coated in shed fur anyway---and wash those shorts you’ve been wearing the past few days.  Oh, and while I know it’s not good to wash your pelt too often, a quick trip through the shower before jumping into fresh shorts should flush away the last of the problem.”  I grinned, showing lots of my freshly-minted teeth.  “Whaddaya say?  Wanna give it a try?”
She looked at me for an interminable time, then said, “But what about lunch?”
I laughed.  “We can eat now or half an hour from now.  It’s easy to warm up, and I think we’d both enjoy it better if my theory is right.  Deal?”  Her ears perked up and the end of her tail began to wag.  Doggy!  “Gimme those cheesy shorts and hit the shower, and I’ll take care of the laundry and deal with lunch.”  She bounced out of bed and skinned the shorts off, then headed for the shower.  “See you in the kitchen in thirty minutes!” I called to her back.
It really was a cute back.
 
As promised, she came striding into the kitchen a half-hour later, fur dry and fluffy, a fresh pair of electric-blue shorts on---and no charnel-house stink following her!  I had the little kitchen table set with our lunch, including a nice chicken-friendly white wine, some freshly-made bread from my little bread machine that I’d put on earlier that morning, sweet corn and a couple of quickly-microwaved sweet potatoes.  Lunch may not have been a hundred percent “traditional”, but it was foods we both liked, and I’d felt the occasion merited a bit of a celebration.
“C’mere,” I called to her, holding out my arms as she entered the room.  She yipped in surprise when she saw the spread on the table, then looked at me like I’d lost my mind.  “I’m not going to bite you; I just want you to come here!” I mock-snarled, making sure she could see I wasn’t angry.  She complied, and I gathered her into a warm embrace---and sniffed her.
“What are you---?” she began, too surprised to push me away.
Sniffing and snuffling her like you’d do a child fresh from the shower, I paused a moment to say, “I smell jasmine…and a touch of musk…and---”  Then I caught her by surprise again by doing something rude---something she had forced Art Goldman to do:  I buried my nose between her now-uncovered furry breasts and plowed it down her belly fur to around her navel---but no farther!  I wasn’t a pervert, and I (mostly) respected her dignity.
“Nope!” I commented when I came up for air.  “Nothing unpleasant here!  Just a good, clean pelt on a sweet, young female Yularian!”  I released her and quickly stepped back, just so I’d be out of claw and fang range in case she took offense.
My little stunt had taken her so by surprise that she simply stood there for a moment, jaw hanging open and eyes wide in shock.  Then she yipped laughter a few times and finally said, “I don’t believe you did that, Tom Barnes!  You have been so…so stuffy around me, then to have you sniff me like some adolescent male---!”
Laughing, I injected, “I did nothing you didn’t force Art to do, my dear, and I’m quite sure one of your adolescent males would be a lot more forthcoming in his attentions---and in his intentions---than I was.”  She yipped laughter again, then nodded.  “I thought so.  And I’m pleased to report that my screwed-up sense of smell is quite happy at the moment, so let’s sit down and celebrate the next phase of our crazy friendship!”
It was a fine lunch.
 
Around three that afternoon Bertha announced that there was a taxi sitting at the driveway gate.  A moment later the intercom squawked.  “Hello?  This is Mohammed Jackson with Yellow Cab Company.  I have a Yularian passenger requesting permission to enter!”
A Yularian passenger---requesting permission to enter!  What incredible gall!  I was just about to blast the driver with some choice New York cabbie “dialect” when L’raan said, “Tom---wait.  Let’s see who this Yularian is.”  Hmmmm.  Girl has a good, level head on those fur-covered shoulders.
“Who is your passenger?” I snarled.
A mumbled exchange of words ensued, then, “She is saying her name is Dr. N’looma.  She is saying she has arrived today on a Yularian shipstar.”  Mumble-mumble.  “My apologies---starship!”
Crap.  One person I didn’t need right now was the architect of much of my misery, but I couldn’t very well turn her away---not just yet, anyway.  Sighing, I said, “Open the gate, Bertha,” and then to the driver I said, “Bring your passenger up to the front door.”  L’raan had that unreadable expression on her face again, but I didn’t have time to concern myself with it; our security was my primary concern.  “Bertha, I want spiders scanning and observing that taxi and its driver the whole time it’s here, and I also want a spider keeping watch over Dr. N’looma at all times.  Right now I trust her about as far as I can throw her.”
The cab, a big Ford sedan, grumbled to a stop where it had been directed, and the driver bounced out, opened a back door and then hoisted a medium-sized wheeled suitcase from the car’s trunk and deposited it on the pavement.  Apparently Dr. N’looma had already paid him (probably charged the Yularian embassy for the expensive hour’s ride down from Jacksonville) since he quickly jumped back in his car and left before I could tell him to wait.  Double crap!  I didn’t want the elderly Yularian physician here in the first place, and I certainly didn’t plan for her to hang around.
She glanced at the cab as it hurried out the gate, then looked up at us standing on the porch.  “Apparently that human has stronger negative feelings about Yularians than you do, Thomas Barnes.  And at my age I don’t believe I ‘stank up’ his vehicle the way you claim L’raan did your home.”  The abrasive old vixen actually looked rather forlorn standing in the driveway next to her solitary rolling suitcase.
“According to our custom,” L’raan whispered to me, “she may not cross your threshold without a direct invitation.”  Really?  It was sorely tempting---though only for one delicious moment---to simply turn and go inside, leaving the crotchety old female stranded in the driveway, but ultimately I couldn’t bring myself to do it.  Dammit.
“Dr. N’looma,” I diplomatically began as I stepped off the porch, “while your presence here is a surprise, (ya think?) you are certainly welcome in my house.”  She looked at me like I’d just grown horns and a forked tail.  “If you will follow L’raan inside, I’ll see to your bag.”
“I can carry my bag myself, Mr. Barnes,” she almost snarled, but I quickly countered with a statement that seemed to rock her back a step or two.
“I’m sorry, Dr. N’looma, but due to security issues that transpired after I first contacted you---which we will explain later---your bag cannot enter the house without first being examined by my security AI.”  At that point she took notice of Bertha’s spiders, which had been quietly monitoring the activity from the porch shadows.
“You accuse me of bringing threats---!” she indignantly began.
Interrupting what was no doubt the beginnings of a heated rant, I firmly stated, “After what took place a few days ago, and after finding an assortment of potentially lethal devices hidden in L’raan’s luggage---no doubt included as back-up devices to murder us should the primary devices fail---I’m suspicious of any materials transported by Yularian ships, or even handled by various Yularian personnel.  You have no idea, and no control, over what may have been inserted into that bag while you were unconscious.”  So there, bitch!
A pregnant pause later the doctor tilted her head, quietly saying, “You’re serious, aren’t you?”
“Absolutely.  Based on what my security AI found in L’raan’s luggage---I’ll show you the recordings later---I dare not let our guard down.  Doing so could be fatal to us all---including you.”
She chewed on that thought for a moment, sighed, then quietly said, “Very well.  I must however ask that your AI treat my equipment with care.  Several medical items in there are somewhat fragile.”
“Legitimate devices will not be damaged, Dr. N’looma,” Bertha stated through the nearest spider, startling the old Yularian.  “If I find anything I cannot identify or should I have any questions, I will notify you, and when my examination is finished I will bring your bag inside where it will be safe from the approaching rain.”  Yep, the usual Florida afternoon showers were building in the west.  I figured we’d get a soaker in about an hour.
The elderly alien physician gingerly made her way up the few steps and onto the porch, and L’raan took her into the house while I brought her bag up under the overhang.  Two of Bertha’s spiders had brought out a white bed sheet and were quickly spreading it on the porch floor to keep the bag’s contents from being soiled.  I left four of the small machines to their work and went in out of the heat---to what I feared would be an even hotter visit.
 
Both females were standing in the den (the silly thought “foxes in my den”  flashed through my mind) when I walked in, and I quickly said, “Please make yourself comfortable, Dr. N’looma.  I have chilled, filtered water available, as well as a selection of Yularian-safe juices and small fruits for refreshments.  I also have a light, pleasant sports beverage that L’raan drank extensively to restore her electrolytes after she’d been poisoned.”  The old physician blinked at the apparently-unexpected hospitality, then she muttered something to the young vixen, who took the doctor by the arm and led her down the hall.  Ah!  Of course!  Females and bathrooms, a universal attraction.
“When I return, Mr. Barnes, I would like to sample some of that ‘sports beverage’,” she stated, exhaustion evident in her voice.  Watching the two aliens move down the hallway toward the back of the house I realized that the elderly Yularian was none too steady on her feet.  She also looked haggard, and smelled sour, something I’d never noticed while on her home world.  Great.  All I needed was for the head of the project to become ill---or die---in my house.
 
The females were gone for nearly half an hour, and at one time I asked Bertha if the two were OK.  “Dr. N’looma has taken a shower,” the AI stated, “and is in the process of drying her fur.”  Well, she had looked a bit rough, so I certainly couldn’t begrudge the old gal a bath.  Also during that time, Bertha’s spiders brought the doctor’s suitcase in and left it in one corner of the room, and reported on what they’d found.
In time I heard non-human voices coming up the hall, and moments later they entered the den.  What a difference!  Dr. N’looma looked a hundred percent better, smelled better---that jasmine fur shampoo was originally intended for her anyway---and she seemed to be in better spirits, too.  I had chilled glasses of grape-flavored Gatorade, with straws, set out on the coffee table, along with a bowl of mixed-variety grapes.  L’raan pointed out the Gatorade and the old physician immediately took a glass and, after sampling it, quickly drained the whole thing, then asked for more.  L’raan handed the other untouched glass to her mentor, and after draining about half of it, the doctor looked very pleased as she sat it back on the table.
“That ‘sports drink’ is amazing, Mr. Barnes.  I could literally feel it having a positive effect on my body.”
“That product’s been around for a long time,” I explained, “and is one of the best things to counter dehydration, especially if it’s caused by illness or stress.”  I hesitated, then finished with, “If you’ll forgive me for saying, Doctor, you looked a bit grim when you got out of that taxi.”
The old vixen looked at me for a moment with an expression I couldn’t decipher, then she yipped a seemingly-humorless laugh.  “You’re quite perceptive, Mr. Barnes.  In fact I was feeling quite ill after my trip, but the illness was not all due to the effects of the journey.  You see, our unknown assailants had tried to poison me just like they did L’raan; only unlike her, I caught them before they could administer more than a single dose.”
“W-what!” I exclaimed.  “When did they---?  Are you OK?  What can I do to help?”
“Calm yourself, Mr. Barnes,” she said as L’raan stood next to her, ears and tail drooping.  “I feel much better now since I was able to clean myself, and L’raan was kind enough to provide me with fresh clothing.”  Well, canary-yellow shorts anyway, since neither female was wearing a halter top.  “But now…there are several things I must do before additional time has passed.”  She spied her bag in the corner, and asked, “May I assume that nothing ‘bad’ was found hidden in my belongings?”
“Unfortunately that is not correct, Dr. N’looma,” Bertha quickly replied through a spider crouched near the bag, “I regret to inform you that I found one item of potentially hostile intent, but since it appeared to be a recording/transmission-only device of similar type to the lethal ones found in L’raan’s luggage, I removed it and have it under electronic quarantine well away from the house where it can neither record nor transmit any information.  A truck with a special containment box will be here later tonight to take the device away for analysis.  The rest of your property was returned to your bag, undamaged.”
The good doctor looked horrified.  Not only had her person been assaulted, but her private property had been compromised, evidently as grievous a sin to her as trying to poison her body.  “I…I am…without words, Mr. Barnes,” she stammered after several long moments.  “You welcomed me, an uninvited interloper, as an honored guest into your home, and…and I nearly compromised your security---and I had the arrogance to think ill of you for simply questioning the contents of my luggage!”  For a moment it looked like she would break into tears.
“This whole assault and security business has strained everyone’s comprehension and credulity, Dr. N’looma,” I gently stated.  “L’raan’s horrific near-death experience from poisoning, hers and my survival of the military-grade killing machines---and that only due to Bertha’s amazing offensive/defensive abilities---and our most fortunate discovery of the lethal devices in L’raan’s luggage, placed there no doubt by the same parties who wanted to kill you and record/transmit whatever information they could glean via the device hidden in your luggage.  Also, while you were in the shower Bertha told me that her spiders detected the energy signature from some sort of alien device in the area of the back seat cushion of the taxi.  No doubt it crawled out of your luggage, and I’ll hazard a guess that, given a bit more time, it would have succeeded in reaching you---possibly with the intent of poisoning you afresh.”  The old vixen looked at me with new understanding, and a renewed sense of horror.  “Whoever these people are, they’re deadly serious in wanting to stop this enterprise from succeeding, and they don’t seem to care who they kill in doing so---even if it means killing the medical head of the project.”
Dr. N’looma’s ears drooped and her tail almost dragged the floor as she approached her suitcase, and she didn’t appear to cheer up as she opened it and selected a piece of equipment.  Turning to me I saw that she held a conventional hypo kit---the small-needle version!---and she said, “This…is to correct a terrible sin, Mr. Barnes, something that sounded so good, so useful in planning…but turned out to be both an ugly blot on my professional career as well as a stain on my soul for…for more reasons than you may ever understand.”
“Are you planning to stab me in the heart with a poisoned ‘medical dagger’, to put me out of your misery, Dr. N’looma?” I quipped, although I thought---and hoped!---it was something far different.  She paused, looking at me in momentary confusion before sputtering a reply.
“What?  How…how could you even joke about…about such a horrible thing!” she barked.  “This is a targeted, engineered virus to reverse the terrible thing we did to your sense of smell as…as relating to Yularian female estrus pheromones.  Two days after receiving this your sensitivity to them will revert to human norms, and never again will you be assaulted by our…our sexual stench.”
As she approached me I said, “The funny thing is, right now L’raan is several days past her estrus, and after she showered and changed clothes this morning I could smell nothing beyond her natural musk and your jasmine-scented fur shampoo.”  The elderly Yularian took my right arm in a firm grasp, rubbed a spot on my bicep with a small antiseptic swatch, then expertly jabbed me with the hypo.  A moment later I had my dose of stink relief, and she returned the now-empty hypo kit to her bag.
Then she turned to L’raan, who for some reason was looking even more unhappy.  Hesitantly stepping up to the young Yularian, the doctor switched from English to Yularian---which, unbeknownst to both of my guests, I could passably understand.  Couldn’t speak it worth a damn, but that wasn’t an issue at the moment.  What I heard, however, was both a shock and a revelation.
“Granddaughter,” she began, “my plans, my arrogance and my pride almost cost you your…your life.”  The old vixen’s head bowed, her tail and ears drooping, she painfully folded herself down to the floor and rolled over onto her back.  “I deceived you, I…I lied to you and used you to further an ill-conceived plan, and for that most terrible sin I can only offer you my heartfelt apology---and my life in exchange.”  With that she rolled her head back and to the side, exposing her throat in a canid-like gesture I’d seen submissive dogs perform time and time again.  But this was no “submissive dog”, for pity’s sake; this was an elderly doctor-scientist!  This was the person who’d given me back my youth (relatively speaking), and while she could certainly be quite obnoxious, she most definitely wasn’t a brutish beast!
As shocked as I was upon seeing her gesture, I was even more shocked---and momentarily paralyzed---to see L’raan, her medical student/granddaughter, who looked about as miserable as any intelligent creature could be, drop to her hands and knees and take the old vixen’s exposed throat in her jaws, her long, sharp fangs sinking into the still-creamy but age-thinned fur of the elderly Yularian’s neck.
Before I could manage to break my shock-paralysis and scream/jump/do something---L’raan gave the old vixen’s throat a gentle shake, then removed her jaws from the doctor’s neck and rocked back onto her haunches, tears streaming down her cheeks.  As I started to lurch toward the horrible scene my eyes and brain registered the reality of no blood on the elderly Yularian’s throat; she was unharmed!  L’raan, however, was beginning to wail as if she’d just executed her grandmother, so apparently this symbolic death held a deeper meaning to the vulpine aliens than a mere human could understand.
But the fact that L’raan was the old doctor’s granddaughter was an element that, although I’d probably seen clues, simply hadn’t registered on me.  It certainly helped explain why the old female was so terribly upset, and I’m sure L’raan having her beloved---and probably feared---grandmother piously grovel at her feet didn’t help matters, either.  What a mess!
The elderly vixen slowly, painfully rolled onto her side, then levered herself to a sitting position.  I kept my distance, not knowing exactly what to do but sensing that this was not a good time for an alien---me---to insert myself into the equation.  L’raan was sitting on her haunches, her face buried in her hands and keening her misery.  Her grandmother leaned over and gently took the young female into her arms in a scene like a mother comforting a heartbroken child, and I took that as my cue to slide out of the picture.  Beating a hasty retreat I adjourned to the kitchen where I powered up my fancy coffee maker and dropped in a cartridge of eye-popping, extra-bold French roast.  Moments later, with the keening and wailing emanating from the den now coming in stereo, I took a scalding hot slurp of coffee while wondering just what in hairy Hell I’d gotten myself into.
 
Long about the time I was reaching the bottom of the coffee mug the canid racket in the den quieted, then the two Yularians slowly entered the kitchen.  “We regret disturbing you with an unpleasant…situation, Mr. Barnes,” the old vixen began, “but---”
“Granddaughter, huh,” I interrupted, matter-of-factly.
Oh, that was a cold, wet towel in the face!
“What---what do you mean?” L’raan yelped, a split instant before her grandmother echoed her question.
I peered at them over the rim of my nearly empty coffee mug.  “Exactly what I said:  Granddaughter, and conversely, grandmother.  Since there are no other biological females in the house I guess it narrows it down to you two.”  I sucked the final drops of coffee from the mug.
“But---!  How---?  When---?”  L’raan sputtered.  Her grandmother simply stood there with her mouth open in shock.
“Remember, L’raan, when I told you there were some things about me you didn’t know?”  She nodded, eyes still wide with shock.  “Understanding enough of your native speech to generally follow conversations is one of them.  Most humans can’t speak it---I know I can’t---but it sure came in handy during my rejuvenation process.”  The old physician looked embarrassed, as well she should be.  “It was quite…enlightening…to discover that we humans don’t have a monopoly on racism, or more accurately in this case:  Speciesism.”  Now it was L’raan’s turn to be embarrassed.  “The Yularian attitude toward all non-Yularians is very close to that of our own German Nazis, who felt Art Goldman’s people were a much lower form of life.
“One that needed to be exterminated.”
It took a few moments for the females to put it all together, but when they did---  Oh, it was priceless!  Ugly, too.
“Tom!  No!” L’raan cried.  “We would never---!”
Dr. N’looma managed to out-shout her granddaughter with, “Preposterous!  Such an obscene idea is---!”
“---Is not only feasible,” I loudly interrupted, “but appears to have been given legs.”  I set my empty coffee mug on the drain board and leaned against the refrigerator, my newly-remuscled arms crossed.  “The only joker in the game is, while at least some of your people are involved in this, we're not convinced that the Yularians as a species are behind it.”
“But---” the old vixen began, “our people are the only ones I’ve found in my investigation; those who poisoned L’raan and tried to poison me.  And what about our military hardware---?”
“As I said, some your people are most decidedly involved, but despite your species’ distain for those unlike you, we don’t believe Yularians as a people would arbitrarily initiate genocide.  After all, if you eliminated all other species, who would you have left to feel superior to?”  I finished that comment with a humorless smile, and both vixens looked so despondent I thought they’d cry.
“Cheer up!” I enthused.  “With what you two have been through, neither of you are under suspicion of being enemy agents!”
For some strange reason, they didn’t find that comment amusing.
 
It was a somber trio that, long moments later, returned to the warm, subdued light of the den, but before we could relax I got yet another surprise.  Again it was the elderly doctor who did the honors, but this time I was the recipient.
Slowly approaching me before I sat down, her head bowed, ears flat and tail drooping, I first thought Dr. N’looma was going to attack me.  Quickly I realized this wasn’t an aggressive posture, but a suddenly-familiar submissive pose.  Then she painfully folded herself onto the carpet at my feet and rolled over onto her back.  “Thomas Barnes,” she began, “through my deliberate and arrogant actions you have suffered unintentional yet grievous harm; this in direct violation of my medical oath of service.  In atonement for my sins I can but offer you my life as payment for your misery---” and with that she threw her head back and to the side the same way she’d done in front of L’raan.  But I wasn’t her granddaughter; I wasn’t even a Yularian.
“No!” I shouted.  “This is wrong!  That which was done to me was not a major crime, and has already been corrected.  I will not ‘take your life’, not even symbolically!  This is my house, my world, and here you play by my rules, so get up and stand proud, Dr. N’looma.  We are all in this…this mess together, and by working together we will get to the bottom of this mystery!”
Well, it was certainly a noble-sounding speech, but it didn’t have the effect I was looking for.  The elderly Yularian remained on the floor, her head back and her neck presented to me.  She apparently wasn’t budging, and finally L’raan, tears once again dampening her cheeks, explained, “You must do this, Tom!  This is the way of our people, and it’s the only way my grandmother can retain even a shred of her honor and dignity!”
“I can’t believe you two want me to actually do this!” I wailed.  “It’s savage, it’s barbaric, it’s---!”
But L’raan interrupted my self-righteous rant with, “Tom, it’s far more civilized now than when it was actually done for real, and that hasn’t been all that many years ago!”
Crap!  I looked down again at the old vixen lying at my feet, and the poor old soul was crying.  Crap-crap-crap!  I was an old man (granted, in a younger version of myself) and doing what they were asking just felt wrong---but…  Hell.  Sometimes a man has to make decisions and do things he doesn’t like, doesn’t agree with…and just plain hates.  Still, he does what needs to be done and moves on, and that’s what I decided to do---but with my own “spin” to it!
Crouching down, I brought my face close to hers and whispered, “You understand, old one, that you and I are of a similar generation.  Like you, I’m aged, set in my ways, and stubborn as hell…but for you and your granddaughter I’ll bend my personal rules and honor…and try to grant your wish.”  With that, I positioned my mouth over her neck, opened my feeble human jaws as wide as I could and sank my puny human teeth deep in her still-damp throat fur until I could feel the flesh and cartilage below.  Then I gently clamped my dull “fangs” down until they met the slightest resistance and oh-so-carefully rocked her head back and forth a couple of times before releasing her and sitting back up---spitting and sputtering little hairs worse than a cat after a grooming session.  But before she could move to get up I slipped my now-rejuvenated arms under her knees and shoulders, and in one smooth move raised her off the floor and stood with her in my arms---and to her obvious surprise I lay my head over onto her chest.  “I give you back your life, honored physician, in return for giving me back mine,” I said, and with that I stepped over and gently deposited her---if she weighed a hundred pounds it would have shocked me---onto the couch.
At first she looked at me as if I’d lost my mind, but after a few moments her mouth opened slightly, her ears perked up and the end of her tail began wiggling---a Yularian smile.
“Eating too late is bad for the digestion,” I stated, “so you rest and visit with your granddaughter for a while and I’ll throw together something for dinner.  Once we’ve filled our bellies, Dr. N’looma, we’ll get you settled in for the night.”
The elderly vixen suddenly looked unhappy.  “Thomas Barnes, I did not come here to impose upon you.  I can get lodging in town or at the embassy---”
“No, you can’t,” I quickly countered.  “You leave the safety of this place and you probably won’t last the night.  Remember, our unknown adversaries want you dead, and they’re not shy in how they do it.”  She blinked a few time, then nodded.  “You survived the trip and the taxi ride, and we’ve even managed to defeat their snooping device.  These defeats must be driving them bugshit, which means they’ll no doubt be doing one of two things---if not both:  They’ll either step up their current efforts to kill us, or they’ll fall back and try to come up with a new strategy; either one---or both---means we’ll have to increase our vigilance, too.  Otherwise, one day we may wake up dead.”  I grinned humorlessly.  “And before I turn in, I’ll place another one-sided phone call to the Yularian embassy, one they won’t like hearing any more than the last one I made.”
 
Dinner was simple, yet quite pleasant.  The old physician seemed to take delight in the pressure-cooker-fried chicken I prepared, and we all enjoyed ears of Silver Queen variety corn and canned yams, as well as the frozen buttermilk biscuits I quickly baked.  While Yularians leaned towards their canid carnivore ancestry, they happily enjoyed certain non-meat foods that we humans relished, too.
They also liked our wines, and while I wasn’t a “wine snob” I’d prided myself in maintaining a pleasant cross-section of very drinkable wines.  We enjoyed a nice American Chardonnay produced by friends of mine who owned a small vineyard in California, and before we realized it we’d mostly killed two bottles of the stuff---and were feeling quite “comfortable”.
“As you correctly pointed out, Thomas Barnes,” Dr. N’looma offered when we had made ourselves comfortable back in the den, “you and I are of the same basic generation, and while we call different worlds home it seems a bit pretentious to use titles  when conversing, at least when in private.  I would consider it an honor for you to address me by my personal name, which is B’naah.”
“In that vein, B’naah, please call me Tom.  ‘Mr. Barnes’ was my father, and is a formality I’m not comfortable hearing my friends use in private.”  She nodded, and I noticed L’raan’s tail thumping in approval at the inclusion of her grandmother into my circle of friends.
A bit of time passed in silence, then I ventured, “I hope you realize that the two of you have had a profound influence on me.  A few months ago I was contemplating dying like countless old men before me.  I’d lived my life, fought my battles, loved my wife and raised my children, and death was creeping up on me at a dead run.  Now…I’ve endured an experimental rejuvenation process that restored me to perfect health, and if I can simply survive the efforts of those who are trying to kill me, I can look forward to many more years of…well, living.”  I drained the last of the wine from my glass.
“You, B’naah, gave me back my life,” I stated, smiling, “and you, L’raan, have given me a good reason to live it.”  The elderly vixen dipped her muzzle and closed her eyes for a few moments while her granddaughter tilted her head, either in confusion or contemplation.
“And since the hour’s late and it’s relatively peaceful, I propose we all head off to bed and try to get some much-needed sleep.  Tomorrow will be here before we know it, and I think it’ll be a busy day.”
I made my promised one-sided phone call to the Yularian embassy, B’naah and L’raan listening slack-jawed to the harsh words I left on the embassy’s recorder.  After that, L’raan settled her grandmother into her bedroom---it was originally supposed to be the old physician’s anyway---with the young vixen declaring she’d again sleep with me.  This prompted a tilted head from her grandmother, to which I quickly replied, “Our sleeping arrangements are chaste, B’naah.  This is simply for convenience.”
“Your convenience…or hers?” the old physician muttered, but neither L’raan nor I let on that we heard it.  I did notice, as we left the elderly Yularian and headed up the hall toward my room, that L’raan’s ears were up and her tail wagged a bit.  Her grandmother was welcome to think what she wanted, but at least now my furry little bed warmer didn’t make me want to puke.
 



 

Chapter 11
Friction Surfaces
 
Bertha handled the Agency truck’s late-night arrival, pick-up and departure without even waking us, another sign of just how intelligent---and competent---the AI had become.  That suited me just fine, since (from what she told me the next morning) her doing so prevented disturbing my best night’s sleep since I’d gotten back.  Around seven a.m. I rolled out to relieve my insistent bladder, but L’raan was still asleep and I felt it best to let sleeping vixens lie (just as long as she didn’t lie to me or her grandmother).
My favorite Kona coffee blend was calling my name, so I heeded its siren song and soon had a steaming mug of it pleasing my senses while I contemplated what to fix my two houseguests for breakfast.  Crispy bacon, fried eggs, southern-style grits and fresh-baked biscuits were never out of style (for me, anyway), so I dived into the task with a proverbial song in my heart.  In fact, it was one from a classic animated movie and had no doubt started millions of southern mornings in the nearly seven decades since its release.
The scent of frying bacon has a magical power of awakening the deepest sleeper, and it didn’t take long for the house A/C system to infuse the bedrooms’ air with its cooking-pork-fat goodness.  Moments later Bertha softly informed me that both vixens were awake and eagerly sampling the air, and within a few minutes first L’raan and then B’naah came following their noses into the kitchen.  “Good morning, ladies,” I offered, but then at a raised eyebrow and a pointed glance at the old physician, L’raan caught my meaning.
“Grandmother, Tom has a strict house rule regarding clothing.  Pants when indoors, pants and a breast cover when other humans are present.  Outdoors, with no other humans around, clothing is optional.  His furniture is not ‘crotch-proof’, and while he has no nudity taboo, many humans do.”
The elderly vixen glared at me for a moment and I answered her with a wry smile.  She finally nodded her head in acquiescence and padded back to her room, to reappear less than a minute later wearing her borrowed shorts.  “Yellow looks good on you, B’naah,” I said, “since it compliments your golden eyes.”   Out of her grandmother’s line-of-sight, L’raan’s ears briefly wiggled and her tail wagged in approval of my comment.
“Since when is a human expert in alien fashions?” B’naah grumbled, but both L’raan and I could tell she appreciated the remark.  She was now a friend, but she could still be a bit sharp.  “And how do you intend to prepare those---eggs?  Are they avian or reptile, or---?”
“They’re chicken eggs, Grandmother.  From the avian you ate last night.”
The old vixen’s eyebrows arched.  I sensed something coming, and I was right.  “You’re telling me those eggs came from the very same animal we ate last night?  I didn’t know wealthy, sophisticated humans like Tom lived that close to the land.”  Oh, this was getting good!  The old gal was busting on her student/granddaughter for speaking carelessly, and I struggled mightily to keep from grinning!  “You’re saying he raised the animal---which apparently had at least four legs, a multitude of wings and other delicious body parts---collected, stored and preserved her unborn embryos, then butchered her and prepared the carcass…all in the few days since he returned home?”  L’raan’s jaw was hanging open in shock.  She hadn’t expected her grandmother would pounce on her like that, but then her grandmother was also her teacher, and both the young vixen’s present and future work would depend upon clear thinking and precise, accurate speech.
“Perhaps we can forgive L’raan’s…um…linguistic imprecision in this case, B’naah,” I injected, keeping my face neutral, “since none of us have had breakfast yet.”  Before she could snarl a retort I added, “How would you like your ‘avian embryos’ cooked?  Fried ‘sunny side up’, or ‘over easy’, or perhaps scrambled?  With the yolk only partly cooked, the first two go well with biscuits; scrambled means---”
“I’m well-versed in your language, Tom; I know what ‘scrambled’ means,” she snapped, but not harshly (for her).  She seemed to contemplate the question for a moment, then ventured, “I don’t eat a great deal, so don’t fix me a large serving.”  Her ears perked up and her tail twitched before she said, “Perhaps ‘sunny upside’, since I do have a fondness for yolks.”  Really?  I’ve never seen a fox that didn’t like them!  Or jokes, either.
“Here, L’raan, I’ll let you whisk the eggs for your scrambled while I get B’naah’s and my fried eggs set up.”  I cracked two eggs into a bowl, splashed a little milk in it and gave her a whisk, then dug out both a small round pan and a square stove-top griddle.   “B’naah, please pour us some juice and water---glasses in the cabinet over the sink and straws in the drawer by the ‘fridge---and you’ll find butter, jams and jellies in the ‘fridge’s door shelves.”  I figured that if I put the females to work, maybe I’d get lucky and they wouldn’t argue.
 
Breakfast went well, and B’naah wound up eating more than she thought she would.  Considering her brush with poisoning the day before, I was pleased to see her eat another good meal.  No doubt the nourishing supper she’d eaten last night helped in her recovery, but a solid breakfast always helped start a busy day off on the right foot.  We were going to need it.
 
“OK, ladies, it’s time for show and tell,” I announced once the breakfast dishes were cleared away and we’d moved to the den.  “Please make yourselves comfortable, and then we’ll see if any of us knows just what in hell’s going on.”  The two Yularians curled up on the couch while I kicked back in my old recliner with a fresh mug of joe.
And then it began.
“L’raan, why don’t you start us off by stating what you know about this…mess.  Then your grandmother can give us her take on the situation from the point that I contacted her, and then I’ll try and fill in holes and tie it all together.  If that doesn’t work, I’ll see if Art Goldman has better luck making sense of it all---and if he can’t bring it into focus we’ll keep trying until we find someone who can.  Deal?”  They both nodded.
“I was brought into the project early,” L’raan began, “well before you arrived on Yularia.  Grandmother said she wanted me on her research team, which was a thrill and an honor.”  Her tail thumped briefly.  “Grandmother is the top research scientist in the field of alien genetics, and I’d hoped to study under her before---”
“---Before I got too old and died,” the elderly vixen grumbled.  L’raan hung her head, then gave her grandmother a loving nuzzle and lick on the side of her muzzle.  The age difference between the two females became more apparent when they were sitting side-by-side, with L’raan’s firm, youthful body and lush pelt in stark contrast to B’naah’s slack-skinned, age-thinned and graying fur.  Still, the old vixen’s eyes were sharp, and so were her mind---and tongue.
“Everything appeared to go relatively smoothly,” L’raan continued, “but before the procedure was finished we learned that you wanted a female observer to accompany you home.”  She tilted her head slightly.  “The reason for that was never fully explained to us underlings, and Grandmother quickly said that she would deal with it personally.”
“I’ll elaborate on that later,” I said.  “Please continue.”
“Once you were released to travel and were put back into cold sleep Grandmother came to me---”  Here the young vixen paused and looked pointed at her grandmother.  “---and said that her mate had broken his back in an accident, and that I’d…I’d have to take her place.”  The old female hung her head in shame.
Here I injected, “You never refer to B’naah’s mate as your grandfather…”
“He’s not, not really,” L’raan said, a strange look on her face.  “Grandfather---her first mate---died when I was a youth, while he explored an alien world.  Grandmother took a new mate a year ago, and I’ve never met him.”  Again she looked pointedly at the old scientist, her expression still unreadable to me.  “I’m told he’s a young politician.
“Since you, Tom, were already in cold sleep,” L’raan continued, “they hurried the preparation process with me, which apparently is also when they began poisoning me.”  She snarled for a moment, then calmed enough to finish with, “Had…had you not realized what my sickness was, I probably would have taken the final poison pills the ship’s med techs gave me, and…and we would not be having this conversation.”
“I think we all know what happened next,” I stated, “so B’naah, it’s now your turn.”
The alien physician/scientist sat in contemplation for a few moments, then said, “Perhaps it would be best if I begin this a bit earlier in the timeline, since I owe L’raan---  Well, I’ll begin here:  D’oono is my mate’s name, and as you might have guessed, due to our age and background differences our union was mostly one of…as you humans say... ‘convenience’.  We Yularians are quite knowledgeable in bioengineering and genetics, but due to bitter territorial/political conflicts in our past, our laws are very strict concerning what we may do to ourselves.  These laws, however, do not apply to aliens, so we are relatively free to offer our advanced services to those with whom we have financial or social relations.”
“You can’t do rejuvenations on yourselves, but you can sell the treatments to us, right?” I asked.
“That is correct,” she confirmed.  “I’m old, near the end of my natural lifespan, but regardless of my social status or perceived importance to my people, I’m forbidden the very process used on you, Tom.”
I took a chance and ventured, “But your young mate, being a politician, is trying to get that law overturned, isn’t he?  If not overturned, at least bent enough for you to undergo the process, right?”
She looked only mildly surprised at my comment, then confirmed it, saying, “Basically, Tom, that is correct.  Nothing yet has been passed---”
“But there was more to the ‘deal’, wasn’t there?” I prodded.
B’naah scowled at me for a moment, then hung her head.  “Yes---there was,” she admitted, her voice pained.  “He…was interested in the human rejuvenation project that was at that time being discussed, and he knew that I was the most qualified to lead it.  He convinced me that, by becoming his mate, I would stand a better chance at eventually being chosen to join a select group of older Yularians hoping to receive the rejuvenation process, and in return I was to agree to head the project dealing with the recently-contacted humans.”
“By dangling the enticement of possible rejuvenation in front of you,” I stated, “he got an inside track into the heart of the upcoming human project.  Sweet.”  L’raan was, to put it mildly, shocked to the tip of her tail.  Her revered, high-and-mighty grandmother had just admitted to having feet of clay, and she was so upset she was, for once, speechless.
“Other than putting you in charge of the project,” I prompted, “how much and how often did he interfere?”
I was surprised, myself, when she said, “Actually very little, Tom.  He wanted detailed status reports above and beyond the normal documentation, but otherwise he mostly left me to my work---until the procedure was almost finished and you were being prepared for your return home.”
“That’s when you were told to claim he was injured and send L’raan, right?”
“Exactly,” she said, nodding her head wearily.  “I was given my instructions and what now seems to be a weak excuse for doing it, and I quickly concocted a scent modification and administered it to you.  A few days later you were put into cold sleep, and I pressured L’raan, who was…was deemed best suited for the process, to take my place.”
“The poisoning?” I prodded when she paused.
“No!” she barked.  “I had nothing to do with that---I couldn’t have!”  B’naah turned to her granddaughter, almost pleading, “I would never have agreed to poison anyone, much less my own granddaughter!  When…when Tom called me the day you almost died, L’raan---I guess it was night here---I first thought he had to be lying.  I…I’m sorry that I doubted you, Tom, but I simply couldn’t imagine some…monster…doing such a thing---to my L’raan!”
I was beginning to worry that the old vixen would blow an artery, she was so upset.
“But the more Tom told me, and especially when I saw the photos and videos he sent of the pills and the attack by Yularian military devices, I knew that the project had been infiltrated by elements beyond my knowledge.”  She hugged her granddaughter.  “Child, I’m so sorry I dragged you into this!”
I took a long pull on my cooling mug of coffee, then ventured, “Did you bring your mate into these new developments, B’naah?  Who did you confide in, and what were their reactions?”
“Yes, Tom, once you sent me the videos I told him what had happened, but his reaction seemed a bit---strange at the time, and still does.”
“How so?”
She tilted her head a bit, then said, “He seemed to be more annoyed than outraged, although he did promise swift action against the med techs who poisoned L’raan.  He also insisted I keep quiet about it, he claimed to allow him to ‘investigate’ the whole affair without scaring off those responsible.”
“The med techs---?” I prompted.
“The two who prepped L’raan for the trip, as well as the two on the ship, were quietly arrested and charged with heinous crimes---and then they disappeared, supposedly shipped off to our prison planet.  Inquiries about them brought vague answers, and those who insisted on more information suddenly stopped asking.”
I peered at her over my nearly-empty coffee mug.  “Why did you come here, B’naah?  You had to know it was both stressful for someone your age, as well as potentially dangerous due to…this.”
“I had to see my granddaughter!” she raged.  “I…I had to…to offer her my life, to beg her forgiveness for the…the lies, the deception.”  The two vixens held each other tight, tears streaming down their muzzles while they nuzzled and licked one another’s faces.  In time the emotional storm passed and B’naah looked at me, and I thought she’d start crying again.  “And I had to try to atone for my sins against you, too, Tom.  I couldn’t just---”
“Enough,” I stated, holding up a hand.  “We’ve covered that and now it’s time to move on, don’t you think?”  Standing, I said, “I’m going to get some fresh coffee, and when I come back I’m going to give you both some information that may help bring this into better focus.”
I also had to take a leak.  Coffee waits for no man’s bladder.
 



 

Chapter 12
Wheels Within Wheels
 
Body comfort restored and my coffee mug replenished, I returned to the den, and to my two alien houseguests.
Once I’d settled back into my old recliner I said, “Let’s see if we can make sense of this…mess...and I’ll begin by stating that neither of you have all the important elements of this equation.”
Oh, that got their attention!  I was glad it did, too, because what I planned to say was going to be hard enough to get through even once---and they weren’t going to like it.
“First off,” I really hated to say this, “we---and I’m speaking for all Earth governments here---we almost nuked the Yularian first-contact ship while it was still in orbit.”  Their jaws dropped open in horror, and I was afraid they were going to pee on the couch.  “Yeah, it was a close thing,” I said, nodding.  “We hadn’t detected any kind of ‘shield field’ around the ship, and we also didn’t know if it had enough defensive capability to knock down everything we’d planned to throw at it---but we were that close to pushing the button…” I held up an index finger and thumb with a quarter-inch of space between them, “…when cooler heads prevailed and we allowed the ship to land.
“You see, we’ve had fictional alien first-contact stories haunting us for over a hundred years; the majority of them terrifying, worst-case nightmares of what could happen.  Most of the world powers simply didn’t want to take the chance that your people weren’t ‘friendly’, and I hate to say it but I was one of the ones voting for the side of caution.”
L’raan was the first to regain her voice, and she almost screamed, “You wanted to blow up the ship?”
Shaking my head negatively, I calmly said, “Absolutely not---but I also didn’t want it landing at that time, either.  Understand, we didn’t know squat about Yularians, or about any of the other intelligent species your people claimed to have contacted before you found us.  In our species’ history we’ve done many ‘first contact’ meetings right here on Earth with other races of humans, and in virtually all cases the more-advanced contacting races have been terribly detrimental to the less-advanced contacted races, often to the point of destroying the less-advanced, weaker races’ societies, economies---even their entire civilizations.  Despite your claims of benevolence and economic neutrality, we still feared the worst.”  I looked grimly at the horrified alien females and added, “And with the nearly lethal recent events we three have experienced, our fears may turn out to have been justified.”
“B-but---” L’raan stammered, “you and Art told me you became involved long after we made contact with humanity!”
“Yes…we did say that,” I stated with a wry smile, “but that wasn’t quite true.  Art caught up with me within an hour of your first-contact ship’s sighting, and he made sure my elderly butt was planted firmly in the back seat of a supersonic fighter jet---with him at the controls---that took us to Washington, D.C.  There we joined a small group of politicians and military brass for a ‘war room’ briefing in the Pentagon.  We were linked via teleconference with national leaders of the other major Earth countries, and that’s where we tried to come up with a response to your contact team’s overtures…one that didn’t immediately involve blowing them out of the sky.  My government wanted me there because my popular science-fiction stories seemed to portray the most rational, the most balanced first-contact scenarios they’d seen---hopefully more realistic, in fact, than those dreamed up by their military planners.  I didn’t know whether to be honored or terrified, and I kept my mouth shut unless directly addressed.  One wrong word from me and I feared the military ‘hawks’---the ones who wanted to destroy your ship immediately---would seize the moment and launch a strike.”  I shook my head slowly.  “It was one of the worst days of my long life, and one I hope I never have to repeat.”
Oh, if I’d only known…
 
The females took a potty break, and I, too, used that time to again drain the vein, then I freshened my mug of coffee.  When they eventually returned---no females known to man could have taken that long to “just pee”---L’raan gave me one of those unreadable looks before stating, “Days ago I asked both you and Art Goldman if I should fear you---but neither of you really answered my question.  I will ask it again:  Should I fear you, or better yet, should all Yularians fear all humanity?”  Her grandmother had been unusually silent for some time, and as best I could tell she had a distinctly “haunted” look on her vulpine features.
It took me a while to decide just how to reply to L’raan’s question; what to say, how to say it---and what to leave out.  Eventually, “There are parts of this...this 'equation' I simply cannot divulge at this time.  I don’t like it, and you’re both right not to like it, but I dare not risk what is now coming to be known as The Enemy finding out certain key details.”  I held up both hands to quiet the righteous protests that the vixens were about to unleash on me.  “I’m not saying the two of you would go blabbing everything to anybody who’d listen---but what if one or both of you were captured or tortured or, God forbid, had your brains vacuumed by some insidious method, all to gain knowledge of what I’ve told you?  I can’t take that chance.  Humanity can’t take that chance!”
“What happens if you, Tom, are captured and subjected to the very same ‘information extraction’ methods you claim to fear might be used on us?” B’naah asked.  “When I performed your rejuvenation, I wasn’t aware of any ‘suicide bomb’ implanted in your skull that could be triggered should these Enemies get their claws on you.”
I sighed, unhappy at what I had to admit.  “In that, my dear physician, you are sadly mistaken.  The ‘suicide bomb’ implanted in me is very real; it’s just not a physical device.  Shortly before I left Earth to undergo the rejuvenation treatment I was ‘gifted’ with a type of wipe and burn hypnotic conditioning that I can trigger in an instant.  Should I determine I’m at risk of ‘spilling my guts’ to an Enemy, I can turn myself into a mental vegetable, a literal ‘bone bag’ with no more memory---or intellect---than a kernel of that corn you ate last night.  Almost every day since I’ve been back has brought me new details about this mess, and the more I learn, the more it scares me silly.”  I took a hard pull on my coffee.  “Ladies, this thing is turning out not to be what we initially thought---it’s far, far worse.”  Their eyes got bigger.  “We’re talking total species survival here.”
“War?” L’raan asked, her voice barely audible.
I slowly, sadly shook my head no, and, eyes so wide I thought they’d pop from her skull, B’naah put the proper name to it:
“Genocide.”
 



 

Chapter 13
Ties that Bind…
 
Genocide.
Such a simple little word to carry so much horror and tragedy.  I normally treated it like a pit viper; deadly any way you handled it.  Today wasn’t going to be any different.
“But---  But---genocide…of what?  Of who?” L’raan cried.  “How…how could anybody do such a thing!”  Her anguish was so overpowering, she was having trouble breathing.
I peered at both females over the rim of my coffee mug.  “The answers to your questions would help us all solve many of the problems we’re having---as in who is behind the attempts on our lives---but I hope you’re not really expecting answers to come floating into our midst like windborne leaves.  Ain’t gonna happen.”
That confused them---understandably---so I had to expand my explanation.  “Sorry.  Here’s what I can tell you:  We humans are a naturally suspicious, devious species, probably because we’ve screwed each other over for so many thousands of years, so naturally we didn’t trust our alien visitors.  Frankly, we still don’t, but for different reasons now.
“At first we didn’t trust the Yularians, figuring there must be some ugly ulterior motive to your people contacting us ‘poor, primitive’ hairless apes.  Then, as we began learning about the three other alien species in your little clique, we started getting even more nervous.  Things just didn’t add up.  Once we peeled back the veneer of civility among the four space faring species, none of them seemed to like each other---and the three others really didn’t like the Yularians.  Why was that?”
The two vixens blinked, glanced at each other, then looked at me with that tilted-head expression that signified they didn’t have a clue.  Good!
“The only answers we could come up with at the time were a bit puzzling, but we put them into play until something better showed up.  It seems that there is a massive amount of resentment against Yularians for not only forcing space travel---which is horribly expensive---down the three other species’ throats, but also your practice of forcibly ‘uplifting’ the cats, otters and rabbits from the cultures and lifestyles they were comfortable with, to something similar to what your people enjoy.  Simply put:  They were happy living the way they were, and hated becoming ‘Yularian clones’.
“But they didn’t have a choice,” I intoned.  “Your arrival disrupted their somewhat primitive economies to the point that they had to accept your ‘guidance’, which of course required reshaping their societies and cultures into copies of your own.  We humans have learned through painful, often lethal experience that making radical changes like that usually breeds deep-seated contempt, and occasionally rebellion.
“And from time to time, such rebellion has led to genocide.”
I could see it in their expressions; they were trying their damnedest to deny my accusation---but they couldn’t.  After letting them stew for a few moments I said, “It didn’t take much digging into the other species’ past to realize what had happened, and the discontent was there for anybody to see.  When they started learning about humans, though, a new factor reared its head:  We’re apparently physically weak, yet we’re predators---very effective predators.  We happily prey upon the deadliest cats, and we treat playful, relatively-harmless otters as nuisance animals---when we’re not harvesting them for their fur.  Rabbits---  Ah, those we eat, as well as harvest for fur when we’re not treating them as nuisance animals.  But apparently the ultimate humiliation for the rabbit-like Ar’kaa is that we also keep rabbits as pets.”
Both L’raan and B’naah appeared to be gearing up for a protest, so I headed that off pronto.  “Yes, I know---we humans also hunt foxes for sport, treat them as nuisance animals…and we harvest them for their beautiful fur pelts.”  Both females shivered.  “At least we don’t eat foxes, although if they were larger, more formidable animals, no doubt they’d enjoy eating humans.  I’m told we taste like pork.”
That brought squeals and yips of protest from both vixens, and I held up my hands in defense.  “Please!  I didn’t say that I hunted foxes; I happen to like foxes!  Two really big ‘foxes’ are currently guests in my home, and I consider them to be very good friends!”  That seemed to knock them momentarily off-balance, so I quickly continued, “But I think you can begin to understand how there is a massive amount of deep-down animosity of just about everybody concerned for everybody concerned.  This makes for what our military refers to as a ‘target-rich environment’, and the more we humans dug into the situation, the more concerned we became.  Very concerned.
“Yularians in general feel superior to everyone else, and granted, your science and technology far outstrips that of the other three furred species, and it’s certainly above ours in several fields; mainly biomedicine and space travel.  The bunnies were happy in their somewhat primitive agrarian lifestyle; the otters simply wanted to be left alone; the cats…are much like our own cats.  They’re territorial, they don’t like competition, and they really don’t like canids---like Yularians---except maybe to eat.”  More squeals and yips from the peanut gallery.
“The thing is, any and all of them have good reason to hate your people, since they view you as both conquerors and oppressors.  You also came up with a desirable way to make substantial money from us humans, something the other three have yet to figure out.  This breeds jealousy on several fronts since you stand to get money from humans in a way that they cannot compete with, and it’s by offering us a highly desirable service that you’ve never offered to them.”  The vixens’ jaws hung open in shock.  “Hadn’t quite looked at it that way, hmmm?  And when you factor in this additional ‘minor detail’:  The exorbitant price you’re planning to charge for the rejuvenation treatment in no way covers the cost of the procedure and the cost of the required space travel---  Well, it gets to be quite a tangled mess indeed, one that we humans have yet to unravel.”
I took a sip of my coffee---  Cold.  Bleah!  “Excuse me; I need to heat this.”  I headed for the microwave oven in the kitchen, leaving them to chatter at each other.  A minute later I strolled back into the den and plopped myself back into the warm leather embrace of my old recliner.  “Comments?  Questions?  Observations?”  Oh yeah!
L’raan had gotten her breathing back under control, but her grandmother was the first to give voice to a coherent question, and, quite frankly, it surprised me.  “Your people have done amazing---and disturbing---research, and appear to have reached conclusions that are, in a word…terrifying.”  She paused, her expression unreadable.  “But isn’t it possible that, based on these observations, you may be overlooking something?  Something closer to home, perhaps?  Something deep within your own ranks?”  She tilted her head for a moment, but in this case I didn’t believe she was confused.
“What if,” she began, “there existed a group or faction within humankind that didn’t want anything to do with ‘aliens’ and all the turmoil contact with non-humans generates?  Don’t you think it’s possible that all this could be orchestrated by malcontents, possibly just a small number, who, working with Yularian malcontents---and I know such exist within our people---are striving to sabotage relations between Yularians and humans?”  Hmmm…  “What you told the Yularian embassy the night you and L’raan were attacked by the military kill-bots---that if it happened again you’d see that all Yularians were permanently expelled from Earth---might be exactly what these malcontents want to achieve!”
I had to admit, I hadn’t thought of it quite that way.  I, along with governmental and military minds far brighter than mine, had been chasing the concept of either a Yularian or other alien source for this, but so far we hadn’t been able to quite knit it together.  This definitely merited further study, and I suddenly said, “Bertha!  Please transmit the good Doctor’s observations to Art, along with my strongest suggestion that he pass it to the appropriate people.”  The two Yularians’ jaws hung open in shock. Apparently they did not expect that kind of reaction.
“Done as I speak, Tom,” the machine replied.  Then it added, “And if I might comment, I fully agree with Doctor N’looma.  To my knowledge this interesting theory has not been considered.”
Huh?  My little AI was privy to that kind of top secret data?  And it has the cognitive power to declare the theory “interesting”---?  A momentary chill ran down my spine.  Just what type of “update” had Art’s technician performed on my security system?
 
The three of us sat in uneasy silence for what seemed like an eternity; probably no more than a minute.  Then L’raan hesitantly said, “You still have not answered my question, Tom, and as time passes I am becoming more fearful of what you may say.”
I must have looked puzzled because she carefully repeated the question.  “Should I fear you, or should my people fear humanity?”
With the weight of her grandmother’s---and my AI’s---observations perched like a vulture on my shoulders I replied, “I…I can’t speak for my people; not like I thought I could.  B’naah’s idea just added a major uncertainty factor to the problem, and what I was confident about a few moments ago---”  I closed my eyes and shook my head.  Then I looked directly at the two frightened vixens.  “But I’ll make you this promise, and it comes from the heart:  Whatever happens, however this plays out, I will do everything in my power to keep you safe.  I’ve trusted you both with my life time and time again; you, B’naah, with my medical care, and you, L’raan, when I slept with you by my side.  At any time in the past either of you could have killed me, and no doubt you’ll have plenty of opportunities to do so in the future.”  I paused for a moment before continuing.   “Regardless of what you think of me, I…I’ve become quite fond of you both, and should it come down to crunch time, Death himself will have to go through me to…to claim you.”
Rising from my chair I stepped around the coffee table and knelt in front of the seated wide-eyed aliens.  “This I guarantee with the offer of my life,” and I leaned slightly forward, closed my eyes and tilted my head back as far as it would go---and presented them my throat.
And prayed hard that I hadn’t misjudged them.
My ears caught sharp, hissing intakes of breath, and after a few tense moments I caught a faint trace of L’raan’s breath and---  Jesus!  Teeth!  Sharp teeth on my neck!  I tried not to flinch, and instantly steeled myself not to draw away.  If I was about to die, then so be it.  But the teeth didn’t break the skin, and they quickly drew away---to be replaced by another set of teeth, not quite so sharp, and “attacking” my neck from a different angle.  From the change in scent I knew that B’naah was now “at my throat”, but like her granddaughter, she merely made contact and then quickly drew away.  I could still smell their combined breaths (thankfully not the stomach-turning reek of “doggie breath”) hot and close, and I slowly lowered my head and opened my eyes…to find both females’ muzzles very close.
Perhaps opening my eyes was the catalyst, because they pounced on me---and began licking my face, seemingly in desperation.  Either they liked the taste of human flesh…or they really liked me.
Somehow I didn’t think L’raan would be asking that disturbing question again.
 



 

Chapter 14
…Can Also Liberate
 
They latched onto me and apparently didn’t want to let go.  I was clean-shaven, but their long, rough tongues were beginning to irritate my cheeks and neck, so I had to---gently---put an end to their affectionate canid “kisses”.
“Please, girls,” I implored, “I love you, too, but you’re beginning to embarrass both Bertha and the termites!”  After a few more licks they giggled (an amazing sound coming from such incredible creatures) and pulled away, and I quickly got to my feet before they could do anything more…controversial.  “We’ve got a lot of planning to do if we want to still be alive when this mystery is solved.”  That seemed to sober them up a bit, and it also helped redirect my thoughts toward more productive matters.
“Let’s go outside and let the fresh air blow some of this gloom and doom away,” I stated with perhaps a touch more enthusiasm than necessary, but as I headed toward the front door I was pleased to see that they were off the couch and following me.  It wasn’t yet midday, and the seasonally hot, humid Florida air hadn’t quite reached an unbearable temperature, but from the looks of the brilliant sky we’d soon be huddled once again in the welcome air conditioned shelter of my house.  “Enjoy the day while you can,” I told them as we strolled into the front yard.  “And B’naah, be sure and let me know if you pick up any fleas.  That special fur shampoo you used yesterday is supposed to repel parasites, but if it doesn’t work we might have to give you an old-fashioned flea dip.”
The elderly Yularian cocked her head my way, then peered at L’raan.  “What,” she ventured with a sharp tone to her voice, “are ‘fleas’, and why do I need to be concerned about them?”
Her granddaughter yipped a laugh, saying, “Fleas are tiny blood-sucking vermin that plague most fur-bearing Earth creatures.  I discovered them---or I should say they discovered me---several days ago, but we also discovered that they didn’t like the smell of something in your shampoo, and so far I’ve only had one bite me; the rest of them quickly abandoned my young, tender body for an easier meal.”  She brushed at the senior vixen’s furry arm and added, “I seriously doubt that your tough old hide would be more appealing to them.”
B’naah slapped L’raan’s hand away, snarling, “Primitive worlds and their equally-primitive societies are often overrun with---”  Then she paused her venomous tirade and looked at me with an expression I couldn’t fathom.  Taking a deep breath before slowly exhaling it, she offered, “Please forgive me, Thomas.  From what little I’ve seen of your world, I do find it to be refreshingly young, with much unspoiled beauty.  Our own world was tamed ages ago, and while we have serene parklands, there is, sadly, nothing left of it that is truly ‘wild’.  Your people, as well, have a raw, untamed ‘wildness’ to them…unlike our own homogenized species, which has become, like me, too bitter and cynical for our own good.”
“Enough of that!” I exclaimed, hoping to break the sudden melancholy mood.  Taking a chance I threw an arm around each vixen’s shoulders and drew a surprised female to each side---and began walking.  “The day’s still young, and despite our enemy’s best efforts we’re still alive an’ kickin’, and I’ll be damned if I’m gonna let ‘em get me down!”  We headed towards one of the big oak trees on the opposite side of the garage, and I stated, “Bertha tells me there’s a squirrel nest up there, and if we’re lucky we’ll catch a glimpse of the brainless little tree rats.  If they can’t make us smile, then there’s no hope for us.”
True to form, a few of the gray and white rodents were “in residence”, leaping from branch to branch and skittering around the thick trunk of the old tree.  There’s an instinctual dislike of squirrels for canids---foxes included---and the little varmints quickly scoped out the two Yularians as targets for their outrage, and their barking, chattering racket soon began.  “Wouldn’t you like to know what kind of insults they’re heaping on us?” I asked.
Both vixens were staring at the upset rodents, their jaws hanging open slightly.  Finally L’raan ventured, “I think I’d be happy simply knowing what they taste like.”  I laughed, but I think she was dead serious.
 
We taunted and teased the squirrels---or they taunted and teased us; it was hard to tell---for a good ten minutes before one of Bertha’s ever-present spiders suddenly declared:  “I hate to spoil your fun, but I strongly suggest you three head for the safety of the house now.”  Huh?  Before I could ask the obvious question the ugly little machine’s speaker blared, drowning out a faint click in my head. “We have a potentially hostile aircraft heading this way at supersonic speed, and I predict it will be here within one minute!  Go now!”
We went now!
I didn’t worry about L’raan being able to sprint to the house, but B’naah was old---very old---and she hadn’t taken more than three aged-but-hurried steps when I swept her up in my arms and ran like Hell’s hounds were nipping at my ass.  She started to protest but I snarled, “Shaddup and hang on!” and to her credit she did just that.  She was old and cantankerous, but she certainly wasn’t dumb.
We pounded into the front porch and into the door like a trio of kids late for dinner, and it wasn’t a moment too soon.  A god-awful sonic boom rattled the house and L’raan and I made a quick sweep of the house, making sure all the windows and doors were secure.  Bertha announced that she’d activated all her security measures, and then we heard the distinctive thrum of a Yularian atmosphere flier as it settled down in my large front yard, on the solid, clean driveway pavers where the Army helicopter had touched down days earlier.  That machine had been welcome; this one was anything but.
“H-how---” I wheezed, “did you know---” Cough-cough!  “that thing was coming?”  I was in great physical shape, but I’d never in my life done an all-out fifty yard dash while carrying a hundred-pound sack of potatoes, especially when I thought mine and the potato sack’s lives might depend on me winning the race.
“During my upgrade a long-range sensor array was installed on the cell phone tower down the road,” the machine reminded me.  “I didn’t alert you until I was certain that the intruder didn’t have a radar signature of anything flown by humans, and that it was on course to pass over this exact location.”
Not just “sensors”, but long-range radar?  What the hell else had Bertha not told me about?
“A Yularian male has exited the flier,” the AI abruptly stated, “and he appears to be wearing the neck ribbon and pendant of an ambassador.  He is calling out for you, Tom.  Apparently he wishes to talk.”  Ya think?  Somehow I didn’t think he was selling Avon or giving away religious tracts.
“If you have a spider outside,” I stated, “tell him I’ll be out momentarily.”  The AI did, and during that time I ducked into my bedroom and grabbed my .45 autopistol, tucking it prominently into the waistband of my denim shorts.
“In your nightstand drawer is a new, special earpiece,” the machine said while I was settling the lumpy gun comfortably, “and it will let me hear what you hear, as well as pass on information to you discretely.”  Shit!  Another new toy.  “It’s small enough to fit entirely into your right ear canal.”  Yep, there it was, and it slipped into my ear like it had been custom designed---which, I suddenly realized, it had been.
Returning to the front of the house I told the two nervous vixens, “Wait in my bedroom.  It’s the most secure place in the house, and you can watch what’s going on via Bertha’s security control panel screen.  I’m going out to see who this twit is and what he wants.”
“Art has been notified,” the AI interrupted, “and is scrambling fighters and support units.  ETA, however, is at least thirty minutes.”
“Yeah,” I grumbled, “that could also be a good twenty nine minutes too late.”  The vixens argued vehemently against me going outside, but I countered with, “If I don’t go out and at least talk with him, he could possibly just blast the house, and we’d all be dead.  Maybe this way I can buy us some time until the cavalry arrives.”
So out the front door I went, wondering if this would be the dumbest---and last---thing I’d ever get a chance to do.
 
Sitting in the middle of the driveway was an alien aircraft that was both beautiful and yet gut-wrenching scary.  The Yularian atmosphere flier had the look of a sleek European helicopter---without the rotors---and with some ominous lumps and bumps that I figured were weapon pods.  Bertha, seeming to read my mind, whispered in my ear that the lumps and bumps were, indeed, weapon pods---very potent weapon pods.  But what was most disturbing to me was the presence of the lone male Yularian standing near the open access hatch/ladder near the front of the machine.  He was decked out in standard-issue black shorts, canid sandals and a vest, but he was also sporting an official-looking ambassador-type neck ribbon and medallion---and he carried a ceremonial walking stick!  The sight of an anthropomorphic fox with a walking stick hit my tickle button, and it was all I could do to keep from breaking into a fit of giggles---since doing so, I feared, would probably have precipitated a war.
I stood at the top of my porch steps, my arms folded across my chest and scowling in the most belligerent pose I could manage, hoping the insult wasn’t wasted on the alien.  I also hoped he was far enough away not to be able to smell my fear.
“I am Ambassador D’naad,” the Yularian stated when he realized I wasn’t going to initiate the conversation.  “Are you Thomas Barnes?”
“I am,” I snarled, “and I demand to know why you’ve insulted me by invading my property and violating my privacy.”  Bertha immediately began murmuring into my ear, and I tried not to let my surprise show.
Apparently my belligerence was not what the ambassador expected, since I saw his eyes widen as he unconsciously took a half-step backwards.  After a strained moment he said, “I…I certainly meant you no offense, Mister Barnes, and---” He paused, then took another half-step backwards.  “Is…is that a weapon you have near your mid-section?”
Without even gesturing toward the .45 pistol or the far-more-lethal brace of Bertha’s spiders on either side of my feet I said, “Since you’re trespassing on my property with an armed flier, I thought it only proper to greet you equally prepared.”
His jaw fell open and he sputtered indignantly, “I…I don’t know what you’re talking about, Mister Barnes!  There are no weapons in my flier; I’m a diplomat!”
“Perhaps you should ask your pilot about that, Mister Ambassador.  Go ahead; I’m willing to wait while you do so.”  The Yularian seemed highly insulted as he swung around to bark questions into the open door of the flier---questions barked in Yularian but questions I also easily understood.  Moments later he got answers I couldn’t hear, but that he obviously hadn’t expected, and after an exceptionally heated exchange with the pilot---something I’m also sure I wasn’t supposed to overhear or understand---he turned back to me with an entirely different demeanor.
He was humble!
Moving in a head-down, tail-down manner I’d seen L’raan do when she begged to sleep in my room, the ambassador began to hesitantly approach me, saying, “I have both dishonored and disgraced myself, Mister Thomas Barnes, and…and I most sincerely b-beg your forgiveness for the multiple insults I’ve unwittingly heaped upon you.”
“Stop right there,” I commanded when he was half-way between his flier and my porch.  He did, but he also appeared puzzled.
“But---how c-can I properly beg your forgiveness from this distance?”
Thinking fast, I growled, “I will not accept the offer of your throat, Ambassador D’naad; not today, and certainly not without you explaining why you’ve staged this…armed invasion.  Especially after I told your embassy that the matter of your assaults upon my guests and me were not open to discussion!”
If an adult, intelligent being could look like a cowed, whipped dog, the ambassador was a perfect poster child.  He cringed and hunkered nearly to the ground, his ears flat and eyes downcast.  I wasn’t buying it.
“Stand up!” I barked in Yularian, although it hurt my throat to do so, but it got the desired results.  He literally bounced to attention, his eyes about to pop out of his head in shock.  I was afraid he’d pee his pants.  In English I continued, “My patience is running out, Mister Ambassador, so you’d better start talking---now---and the first thing out of your mouth had better be why you are here instead of Ambassador B’diik.”
He talked.  In fact he talked so much I wondered at times if he’d ever shut up.
“M-mister Barnes, Ambassador B’diik and much of the staff in our J-jacksonville embassy were r-recalled the day after you and your observer arrived from our home world.”  He looked uncomfortable standing in the hot sun, but I wasn’t just about to let him closer.  Not yet, anyway.  “I and replacement personnel were immediately d-dispatched to replace them, and w-we arrived late last night.”  Moments earlier Bertha had whispered in my ear about him not being the ambassador-of-record in the local embassy, and she quickly confirmed his latest statement.  I allowed myself to relax all of one percent.  “Before we left the home world we were only told there had been an ‘incident’ here, and when we arrived last night we were so weary---some of us ill---we failed to avail ourselves of the details of the recall.  T-this morning I…I again failed to fully avail my new staff of all facets of the…the ‘incident’, and---”  Like a wind-up doll, the ambassador seemed to simply run down.  I allowed myself a shred of pity for him, and after glaring at him for a long moment I tossed the poor, hot dog a bone.
“Ambassador D’naad,” I stated, but in a far less harsh tone of voice, “we’re going to sit in the shade and talk, but first I will have my security AI examine you for weapons and covert devices.  Do you agree to this?”
His jaw hung open for a moment, then closed with an audible snap.  He blinked, then stated, “I can assure you, Mister Barnes, that I have nothing to hide!”
I considered withdrawing the offer, but eventually said, ice once again in my voice, “A simple yes or no will suffice.  Otherwise, you can get back into your flier and leave, and I will directly contact your home world---and request they send me an ambassador with manners.”
Oh, that did the trick!  His customary Yularian arrogance, which had begun to reassert itself, deflated like a balloon pricked by a pin.  Hanging his head once more, ears flat and tail drooping, he meekly said, “Yes, search me as you wish.  I will not object.”
My question had mostly been for effect; Bertha’s spiders had scanned him forty ways from Sunday moments after he stepped out of the flier and reported him whistle-clean, but I directed a pair of the little machines to approach him and make a show of visually “inspecting” him.  No need for him to know just how tight my security system really was.  Moments later I invited him to join me on the porch, and we planted our butts in wooden rocking chairs facing the Yularian flier, a low drink table between us.  “Bertha,” I said, addressing a spider, “please bring us a couple of bottles of grape Gatorade, and present one to the ambassador.”  The hot, panting Yularian looked at me and then at the little robot, which never moved.  “I’m extending my kind’s hospitality to you, Ambassador D’naad.  I hope you don’t make me regret it.”
The front door to the house soon swung inward, and three of the spiders scuttled onto the porch, plastic bottles of the sports drink balanced in the front legs of two of them, and a large plastic straw carried by the third.  One presented its liquid burden to the Yularian, the second gave him the straw and the third brought its bottle to me.  “Thanks, Bertha,” I said, then to the ambassador, “I’ve discovered that Yularians find this beverage to be quite enjoyable, and I can assure you it contains nothing harmful to your species.”  I twisted off the wide cap, and waited while the ambassador fumbled his bottle’s cap off and inserted the necessary straw.  “To your health,” I said, and after a surprised moment the Yularian’s ears perked up, he nodded, and we both took deep pulls of our drinks.
His face quickly lit up in unmistakable delight, and he quickly enthused, “There is definitely a market for this on my home world!”  He again sucked greedily on the straw, then, with obvious reluctance, set the bottle on the low table and looked expectantly at me.  Showtime.
 
“I’m curious, Ambassador D’naad,” I casually began, “how many embassies you’ve commanded before you were sent here?”  Ouch!  Hit a nerve.  Bertha began whispering in my ear, and again I had to squelch a reaction.
The Yularian seemed to squirm a bit before answering, but at least he didn’t dodge the question, nor, according to Bertha’s information, did he lie.  “I---my…my previous post was on home world, at…at the diplomat t-training academy.”  He paused, then added, “This is...my...f-first off-world assignment.”
My eyebrows rose theatrically, since I wanted him to think his revelation was a surprise.  “Your first?  That’s quite a responsibility for a young diplomat.  Also quite an honor.”
Then the young Yularian did something that, although he didn’t realize it at the time, sealed his fate with me:  He was stone bone honest.  I was learning to read Yularian body language, expressions and transitory emotions, and the pained expression I saw on his entire demeanor reflected in what he said after a rather long pause.  “Mister Barnes, I sincerely question the ‘honor’ in my emergency posting to your world.  The small amount of information I gleaned before heading this way painted a far different picture of you, and the more I learn, the more uncertain I become.  I…I was told you were a---forgive the term, but this is what was said---a ‘doddering old male who had had a few years erased from his body’.  No reason was given for my predecessor’s recall, other than ‘irregularities in the management of base personnel’.  Once here, the only information I had was that both you and your medical observer had suffered ‘medical distress’, and that you had become unhappy with the project.”  He gave me an apologetic look.  “My training in such vague situations says to ‘take command of the situation’.  It doesn’t say what to do when my information is…is---”
“Screwed up?” I finished for him, letting him see a hint of a wry smile on my face.
A shocked expression momentarily clouded his face, then he barked a laugh, saying, “If I’m correct in my translation, Mister Barnes---yes, ‘screwed up’ probably covers it nicely.”
I took another pull from my drink, which gave him a welcome excuse to do the same from his.  Then I said, “All right, son.  I believe you’ve been honest with me, so I’ll be as honest with you as I can, and I’ll bring you up to speed on what’s been going on---the real story behind the line of crap you’ve been fed.  You interested?”
You’d have thought I offered him advance knowledge of the winning LOTTO numbers!  “Mister Barnes, I would love to know what’s really going on!  This…’situation’ appears to be far outside my training, yet I’m told I’m going to be held responsible for what ultimately happens.”  He looked cannily at me, which almost made me laugh; thankfully I caught myself before that happened!  “I promise to give your side of the story full consideration.”  Arrogant little shit!  I found myself liking him more and more.
 



 

Chapter 15
Open Eyes See More
 
“…And that’s where we are right now, Ambassador D’naad,” I said, then took another pull on my second bottle of Gatorade.  The Yularian had already finished his second bottle, and I asked him if he’d like more.  He declined the offer, but did ask to be excused to visit the flier to pee.  Over a quart of liquid in his canid trim frame no doubt had his bladder at the bursting point, so I stretched my security standards a bit and allowed him access---under escort from Bertha’s spiders---to the toilet in the entrance foyer.
 
However---
Before I began filling the young Yularian ambassador in on the facts as I knew them, I stated, “In your haste to deal with the problems you thought you had, you overlooked a few ‘details’ that your training apparently had not yet covered.”  He seemed attentive enough while casually sucking on the drink straw, so I continued.  “On a suitably advanced world---like Earth---all air traffic is regulated and monitored, especially diplomatic air traffic.  This isn’t just for safety, it’s also for security.”  He quit sucking on the straw.  “Your pilot didn’t file a flight plan, and by flying an armed alien aircraft prohibitively low and way too fast, creating destructive sonic booms over inhabited areas, you appeared to be a threat to national security---and still do.”  His cat-vertical pupils dilated in budding horror.  “Right now there’s a heavy-duty military response team headed this way…”  His eyes literally began to bug out.  “…and it’s fully prepared to blow your flier---and your shit---into component atoms.”
The ambassador was so terrified he was literally speechless; his jaw hung open and he began a panicked, scratching scramble to get out of the rocking chair.
“Wait-wait!” I yelled, and to his credit he paused a moment to look wild-eyed at me.  “There’s still time for me to turn them around, and I’m going to do that right now---or I should say Bertha will do that via radio---if you promise to fully respect our flight rules and restrictions in the future.”
“YES! YES!  I PROMISE!” the young diplomat screamed, and I made calming gestures not only to lower his panic level but to keep whatever staff he might have with him on the flier from charging off the aircraft in his defense.  But if there were any Yularians beyond the pilot on-board, they were either asleep or at least not paying attention---no surprise considering the natural Yularian arrogance---and I quickly got matters back under control without interference.
“Bertha,” I said to one of the spiders, “please inform the responding military units that they can stand down and return to base.  The perceived threat appears to have been an innocent mistake by the new Yularian ambassador’s pilot, and it should not be repeated.  Affix my voiceprint signature and authentication code and transmit on my mark.  Mark.”
After a few tense moments one of Bertha's spiders stated, “Your message has been passed to both the mission and base commanders.”  Several moments later, “The response team reports that it is standing down and returning to base.”
That little bit of bogus military/techno theater was entirely for the ambassador’s benefit, since Bertha had long since canceled the response team---but the young ambassador didn’t know that, and I wanted to impress on him just how dangerous their customary Yularian arrogance could be.  From his wild-eyed trembling and hyperventilating, I figured I’d succeeded.
 
It took a bit of time to fully relate the recent events to my guest, but when I was done (and the young dog fox had gratefully relieved himself of the “internally-processed” Gatorade) I added, “Everything I’ve told you can be corroborated with my security videos, along with eyewitness accounts from L’raan and Doctor N’looma.  No doubt you caught their scents when you went inside to pee.”
The young Yularian’s ears stood to attention, and he said, (his tail wagging a bit where it hung out the back of the chair) “I thought I detected a young female---that would be your observer, correct?”  I nodded.  “And Doctor N’looma is quite…old…I gather.”
I nodded again.  “But if you call her ‘old’ to her face she’ll probably sink her still-formidable teeth into your backside, so I’d advise you to tread carefully.”  His ears lowered a bit and he nodded respectfully.  The elderly scientist/physician had quite a reputation.
 
At that point I made another judgment call, one I’d been mulling over as I observed the ambassador’s reaction to what I’d told him.  “Although you came here under less-than-friendly intentions, I believe the situation has changed.”  He blinked twice in surprise, then nodded in agreement.  “With that in mind, would you care to meet my two house guests?  If the meeting goes well---meaning no bloodshed---I think we could also arrange for you to stay for the customary evening meal.”  That cheered him immensely, so I rose from my chair and said, “Notify your pilot that after filing a proper flight plan---and being careful to observe our flight rules and regulations---he can return to the embassy.  We’ll either return you there ourselves or have them send transportation to pick you up when you’re ready to return.  Agreed?”
Oh, hell yeah!  He literally bounced out of his chair, hustled down the steps and trotted to the flier.  “Since he didn’t pay attention to the biological flies and bugs here on the porch,” Bertha whispered in my ear, “I took the opportunity to use a housefly-sized micro-robot to slip an audio 'bug' into that ornate medallion on his ambassadorial ribbon.  At this time he is severely chastising the pilot for his callous, near-fatal disregard of our airspace rules.”  A few moments passed.  “Now he is giving the pilot---ah, he does have an additional staff member on board!---additional instructions---they’re arguing, but he’s not backing down at all---and it’s done.”  Ambassador D’naad barely cleared the flier when its engines began their whine up to a loud thrum, and before he even reached the porch steps the pilot booted the alien craft into the sky.  It hovered at about a hundred feet for a good two minutes---Bertha whispering in my ear that the pilot was ever-so-politely radioing for clearance and flight instructions for the trip back to the embassy---and then it headed north, but at a much more civilized speed than which it had arrived.  The Yularian picked up his ceremonial staff and I escorted him into the house, Bertha’s spiders dutifully following.
Since he’d not been farther than the entrance foyer toilet, I pointed out a few of the rooms as we made our way to the den.  There, I invited him to sit on the couch while I rounded up the females hiding in my bedroom.
Once inside and the door closed, both Yularians literally pounced on me.  They were not happy that I’d invited the ambassador in to meet them.  “Ladies, ladies!  Calm down!” I nearly shouted, hoping the young male’s sharp hearing couldn’t hear the commotion.  “He came here with a belligerent attitude, but I’ve got that toned way down.  I believe that once he meets you and sees the recordings Bertha made of the attack and the aftermath, we may just have a new, major ally in this battle.”  They calmed down a bit, and I asked, “Now, are you two going to behave, or am I going to have to call the embassy and have his flier turn around and pick him up?”
L’raan’s ears were still lying back, but her grandmother, standing a half-step behind her, nodded slightly---and winked at me!  “We’ll give the youngster a chance, Tom,” B’naah stated calmly.  “If he annoys us, we can always throw him out the door to fend for himself against the real creatures of the night.”  Huh?  “L’raan and I caught scent of a large feline while we were outside today, and Bertha said that she observed a ‘panther’ slink through the yard shortly before dawn.”  Amazing!  I hadn’t seen traces of the big native Florida predators in nearly twenty years.  I hoped it was a good omen.
The females followed me into the hallway and moments later into the den.  L’raan immediately confronted the wide-eyed young ambassador, who had quickly risen from the couch.  “What kind of idiotic ‘diplomatic training’ makes you think you can go around threatening people,” she barked, “especially on alien worlds and in their own homes!”
Then B’haan picked up the football and ran for another first down.  “Who is your superior?” she snarled.  She was old, but she could snarl with the best of ‘em!  “In fact, who are your parents, youngster?  Chances are I know them all, and I will certainly have words for them when I return to the home world!”
The poor kid never had a chance.  In a move I’d seen L’raan do the night we were attacked, and one that the ambassador had attempted to make before me in the yard a short while earlier, his tail drooped to hang between his legs, his ears drooped, then his head and entire body drooped.  He was assuming the Yularian “begging” position, and this time I didn’t interrupt.  He soon dropped to his knees, then turned his head to one side, closing his eyes and exposing his throat.  Both vixens stood over him, their outrage so strong even my human-numb nose could smell it.  After a good fifteen seconds of this tableau, L’raan snarled, “Why should we grant you forgiveness, you who have so gravely insulted not only us but the human who gives us shelter?  Why do you feel you are worthy of our pardon, instead of our teeth in your throat?”
Whining convincingly, the young male began explaining his situation, but in Yularian.  B’naah immediately snapped, “You are a guest in this human’s house, and while he understands some of our language, courtesy requires we converse in his tongue---so speak English!”  He whined apologetically, then began again---in English---and pretty well laid out, chapter and verse, his misconceptions and mistakes, ending with a plea for mercy.  I wondered if that act was a standard bit of Yularian diplomatic training, or (I suspected) a part-instinctive social element every Yularian child learned, perhaps the hard way on a school playground.
Another fifteen seconds of silence followed, then first L’raan, then B’naah, dropped to their knees and took turns burying their sharp teeth in his neck fur.  Each one clamped down on his throat---visibly harder than L’raan had done with her grandmother!---and gave it a single shake, and I was surprised not to see blood on his creamy white neck fur when they were done.  The vixens stood; D’naad remained in his supplicant position.  “It is your right, Thomas Barnes, to take his throat,” B’naah stated, but I simply shook my head.
“The ambassador and I made our peace outside, Doctor N’looma,” I formally stated, “so when you and L’raan are done with him, we all need to sit down for a talk.”
Both females seemed satisfied with that answer, and L’raan stated, “You are forgiven, Ambassador D’naad---this time.  We hope you have learned from your mistakes.”  The male quickly climbed to his feet, then deeply bowed to the vixens, and then to me.
“I humbly thank you for your absolution, and as Mister Barnes suggests, we have much to discuss.”
Waving them to be seated, I excused myself momentarily and stepped into the kitchen where I popped a cartridge of French roast into my coffee brewer while fishing out three cold bottles---my last!---of Gatorade and clean straws.  By the time I had the aliens’ drinks ready on a small serving tray, along with a small bowl of grapes, my coffee was steaming in a mug.  Ten seconds later I was back in the den with our refreshments, and I was gratified to see that bloodshed hadn’t erupted.
Over the next hour the ambassador was thoroughly horrified by the video recordings of the attack, as well as the visuals of the devices found in both L’raan’s and B’naah’s luggage.  He’d apparently not had anything to do with the attempted poisoning of B’naah, nor with the alien device that apparently tried to work its way from the taxi’s trunk to attack the old doctor; those we had deduced were orchestrated by subversive elements on the Yularian home world.
But his reaction to Bertha’s shadowy images of the device that almost worked its way into the passenger compartment of the taxi was one of genuine outrage, and that sealed it.  He was ours.
“Ambassador D’naad,” I began, “my friends here and I, along with certain high-ranking governmental and military officials here on Earth, are convinced that this…campaign…against us is not the work of one person, or even a small group of people.  What we first thought to be a possible political ploy or power struggle is now, we feel, something more akin to a move toward genocide; of who and by whom we don’t yet know.  We have our suspicions, and some of the evidence is of a nature so sensitive I cannot yet reveal it even to my two female friends here who have, themselves, been targets of the madness.”  D’naad’s mouth hung open in fresh shock, his eyes wide with renewed horror.  “But I can tell you with certainty that we need your help.  Hopefully we still have time to defuse the situation, but that time is no doubt growing short, and we’re certain it will eventually run out.
“I’ve seen the horrible results of both large and small wars here on Earth,” I stated.  “Wars are ugly in a way I can’t effectively describe, but an interstellar war, a war between entire species, a war that could possibly eliminate entire species---”  I shook my head.  “That’s a tragedy of such a massive scale, I don’t even want to imagine it.
“Ambassador D’naad, this is what we’re facing,” I intoned, “and frankly, I’m scared to death.”
The young male eventually closed his muzzle with an audible clack, then he looked pointedly at the two vixens.  They returned his stare, none of them saying a word.  In time he stood, stepped around the coffee table and up to my recliner, then extended his right hand in a human-like gesture---to shake.  “My name is F’leek, and I would be honored if you would address me as such---as a friend.”
I quickly stood, then accepted his handshake.  “Call me Tom, F’leek.  The girls here do, unless they’re mad at me.  Then they call me things I’d rather not repeat.”  The last was delivered with a grin aimed at the vixens, and L’raan was quicker than her grandmother with a retort.
“You are so full of…of---!”  Then she shook her head and calmly stated, “That will cost you, Tom Barnes.  When you least expect it, we will enact justice.”  She stood and stepped around the coffee table to stand near the ambassador.  “My full name is L’raan M’boos, and I greet you as a friend.”  She leaned near and gave his black nose a quick lick, then stepped back to give her grandmother access.
“I am B’naah N’looma,” the old vixen stated, and she, too, gave his nose a quick lick, “but if you address me as B’naah in a public setting, youngster, I will bite your nose, and it won’t be a friendly nip!”
 



 

Chapter 16
Lust Rules All Fools
 
The question and answer session properly evolved into a strategy session as we outlined what we little we knew and tried to come up with a game plan.  As the afternoon progressed I could also see that L’raan and F’leek were “hitting it off” quite well, and perhaps, I mused, this was for the best.  The young vixen had quickly realized that the ambassador was quite sincere in both his horror at what had been done and his desire to help solve the problem, and this understanding lowered her defenses.  Several times during the strategy session, while the two young Yularians were engaged in intense discussions, B’naah and I exchanged “knowing” glances, and toward the close of day I made another decision.
“People,” I announced, “it’s getting late and I don’t know about you, but I’m getting hungry, so what say we pause this discussion and have dinner.”  Before things could get awkward I added, “F’leek, as I stated earlier, you are welcome to share our evening meal.”
He looked a bit uncertain, but before he could protest L’raan stated, “Human food is safe for us, and very tasty.  Please stay.”  Her grandmother nodded her head in agreement, and the ambassador wasted no time in agreeing to stay.
“B’naah, would you please give me a hand in the kitchen?” I said as I headed out of the den.  L’raan started to join us but I quickly stated, “Your grandmother and I should be able to handle this, so why don’t you stay here and keep F’leek company?  This shouldn’t take too long.”
 
Once out of casual earshot of the two young Yularians, B’naah sternly confronted me.  “You are up to something, Tom, and I would like to know what it is.”
I smiled innocently at her---a wasted effort---then said, “We’ll talk about this later, I promise, but for now we need to get supper under way.  Deal?”  She held an ears-back frown for a few moments longer, then snorted and nodded.  She hadn’t fooled me; she wasn’t angry.
“There should be a large package of chicken breasts in the chest freezer next to the washing machine in the utility room.  If you could get it I’ll get things rolling in here.”  When the old physician looked a bit confused I added, “One of Bertha’s spiders can show you which package I need; it’s just not capable of opening the freezer lid or carrying such a heavy, slippery item.”
B’naah didn’t like the little mechanical horrors, but she dutifully let it lead the way out of the kitchen and into the nearby utility room.  I busied myself selecting cookware and was reaching for some canned corn when I heard an inhuman scream and a drawn-out clatter-crash.  B’naah!
Bertha instantly shouted my name, but I was already in motion, and an eternal instant later found me thundering through the doorway into the utility room, where I confronted an incredible nightmare.  One of the cat-sized, black Yularian military drones was engaged in a frantic claw-to-claw struggle with Bertha’s woods-rat-sized mechanical spider that had accompanied B’naah to the utility room, and the elderly physician was cowering in a corner.
What concerned me most at the moment, though, was that the spider was losing!  The military drone had already torn or cut off most of the spider’s appendages, and seemed prepared to toss it aside.  The front of the thing had several nasty-looking sharp devices---and one small tube that I knew, from information provided by Art’s research team, held a tiny but lethal plasma canon.  If it got a clear aim at B’naah---or me---it would no doubt kill us.
When F'leek turned out to be friendly, I'd happily divested myself of my heavy, uncomfortable pistol, so I was totally unarmed.  Quickly scanning the room, the only “weapon” I could find was a broom; not much to fend off a sophisticated alien killing machine, but it was better (I hoped!) than rude gestures and harsh language.  Grabbing it, I managed to smack the two struggling machines, knocking the now-virtually-legless spider out of the drone’s grasp.  The Yularian military device was perched just inside the open top of the freezer, and seemed momentarily disoriented, perhaps blinded by the coating of frost covering its sensors, and I quickly snatched up the crippled spider and held it around its waist, pointing its nose at the drone’s aft end.  “SHOOT!” I yelled, and Bertha triggered the broken little thing’s laser.
Naturally the too-brief-in-duration beam missed, since it could only be aimed by perfectly aligning the spider’s body with the target, something I hadn’t quite accomplished.  Still, the momentary burst of radiant energy drew the drone’s attention away from B’naah---a good thing---and directed it toward me.  That wasn’t so good.
I could hear a high-pitched whine coming from it, and I figured things were about to end badly for Tom Barnes, when another laser beam, coming from the doorway to my left, struck the front of the alien machine, apparently blinding its sensor array.  The drone turned toward the new threat, presenting me a half-way decent “broadside” target. I carefully aimed the spider I was holding at the drone’s rear and my little legless horror once again spat a searing red beam out its nose.
A hit!
The rear of the drone showed a momentary hot spot, then it flash-banged as its power source died.  I unceremoniously dropped the crippled spider and leapt to where B’naah was huddled in the corner, and out of the corner of my eye I saw L’raan’s and F’leek’s heads peer in the open door, then they scramble into the room, being careful not to get near the now-immobile, smoking and sizzling drone.
The elderly Yularian was whimpering and trying to push her way deeper into the corner, and I spent frantic moments doing everything I knew to do to comfort and soothe her---to no avail.  It took L’raan’s sharp voice and firm grasp on flailing arms to break the old vixen’s panic, and when B’naah’s eyes finally lost their mindless terror she looked at both her granddaughter and me---and broke into wailing, yelping tears.  L’raan enfolded the old doctor into her arms to let her cry herself out, and since matters seemed to be under control I withdrew, stood and stepped over to examine the ruin of the black mechanical monster that had tried to kill us.  F’leek was standing there, seemingly in shock as he stared at the thing, and I told him, my voice shaky, “Welcome to our world, Mister Ambassador.  It seems somebody---or some thing---didn’t get the message to stand down.”
The young male looked at me with horror-filled eyes, and I think he aged a decade before finally saying, “Nothing brings an issue into sharp focus faster than seeing lethal force used in front of one’s eyes.”  He reached a tentative hand out and grasped my arm.  “After viewing the video records of the first attack, Tom, I didn’t doubt you.”  He glanced back at the smoking, stinking horror that had fallen to the floor.  “But after experiencing it first-hand---”  He snarled, his impressive fangs bared.  “Friend Tom, you’ve got the full resources of my government---my people---at your disposal to find out just who is behind this…this obscenity!”
I laid a hand atop his, saying, “Thank you, sir.  I just hope and pray that the trail to the source doesn’t lead us in directions neither of us want.”
“Tom,” came L’raan’s soft call, and I quickly rejoined the vixens, kneeling down to where they were still huddled in the corner.  B’naah had calmed down, and I quickly inquired as to injuries.
She reached out a shaky hand and took mine in a surprisingly strong grasp.  “You…you fought that---thing---with…a broom?  A broom…against a…a plasma canon?”
I laughed nervously.  “Harsh language wasn’t gonna work, my dear, so I did what I could with what I had.”
“But---you killed it!” she insisted.
“No,” I countered, “Bertha’s poor little torn-up spider killed it, but only after a second spider blinded it and allowed me to better aim the damaged one’s laser.”
“No, Tom,” she barked, “I’m old but I’m not blind.  It was trying to kill me, and you attacked it...and then you killed it!”  She pulled me closer, and I didn’t know if she was going to bite me, or---
Instead, she brought my head close to hers, then she licked my nose ever-so-gently.  “Thank you, Tom, for saving my life---again.”
She seemed reluctant to release me, so L’raan and I carefully helped the old soul to her shaky feet, then we walked her past the robotic destruction and back into the den where we made her comfortable on the couch.  Her granddaughter carefully checked her for injuries---none beyond a few bruises---and I drew F’leek back with me into the kitchen.  Out of earshot of the den I tiredly asked, “OK, Bertha, how’d this one get past your guard?”
“As best I can determine,” the AI stated quietly from a ceiling speaker, “it has been inside the freezer all along.  When B’naah lifted the lid my spider jumped up to the rim, and that’s when B’naah screamed and fell back into the corner, knocking some containers off a shelf.  The intense cold and a coating of ice apparently hindered the drone’s sensors, or it no doubt would have killed her before she got away.  My spider immediately engaged it, but could not get into position to fire its laser.  The rest you know.”
“You’re saying it’s been in there all along?” I stated, incredulous.  “Why didn’t it stand down like the one in the kitchen?”
“Until I can examine its memory module---which I will do before Art’s recovery team gets here in the morning---I won’t know for sure, but I theorize that the metal case of the freezer, along with all the dense, frozen food that surrounded it, blocked the deactivation signal that we now know disabled the one found in the kitchen.  From what I can tell, this one was buried deep under packages of food and was in the process of tunneling out.  Had B’naah not opened the lid, I surmise it would have soon broken free of the freezer.”
I got a sudden chill.  “Then it would have been free to attack us all.”  F’leek’s eyes widened in understanding.
“I regret that I’m not infallible,” Bertha stated, “and it’s very possible I would not have detected it, or even been able to disable it, before it killed or at least seriously injured any or all of you.”
 
F’leek and I eventually managed to throw together a meal that wasn’t too shabby, but predictably none of us had much of an appetite.  Still, our bodies had to be fed, and once we’d demolished some undamaged steaks I found in the bottom of the freezer, we left the remains on the table and once more adjourned to the den.  No coffee or Gatorade this time, however.  I broke out four crystal glasses, three straws and a decent bottle of my favorite hearty, semi-sweet red wine.  “I know Yularians enjoy at least some of our adult beverages, and I'm betting this one will meet with everybody’s approval.”  I poured generous portions of the rich, aromatic wine into our glasses, then raised mine in a toast.  “To victory over our mysterious enemies!”
“To victory!” the ambassador barked, and both vixens echoed him, then we all sampled the wine.  F’leek’s eyes got wide and his ears stood to attention, then he licked his chops and managed a canid grin.  “Another fine trade item!” he crowed before taking another long tug on his straw.  Not the most elegant way to drink wine, but it worked.
B’naah seemed to enjoy the wine, while her granddaughter coughed at first, then pulled harder on her straw.  “The beverage has a firm bite,” the elderly vixen stated, “but it's a most pleasant one.”
“Stronger than the white wine you served us the other night, Tom, but...very nice!” L’raan hissed around her straw as she further drained her glass.
One refill apiece and the bottle was empty, and I noticed that the young vixen’s gaze was becoming a bit…fuzzy.  “Perhaps it’s time we all turned in,” I offered.  “F’leek, you are most welcome to stay the night.”  When he made to protest I countered with, “From his earlier actions today, I really don't trust your pilot to fly down here in the dark, so why not wait until the daylight when the ride will be safer for all concerned.”  The Yularian ambassador again looked a bit uncertain, and I added, “My security AI is on highest alert---aren’t you, Bertha?---and she’s been rechecking the entire house and surroundings for additional threats.  All clear?”
“No additional threats found, Tom,” Bertha reported.  “The house is in full lock-down mode.”
“Very well!” I declared.  “Please contact the Yularian embassy and let them know that Ambassador D’naad will be accepting my hospitality for the evening.”  I smiled at the young Yularian.  “However, say nothing to them about the drone’s attack.  No need to let our unknown enemy know we’ve dodged yet another bullet.”
Before I could say anything else B’naah interrupted.  “With the stress of the evening still so fresh, I, for one, don’t relish the idea of sleeping alone.”  Oh?  “With everyone’s agreement I suggest L’raan and F’leek take my room, and---if Tom doesn’t mind---I’ll bed down with him.”  Oh really!  “We Yularians often share beds, so I can’t imagine there being an objection with our two youngsters.”  The old vixen was, if nothing else, quite assertive.
The two young members of our little group looked at each other; F’leek looking for all the world like he was embarrassed, while L’raan---well, she looked both demure…and hungry.  “Works for me,” I stated, “but you need to understand something, B’naah---I snore.”
“Your snoring,” she said, “is the least of my worries.  I’ll probably be seeing that damnable drone reaching for me in my sleep, so you may have to contend with an occasional scream.”
“I think we’ll manage,” I soothed, rising from my chair.  The three Yularians climbed to their feet---L’raan somewhat unsteadily---and the young vixen reached out a hand to her soon-to-be bedmate, then they slowly made their way down the hall.
B’naah and I watched their retreat, and I noticed that L’raan’s tail---and her butt---was twitching and swaying a bit more than usual.  Apparently her grandmother noticed, too.  “You surprise me, Tom Barnes,” she said in low tones.  “I didn’t realize at first that you were intentionally playing ‘matchmaker’.”  She looked up at me.  “But you are, aren’t you?”
After a long moment, during which time the young couple entered the bedroom at the end of the hall and closed the door, I said, “The opportunity presented itself, and I did what I thought best.”
“You and I still have much to discuss,” she stated, “and your ‘later’ has become ‘now’.”  She took me firmly by the hand and added, “I’m told humans often talk long into the night while lying in bed.  Perhaps it’s time you and I gave it a try.”
 



 

Chapter 17
Pillow Talk
 
Once secure behind my bedroom’s heavy, solid door, I sat on the edge of my bed and said, “So.  What’s on your mind that couldn’t wait until tomorrow?”
The old vixen stood glaring at me, her black-furred hands on her hips.  Finally, “I do not understand you, Thomas Barnes.  You take my granddaughter to bed, then you all but throw the new ambassador at her.  Did you tire of her so quickly?”
Her accusation hit me like gasoline on a hot barbeque grill, but I managed to keep myself from grabbing her by the ruff and tossing her out the door---but just barely!  “Let me tell you one thing, old woman,” I snarled, “and I’ll say it only once:  I have done nothing improper with or to your granddaughter, nor do I ever intend to.  I don’t give a shit if you believe me, but if you ask her I think she’ll back me up---at which time I’ll expect an apology from you.  Understand?”
She backed up a half-step from the intensity of my reply, but to her credit she didn’t cringe or cower.  “Proper and improper are vague terms when applied to alien cultures, Tom,” she retorted.  “What’s proper in Yularian society may very well be scandalous in yours, and vice-versa.  Now that you’ve been given back your health and youthful vitality, are you telling me you have no sexual interest in young females, or---do you prefer young males?”
Hot damn, but she knew how to push my buttons!  “Let’s get a few things straight,” I said through clenched teeth.  “I’m a hundred percent hetero; males don’t ‘flip my switch’.  Yularian females, while pleasing to my eye and sometimes pleasant to be around---when they’re not insulting me or accusing me of indecencies---are a species different from mine, and I've never had a desire to do any ‘cross-shopping’.
“And finally,” I stated, but without the earlier fire, “L’raan is…is too much like my oldest daughter.  Was like, when…when Millie was her age.  Smart, headstrong, loving---”  I paused.  “Sharon, her younger sister, wasn’t like that at all.  She struggled in school, let her older sister boss her around, and eventually---threw her life away.”
B’naah noted the change that had come over me, and she stepped closer, her head tilted in canid puzzlement.  “I knew your wife died some years ago, Tom, but you never said anything about your daughters.  What have I missed?”
“You knew that Marge, my wife, died of cancer, right?”  She nodded.  “Finding a cure for cancer that works as well for us as it does for Yularians is one thing we hope your advance medical science can provide.”
“We’re working on that,” she said, “and with what we learned with you, our first live human subject, we believe we’re making solid progress.”  She peered at me.  “But tell me about your daughters.”
“They’re dead!” I snarled, and I guess the intensity of my response finally broke through the crusty old vixen’s veneer, because this time she recoiled in shock.  “Why do you think I was so upset when you pushed L’raan into this…this mess?  Other than her being a different species, she’s almost a carbon copy of my Millie!  Every time I turned around I saw Millie---and I also saw Millie in horrible danger!  Her mannerisms, her personality---other than it being Yularian-arrogant---remind me so much of Millie I sometimes find it hard to breathe!”  After a moment I calmed down and only said, “Sorry.  I…I didn’t mean to shout at you.  You had no way of knowing.”
Still, she couldn’t leave it alone.  “Thomas, I’m still confused.  L’raan has shared your bed since you both arrived here, yet you claim to feel toward her as you would your daughter.”  Her head was tilted again.  “Doesn’t your society have strict taboos against incest?”
That did it!  I bounced to my feet and towered over the old physician, rage---and youthful hormones---almost getting the best of me.  “That’s enough!” I thundered, then at a slightly lower volume, “I never touched my daughters that way, nor did I ever touch your granddaughter.  Once the mechs attacked us, L’raan begged to sleep with me because she was terrified of sleeping alone.  I didn’t like it---not only because she stank, courtesy of your damned tampering, but because it was like having Millie crawl into bed with Marge and me like she did as a small child when the terrible thunder storms we have here rolled through at night.  Still, I didn’t refuse my young child the comfort of her parents then, and I didn’t refuse L’raan what comfort she could find from curling up next to a warm alien body.
“But you’d better understand that in all cases it was a chaste sleep.”
The elderly scientist had backed up against the door in retreat from my outrage, and I grated, ice still in my voice, “You were quick to invite yourself to my bed, so let’s see just how quickly you can uninvited yourself.  There’s no apparent threat hovering over us tonight, and I damned sure don’t need the company.”  Her lower jaw dropped open in astonishment as she finally realized just how far she’d stepped over the bounds of propriety.  “But on second thought,” I added, “since I’m the one who invited you to stay here, you can have the damned bed and I’ll sleep on the couch.  At least one of us still has manners.”
I grabbed my pillow and pulled a sheet from the linen shelf in the closet, but when I moved to the door B’naah wouldn’t stand aside.  Tail drooping, ears down, her entire manner was that of a whipped dog.  Or fox.  Crap.  She didn’t seem to know what to do with her hands, and eventually she reached out with one and gently---firmly---nudged me back to the bed.  “Sit, Tom.  Please,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.  “I’ve let a tired old grandmother’s suspicions overrule my sensibilities, and for that I am truly sorry.”  When I remained standing she again urged me, “Please sit.  It makes my back hurt to always be looking up at you towering humans, so I would beg of you to make allowances for my age---and my foolishness.”
Against my better judgment I sat on the side of the bed, and before I could say anything she joined me---and leaned her head against me!  I was so shocked I didn’t know which to do first; push her away or jump up and leave---so I did nothing for the moment, which gave her time to defuse the situation.
“Thomas, I’ve said so many hurtful, hateful things this evening I don’t know where to begin to…to repair the damage.”  She wasn’t looking up at me, nor was she doing anything other than leaning against my arm.  “When I arrived here I had no idea your daughters were dead, nor did I in any way suspect you held anything but the basest, crudest feelings toward L’raan.  Most Yularians believe human males view females---human and alien alike---as little more than sex objects to be used and then discarded.”  Then she did look up at me.  “I’m glad to know that’s not true.”
“It’s still true in a few of the oppressive, theologically-barbaric cultures,” I grumbled, “but most men in the civilized world view females as equal partners, both in business and in life, and despite the rude jokes and comments I seriously doubt that, were they given an opportunity, very many decent men would be comfortable bedding a non-human female.”
“What happened to your daughters, Tom?  This was not in your records.”
I stared into space for a time, then heard myself saying in a monotone, “Millie, the oldest, died many years ago in the World Trade Center terrorist attack.  She left behind  three children, all grown now, and a husband, now remarried.  Sharon...was a problem child and left home shortly after she graduated from high school.  She wound up living---if you can call it that---as a virtual slave in a commune-type setting in Costa Rica, and eventually died of malaria when the ignorant bastard running the place refused to allow a competent doctor access to their little ‘paradise’”.  I glanced at B’naah, but didn’t really see her.  “I received word a few years later from my good friend Art Goldman that the head of the place had died.”  A pause.  “Art didn’t tell me exactly how the bastard died, only that the roach died of ‘acute poisoning’.”  I must have grinned evilly, because the old vixen recoiled a bit.  “Knowing how good a shot Art is with a sniper rifle, it was probably lead poisoning---in the head.”
After a long moment of silence I took a deep breath, then looked at the old doctor.  “Sorry,” I said with a sigh.  “Parents aren't supposed to outlive their children, but life and reality have a way of breaking the rules.”  I stood, the mental baggage of my long life suddenly making my rejuvenated body feel the full weight of its eighty six years.  “And with that…I bid you good night.”  Once again grabbing my pillow and sheet, I reached for the bedroom door.
“No,” came B’naah’s gently-barked response as she firmly grasped my arm.  “If anybody sleeps on the couch in the den, it will be me.”  When I paused to scowl at her she added, “This foolishness has gone on too long, Tom.  I was wrong and I don’t know how else to apologize other than to plead for your forgiveness---which I'm doing---and to ask once more to share your bed tonight.  Please?”
I sighed, then tossed my pillow back onto the bed.  Pointing to the bathroom I said, “You first.”
Tilting her head at me in obvious confusion she said, “I…I bathed not all that long ago, Tom.  Is my scent so offensive?”
Laughing, I explained, “If you can stand my hairless monkey stink, I can certainly deal with your natural vixen aroma.”  When she still looked puzzled I clarified, “You drank plenty of iced tea at supper, and you also drank wine afterwards.  Pee now, and you may not have to get up three times during the night.  Don’t pee now…and suffer the consequences.”
Once we’d both relieved ourselves I noticed her slowly bending and twisting while standing next to the bed.  When I asked her why she was doing that, she said, “I’m basically as old as you were before your rejuvenation treatment, and my back hurts.”
Nodding, I said, “I can certainly relate to that, but I also know something that might help.”  When I got a questioning stare I pointed to the bed and said, “Lie on your stomach with your muzzle barely hanging off the edge.”  She looked at me like I’d sprouted horns and a devil’s tail.  “For pity’s sake, I’m going to rub your back!” I growled.  After a moment’s jaw-dropping surprise, she climbed onto the bed and positioned herself like I instructed---except for one thing:  “Drop your butt!” I snapped.  “I’m going to rub your back, not hump you!”  She complied, and I thought I heard a soft giggle.
Over the next fifteen minutes I worked from her neck down to the base of her thick, furry tail.  As I got there she looked back at me in apparent shock, and I said, “Will you relax!  I’m not going to do anything rude to you.  My old German Sheppard dog used to beg back rubs from me, and she’d get grouchy if I didn’t work the entire length of her spine.  Since you’re obviously a distant canid cousin, I thought you’d appreciate my efforts.”  She snorted, then dropped her head back to hang snout-down over the side of the bed.  By the time I worked my way back up her spine she was nearly asleep, and when I was done I hated to disturb her, but I couldn’t lie down with her stretched out across the bed.
Once we were situated and the lights extinguished, she said, “Thank you, Tom.  That was wonderful.  Very few Yularians provide that service since it requires permanently removing our claws or learning to do it while wearing terribly uncomfortable gloves.  Those who do are well-paid and highly respected.”
“I was happy to give my wife back rubs all the years we were together.  I’m glad you enjoyed it.”
“Tom?  Why did you save me?”
“Hmmm?”
“You saved my life twice; once carrying me like a child when we were told an airborne threat was imminent, and then again when the drone attacked me.  Why?  I can’t mean anything to you---”
“You’re wrong, B’naah.  You have no idea just how wrong you are.  Now go to sleep.”
 

Chapter 18
The Morning After
 
Breakfast time found me in the kitchen, hovering over a griddle of sizzling bacon while slurping my first mug of coffee.  The two young Yularians came following their snouts, bumping shoulders and thighs as they walked, characteristic of four-legged canid/vulpine lovers.
“Grandmother is in the shower---”  L’raan began after they groggily plopped their butts into chairs at the table, but after catching a whiff of strong, distinctive musk, I interrupted her.
“And that’s where you two need to be as soon as she’s done.”  Momentarily confused, she started to question me, but I cut her short again with, “After a night of you two playing ‘hide-a-snake’, I’m not going to have you stinking up my kitchen---now git!” and I gestured towards their room with a long-handled grill fork.
They “got”.
A few slurps of coffee later, after I was mostly done frying the bacon, B’naah came padding through the doorway, her thinning, graying fur still damp.  “Juice is in the ‘fridge, glasses in the dishwasher and straws in the drawer by the sink,” I stated, not pausing in my task.
Sniffing the air as she moved to pour herself some chilled grape juice, she said, “Were the youngsters just in here?  I heard them in their room after I finished with the fur dryer, but---”
Laughing, I replied, “Yeah, they came mooching in a few minutes ago, but I threw them out with orders to go get a shower.  Even my numb human nose could tell what they’d been doing all night, and I didn’t want them stinking up breakfast.”
The old vixen snorted in amusement, then pulled hard on her straw before setting her glass aside and beginning to dig out plates, glasses and tableware.
“I thought your species only engaged in sex when the females were in estrus,” I stated, blotting the platter of hot, cooked bacon with a couple of paper towels.
Tilting her head at me, she eventually replied, “Like you humans, we evolved to enjoy sexual relations most any time.  It’s just that, at estrus, the extra hormones and pheromones make it more…‘intense’, and of course at that time an unprotected female can become pregnant.”  I nodded as I began frying a griddle pan full of sausage links.  “Luckily,” she added, “we long ago perfected an annual birth control implant that only prevents conception, with no detrimental health effects on the female.”
“Yeah,” I said, disgusted, “we did something similar, too, but several of our religions forbid the use of it or any other effective method.  They’d rather breed us out of room and food than prevent a single unwanted pregnancy.”
The table was set, a baking sheet was covered with cheese-topped slices of whole-wheat bread ready for the broiler, and I was getting ready to start cracking eggs when the still-damp young couple again bumped and nudged their way through the door and sheepishly took their seats at the table.  “Fried OK with everyone?” I asked and got happy nods all around.  “Good!  Somebody stick the bread under the broiler and start pouring juice.  I’ll have the hen fruit up shortly.”  F’leek didn’t understand the mealtime terminology, but the two females quickly moved to my bidding, and shortly thereafter we sat down to eat.
Conversation was sparse as we dined, but L’raan managed to softly yip/whine/growl to her grandmother, “Did you and Tom---?” and she looked suggestively in my direction, not realizing that my hearing was sharp enough to hear her question, and apparently forgetting that I understood Yularian.
“Manners!” B’naah softly snarled at the young female.  “We are guests in this house, and private matters are to remain private!”  With a final snort the old vixen added, “What Tom and I do is our business, not yours!”
Chastised, L’raan’s ears drooped and she silently returned to her breakfast.  What the elderly physician did not reveal was that she’d awakened screaming and crying three times during the night, and each time I had to soothe her, holding her, petting her, talking her down from the nightmares brought on by the attack of the murderous Yularian drone.  Fear had left her smelling quite rank, and we both knew the youngsters would quickly detect it and ask embarrassing questions.  When we finally arose for the day she’d headed for the shower between my office and the other bedroom where her special fur shampoo and fur dryer awaited.
 
Once breakfast was done I had Bertha contact the Yularian embassy to come get F’leek, but before the flyer arrived we had one final strategy session---and a surprise.
“Then we’re all in agreement now?” I said in a quick review.  “Both B’naah and L’raan will accompany me on the publicity tour, and since you, F’leek, feel it’s secure against unauthorized monitoring, we’ll carry the interstellar videophone to stay in touch with both you and trustworthy contacts on your home world.”
The ambassador yipped and nodded in agreement, stating, “I may be new at this, but I’m not without my own resources, and as I make discoveries I will notify you.”  He stepped close to me and extended his right hand.  “Thank you, friend Tom.  My eyes have been opened, and my duty is clear.”  I shook his hand---and he quickly leaned closer and licked me on the cheek.  “Take good care of the females,” he whispered.
Turning to the vixens, he stated seriously, “There are many issues to be addressed, wrongs to be corrected, attitudes to be changed.  It began here.”  He leaned forward and licked B’naah properly on the snout, and she returned the courtesy.  Then he stepped closer to L’raan.  “Please keep me in your heart, as I hold you in mine.  If…if we survive the coming storm I believe we could have a bright future together.”  The young vixen smiled and licked his face so thoroughly I thought she’d wash off the fur.  He gave her a long, sensuous lick in return, then reluctantly turned to head out the front door and meet the Yularian flyer that had just landed.
“Wait!” came a sharp command from one of Bertha’s ever-present spiders.  “I foresee the need to remain in contact with all of you in the coming time, and the best way I know to do that is by having you wear a device disguised as innocent-looking jewelry.  My recent upgrade included a small repair and fabrication module, and while this is the only one completed, by the end of the day I will complete slightly different-looking ones for Tom and the females.  Ambassador D’naad, it is not my intention to spy on you and your official business (a whopper of a lie---and by a machine!), but if you wear this small trinket I can communicate directly with you at any time, any place, and by going through me you can make instant contact with Tom, B’naah and L’raan as well, and without having to set up the videophone.  Also, while your interstellar videophone system may be secure at this moment, due to its widespread use it is subject to compromise at any time.  My small-scale means of communication can-and-will be frequently updated, hopefully keeping at least one step ahead of our foes.”  The young male reached down and took a rather plain-looking inch-wide pewter-colored medallion on a thin silver rope chain from the spider’s outstretched claws.  In the middle of it was a round onyx cabochon.  He quickly hung it around his neck, and the medallion and chain almost vanished into his lush upper chest fur.  “There are no controls; just speak my name when you know you’re not being observed.  If anyone questions you about it,” the AI’s voice said, now coming from the medallion in a surprisingly-rich tone, and with ample volume, “simply smile and say it was a gift from a female admirer.”
As he again turned to leave I added with a smirk and a nod to the ugly mechanical spider, “I guarantee L’raan won’t be jealous.”
 
In a way I felt sorry for the young vixen.  In recent days she’d had her entire world turned upside down, not to mention nearly dying from poisoning.  Now the one bright spot of normalcy in her life had just flown away, possibly never to be seen again, and it amazed me that she didn’t simply crumble into a furry, weepy lump.  Still, she was noticeably subdued as I worked the telephone, making final arrangements to appear on television shows, give interviews and make appearances at special functions all over the country in the next two months.  Most details of the public relations schedule had been worked out long in advance, but couldn’t be finalized until I was back on Earth and settled in.  Yet there was one small item the Yularians hadn’t counted on:  We weren’t driving to these appearances (except the nearby ones), nor were we traveling by public or government aircraft.
I’d been a private pilot until my health crapped out, and I fully intended to fly us wherever we needed to go.
 
Art Goldman had everything arranged and amazingly streamlined.  I had special waivers waiting for me at the Jacksonville FAA office, and a doctor met me there and gave me an extensive physical, which I of course passed without a hitch.  Then a flight instructor grilled me on current FAA rules and regulations, and a pair of (brave!) inspectors rode with me on a check ride---in my old twin-engine airplane, which I’d sorrowfully sold to my friend Art five years earlier.  The whole process took an entire day, but by the time it was done I was in proud possession of my updated, reinstated, shiny-new private pilot’s license, and Art presented me with the keys and a fresh bill of sale for my (formerly his) Diamond DA-42 turbo-diesel four-seat airplane!  Of course I gave him a rather fat little check in return (we were the best of friends, but that airplane was expensive!), and I also had all the proper forms and insurance papers filled out, certified, notarized and filed.
But the bottom line was, I had my little twin-engine airplane back!
 
Having a bit of fame and financial security had its benefits, and after the first movie made from one of my books became a hit I netted enough money to realize one of my lifelong dreams---and I bought my first airplane.  Like boats and sports cars, the first one is never “good enough”, and over the years I’d traded up to newer, fancier models, finally settling on a sleek little composite-body four-seat twin.  When my health finally ended my ability to maintain my license I reluctantly sold the airplane to my old friend, who was qualified to fly virtually anything with wings.  He’d taken me up in it a couple of times, and even gave me some illegal, unauthorized stick time after my license had expired---but it just wasn’t fun anymore.  The rejuvenation process turned all that upside down, and I was itching to get back in the air.
However, all was not smooth with one of the Yularians.  Considering the previous attempts on our lives, L’raan thought the idea of flying in a small, unarmed aircraft to various interviews, engagements and such was sheer madness.  Of course it was madness; that was the whole idea!  Art and I hoped to lure the bad guys out of hiding where they could be caught, and we also didn’t want to get innocent civilians killed in the process---which could very well happen should we travel on commercial airliners or any other form of public transportation.  If, instead, we simply let the military haul us around, the bad guys probably wouldn’t dare try anything, so we’d be safe…and absolutely nothing would be learned.  What the bad guys did NOT know was Art and his boys would shadow us on land, in the air and by satellite everywhere we went, and would have agents sprinkled throughout any crowds and audiences.  We would be almost as well-protected as the president, only covertly, and with Bertha’s new little “trinkets” we’d always be in touch, since Art would have that capability, too.  The vixens were given similar small medallions, and the one I wore was disguised as a nondescript gold Christian cross---with a black cabochon onyx in it---on a small curb link chain around my neck.  Nobody would even look twice at it.
 
Preparations for the first out-of-town interview, an appearance on a wildly popular late-night talk show, took a solid week, and I have to say that once the vixens mulled over the travel plans---with all the “hidden” security---they settled down.  For a short while, though, it had been touchy.
“I will not participate in this insanity!” L’raan angrily stated when she realized we three would be flying to the distant interviews in my little airplane.  “Our enemies have almost killed us time and time again, and this only invites them to complete the job!”
It was B’naah, however, who best defended the scheme, and eventually brought L’raan around.
“Granddaughter,” she began, “it’s understandable that, given your frightful experiences, you might not want to expose yourself to further danger, and if you desire to go home now I’ll contact our embassy and make the arrangements.  I’ll even make sure you are given credit for the time spent here, which---while incomplete---will nevertheless enhance your grades and further your advancement toward your degree.”  L’raan snorted.  “Sadly, since we have not solved the mystery of who is trying to eliminate us, we also cannot protect you from additional attempts on your life during and after your trip home.  As the humans say it, you will be completely on your own.”
Oh, L’raan did not like that!
“It’s not that I want to go home,” the young vixen whined, “I simply do not agree that traveling in Tom’s unarmored aircraft is safe.”  Her ears were back and she was literally quivering with rage---or fear.  Perhaps both.
B’naah, on the other hand, looked perfectly relaxed.  So much for appearances.  After a moment of contemplative silence the old vixen literally sprang from her cushion, lunging at the young female…and catching her granddaughter totally off-guard!  Crouching over the cowering younger female like a wolf over a rabbit, the elderly physician bared her still-formidable teeth, snarling, “Safe?  Since when has any of this been safe?”
The young Yularian couldn’t escape; she couldn’t even burrow further into the couch’s cushions.  “You have always had at least a protective layer of defense between your precious hide and these mechanical monsters,” the old physician snarled, “while I spent eternal moments nose to nose with one---so do not preach to me about being safe!”  She quickly buried her fangs in L’raan’s throat fur, growling, then released the terrified vixen’s throat and continued, “In case you haven’t been paying attention, youngster, all of us may die if we don’t find out who or what is behind this.  That’s all Yularians and humans, and possibly other species, too.  Our lives hang on being able to flush these monsters out into the open, so we can rip their throats out!”  Once again the snarling old physician buried her fangs in L’raan’s unprotected throat fur, then released her.  “Has it not been made clear to you what we’re facing?  Our lives mean nothing if we cannot discover who or what our enemy is!  Not yours, not mine, not Tom’s, not even your precious F’leek’s.”  B’naah nimbly climbed off her thoroughly cowed granddaughter and stood scowling at her.  “I gladly place my life in the hands of Tom and his friends because the price of not doing so may very well be species death.”  She snarled at L’raan, disgusted.  “It is time, youngster, for you to hunt the @#^#!!!!---*…or cower in your den and let your children starve.”
I didn’t know what the hell a “@#^#!!!!---*” was---from the sound of the comment probably some terribly dangerous prey animal from their ancient history---but I know the effect it had on L’raan.  She cringed like she’d been slapped, then whining, with her head down, ears flat and tail drooping, she slowly crawled off the couch and approached me in my old recliner.  She started to get down on the floor, but knowing what was coming I stopped her.
“Enough!” I barked.  “You will not present your throat to me again in this house.”
“But---” she whined, “I must!  I shamed both myself and my grandmother, and I---”
“No, L’raan,” I said, reaching out and, pulling her down and into the chair like a child, wrapped her quivering body into a firm embrace.  She momentarily reminded me of my old German Sheppard dog, which loved to crawl into my lap when she was a pup---but L’raan was certainly no dog.  “It’s all right to be afraid; we’re all afraid,” I soothed.  “If you remember, I promised you and B’naah that I’d do everything in my power to protect you, and I fully intend to keep that promise.”  She looked up into my face, her eyes wide.  I glanced at B’naah before continuing, “But this is war, and war requires risk, often great risk.”  I paused before explaining, “If The Enemy thinks we are relatively unprotected, it may show its hand---or claw, or tentacle---in public, or at least in a place where Art and his people can take direct action against it.  We’re going to be very well guarded, guarded in ways you can’t even imagine and I cannot tell you about, but also guarded in ways we hope won’t be obvious to those who wish us harm.”  I gave the vixen a comforting squeeze.  “Things may get exciting, but I think we’ll come through it just fine---but for it to work your grandmother and I need you to help us, to make things look as normal as possible for the next couple of months.”  Smiling at her, I said, “Think you can do that?”
She nodded, her tail gently thumping on my leg.  And then she licked my nose.  Gaahhh!
 
Working out amiable, comfortable sleeping arrangements, both at my house and on the road, took a bit of good old-fashioned diplomacy---meaning I had to compromise far more than I wanted.
The first night after F’leek left got a bit awkward, since L’raan didn’t want to sleep alone and B’naah…well, I knew the old vixen still had dark shadows of murderous little machines haunting her memories.  The two females began snipping, snapping and dancing around sleeping arrangements a good hour before we’d planned to retire, but before it reached the point of bloodshed I stepped into the---  Well, let’s just say I “stepped in it”.
“Damn it!” I thundered.  “Have you both forgotten that I understand Yularian?”  Apparently they had.  Lowering my voice from stage projection to merely unpleasantly loud, I barked, “You don’t want to sleep alone?  Fine!  The bed at the end of the hall easily sleeps two.  You’re both family, so both of you use it.  I damned sure don’t need a bed-warmer.”
Oh, that went over well.  Not!
I got hurt-feelings whining from both vixens, something I really hadn’t expected.  “What’s gotten into you?” I asked in exasperation.  “Both of you are acting like spoiled children!  Neither of you can sleep with me when we’re traveling, so you might as well get used to it now.”  When their whining continued I growled, “You’re forgetting that this is my world, and my society would have a hissy-fit if it thought that a man was bunking with an alien female---much less two of them!”
“But---we aren’t…or at least I’m not having sex with you!” L’raan argued, and was promptly nipped by her snarling grandmother.  “OW!”  Ears laid back, she barred her impressive teeth, snarling in return.
“Knock it off, both of you,” I said, sighing.  “Were you human, or were I Yularian, we’d no doubt be ‘bumping uglies’ like mindless critters---but we’re not the same species, and it’s just not going to happen.”
“But…but you wrote about love between dissimilar species in your books!” L’raan said, her head tilted in confusion.  “I…we thought---”
“Ladies---” I began, sighing heavier, “I write stories for entertainment.  What I write is not necessarily what I personally believe in---or practice.  Most fiction writers do the same; we create characters and situations for the purpose of our readers’ amusement.  One of my characters was a cold-blooded killer; I, on the other hand, have never killed a sentient being!  Another of my characters was certifiably insane, yet I’ve never been judged as such---but the two of you are rapidly pushing me in that direction!”  Their jaws hung open in surprise.  “A different one of my characters wound up almost screwing the ears off a sexy female alien---”  Their ears perked up and their eyes widened.  I snorted and shook my head.  “Forget it.  Not gonna happen.”
 
So of course while at home both of them wound up sleeping---but only sleeping---with me in my king-size bed.  When staying in hotels we always had adjoining rooms with a discrete connecting door---for security, of course.  Funny thing, though; I usually wound up with a king-size bed in my room.
You do the math.
 



 

Chapter 19
Showtime!
 
The first time I took the vixens up in my airplane I feared I’d have to have the snug little cabin steam-cleaned.  I’d worried that B’naah’s well-worn stomach might not tolerate flight in a small aircraft, but the old physician did fine.  L’raan, however, proved that a fur-covered creature can damned sure turn “green around the gills”---or pale around the muzzle---under the right circumstances.
The elderly vixen made herself comfortable in the back seat, while L’raan happily buckled herself into the right-hand co-pilot seat, staring at the mostly electronic instrument panel like a delighted child.  “I’ve never been in anything even remotely like this, Tom!” she enthused.  “It’s wonderfully primitive, yet it has two big video panels!”
“Primitive,” I muttered.  At least I didn’t have to wear the goofy-looking, hastily-constructed headsets the canid-like vixens were saddled with, nor did my “primitive” vehicle require its passengers to ride in cold sleep like their oh-so-high-tech starship “hoppers” did.
I went through my preflight checklist, spinning up the propellers on the twin four-cylinder turbodiesel engines and eventually taxiing out to prepare for takeoff.  B’naah remained silent, seemingly at ease with the whole “primitive” procedure.  Not L’raan.  She asked so many questions about what I was doing I had to shush her several times just so I could complete my task and talk to the tower.
And then it was time to fly!
 
The little airplane’s load was moderate so once I gave the engines full-throttle it didn’t take long before we were clear of the pavement and I could rotate the nose skyward.  Light aircraft tend to bounce and dip in the often-unsettled air far more than large, heavy machines, and my little composite-body twin was no exception.  As we gained altitude and I became more vigilant in my visual sweeps for other aircraft I soon noticed that L’raan had gotten very quiet and uncharacteristically still.  B’naah seemed to be thoroughly enjoying the ride, but L’raan---  Oh, this was about to get ugly!  Her eyes were so wide I thought they’d bug out of her head, and she was panting hard and frequently swallowing, a sure sign she was getting thoroughly airsick.
“B’naah!” I yelled.  “Is there anything for nausea in that little med kit you carry?  L’raan’s in trouble, and I damned sure don’t want her blowing chunks in here!”
The old doctor felt it best to keep a few medical items handy when we were away from the house, in case I developed a rejuvenation-related problem.  None of us expected we’d need it for one of the Yularians!  She dug in the toiletry-size bag, then quickly assembled a small hypo and charged it from two different vials.  Unbuckling her safety harness, she leaned forward and deftly jabbed the needle into her granddaughter's upper  left arm, eliciting a yelp of pain from the young vixen.  “Close your eyes!” she barked over the stereo drone of the engines, and moments later L’raan did as ordered.  Since we were still in the vicinity of the airport, I had to pay most of my attention to flying the airplane and watching for traffic, only sparing occasional glances at my ill passenger.
But damned if B’naah’s concoction didn't work!  Within moments L’raan’s desperate panting eased (I’d already directed most of the fresh-air dashboard vents to blow on her) and she began to relax.  And relax.  And relax.  In fact, within ninety seconds the young vixen was virtually asleep, and I, too, began to relax.  In time I said, “B’naah, my dear, you saved the day.  Whatever you gave her looks like it’ll hold her until I can get us safe back to the airport.”
“No!” the old physician barked.  “Do not cut this flight short on her account!”  When I questioned her statement she explained, “I am to blame for this, Tom.  While I have flown many times in small machines, my granddaughter hasn’t, and I was remiss in not preparing her for the unsettling motion such light machines have.”  When I pointed to the now-snoring vixen, her long tongue lolling out the side of her muzzle, B’naah added, “She will sleep for the next several hours, but her subconscious mind will experience the movements, and it will remember and learn from them.  The next time we fly, she will only require a mild sedative.  Soon she will require nothing.”
And so it came to be that both Yularians became good traveling companions as we crisscrossed the country by air, ever mindful of the welcome shadow presence of Art Goldman’s heavily-armed guardians who remained just out of sight---but always on alert.
 
One of the first major public interviews was on the wildly popular Five Past Midnight show, hosted by comedian Harvey Melton.  While such shows were mostly populated by publicity-hungry TV and movie stars hawking their recent projects, Melton often did “straight” interviews on his show if the subject matter and person(s) involved were topical.  Scoring the first network TV interview with the first human to be rejuvenated by aliens (accompanied by his alien handlers!) guaranteed him Nielson ratings comparable to a Super Bowl broadcast.
It also guaranteed our mysterious would-be killers the highest-profile exposure should they decide to make an attempt to do us in.  Melton always taped his show earlier in the day before a live audience, and Art’s people were liberally sprinkled throughout the crowd, as well as placed in key locations back stage.  The vixens and I learned in time how to spot incognito guardians, but this early in the game we had no idea who or where they were.
One intentionally-visible exception to that was Harry “Booker” Jones, a dark mountain of a man who traveled to venues ahead of us and coordinated security with whatever resources were available.  In the case of Melton’s show, there were nearly twenty staffers who dealt with various aspects of security, both for the show host and for his guests.  Jones’ contradictory-sounding instructions were to always be visible, but keep a low profile.
Cooling our heels in the green room back stage while Melton worked through his opening monologue of jokes, daily news and political commentary, we kept our conversation low-key and innocuous.  “I’m pretty sure the green room is bugged,” I’d told the vixens before we left the hotel, “which lets Melton’s producer feed him last-minute, often-awkward, questions to surprise his guests with based on conversational tidbits picked up in there.
“So,” L’raan challenged, disgusted, “what topics are safe for us to discuss?”
One of perks of being under the “umbrella” of a black-ops division like the one Art Goldman commanded was that I had access to some of the newest, neatest toys, and besides the lifesaving AI we called Bertha, Art had given me a little gadget the size of a golf ball.  “Put this in the middle of a room, flip the switch, and any eavesdropping bugs will be neutralized.  Window-vibration-monitoring lasers will be rendered useless, too, as will even an ear pressed against a wall or door.  If you leave it on too long, though, it’ll give you a rip-roaring headache, so…”  He laughed.  “Your vulpine friends will probably hate it immediately, since their hearing is more acute and no doubt attuned to some of the sub-frequencies and harmonics my little gizmo creates.”  That, along with several other things he’d gifted me with, was one of the major reasons we didn’t travel via public means.  Public meant having to deal with TSA minions, and even with Booker Jones running interference for us in airports, too much attention would be drawn to things we wanted kept under wraps.
“We'll obviously discuss the positive aspects of the rejuvenation process,” I explained in the hotel room, “but we won't get technical, even if interviewers try to pin us down on specifics.  Medical and scientific details will only confuse---and possibly frighten---ordinary citizens, and the last thing we want to do is scare them off.  We also must avoid discussion of our private lives.  People are curious, especially when you team up males and females in the same house, and some people will try their damnedest to find a sexual reason for such arrangements.  In this instance, while we’re of two different species, some people may be highly offended simply with the idea of a mixed-gender, mixed-species household.  Best if we shrug off such questions, comments or even hints at interpersonal relationships.  All the public needs to know is that we have a professional doctor-patient relationship---and nothing more.  They don’t need to know that we’re friends---and they especially don’t need to know that we sleep in the same room, much less the same bed.”
“But we do nothing of a sexual nature!” L’raan barked in annoyance.  The auditory masker had her nerves on edge.  “It’s normal for our kind to sleep together!”
“Sexually mature males and females of my kind only sleep together when mated, or when sexually active with each other,” I countered, exasperated, “and no amount of our denial of anything sexual about our…arrangement…would work.  If asked, just ‘play dumb’ and say nothing about it!”
“We also need to avoid any mention of our security precautions,” the old physician stated, “as well as the reasons for them.  Even if we’re assaulted in some manner, we should feign ignorance and innocence.  We cannot afford to let the public know how severe this threat is, at least until we know far more about it.”
 
We watched a monitor while Melton did his opening monologue, and when it was over and the show broke for commercials, he took his seat behind his desk and an assistant producer hurried into our room to make sure we were ready to be introduced when the break was over.  The staff seemed unusually nervous, and I attributed it to the presence of our security folks as well as my alien companions.  I’d been a guest on Melton’s show years earlier, and even with the big-name celebrities I’d shared the guest list with, the staff had seemed professional almost to the point of being bored.  Not now.  They’d even made it a point to discretely inquire as to the Yularians’ favorite snacks.  Would they perhaps like dog biscuits or bacon treats, or did they need bowls of chilled mineral water?  Good grief!  I told them (politely) that a small bowl of mixed fruit---including grapes---would be appreciated, as well as a few chilled glasses of Welches grape juice, complete with plastic drinking straws.  Nothing else, thankyouverymuch.
“You’ll be introduced in about thirty seconds,” the young man said, “so please come with me to the off-camera staging area.”  We stood and followed him, and as promised, Melton soon gave us a warm-sounding welcome and we strode out into the glare of lights and the eyes of untold millions of viewers.  Yeah, I was a bit nervous, and I could tell from the vixens’ body language that they were nervous, too.  The studio audience even seemed a bit restless, probably because most had never been in the presence of a live alien, much less two of them.  The only one who appeared to be totally at ease with our appearance was Booker Jones, and I knew that his apparent “cool” was an act.  He was as nervous as a long-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs; he was just good at hiding it.  The bastard.
 
Melton’s set was similar to the classic Tonight Show layout, which meant the host had a separate desk while his guests sat in a chair/couch line to his right with a low coffee table in front of them.  When we were brought out I was seated in the chair nearest his desk, while the vixens were given the couch---B’naah closest to me.  A glass of Scotch whiskey on ice (!!) was on the corner of the desk nearest me, while chilled glasses of grape juice (with straws!) were on the coffee table within reach of the vixens.
“To borrow Billy Crystal’s famous line,” Melton stated, grinning, after the nervous applause died down, “I have to say, Tom, that you look mahvelous!”
I laughed (the vixens didn’t catch the joke) and said, “Thanks, Harvey, but I can’t credit the gym or a celebrity diet for this; it’s all the work of Doctor N’looma and her team of scientists, including her lovely assistant L’raan, seated here.”  I indicated the vixens and Melton and the audience dutifully applauded.  The Yularians didn’t know quite what to do, so they said nothing, blinking into the bright lights.  “The last time you had me on the show I’d just had my second heart attack, and I firmly believed the next one would take me out.  Now---  The ticker’s solid, the dentures are gone, I don’t need glasses and I should be good for quite a few more years.”  I grinned, then picked up the glass of Scotch and took a modest sip.  Wow!  That was premium hooch!
 
We quickly settled into the standard boiler-plate question and answer format of any talk show, with most of the questions being asked of B’naah and L’raan, the young vixen an obvious hit with the youthful audience members.  After the first commercial break in the interview was past and we’d all relaxed into dealing with the next phase of questions, I heard a slight commotion from off stage, then I distinctly heard the voice of Booker Jones issue from beneath my shirt.  “Shit!” was all the whispered voice said, at a volume too low for the boom microphones just out of camera range above us to pick up.  But that one explicative was enough to alert me that something was amiss, and moments later that “something” came bounding onto the stage.
“Jesus!  Wolves!”  Melton cried, obviously shocked at seeing three huge timber wolves burst through the curtains and, looking quickly around, fixate their attention on the Yularians---and me.  They padded around his desk and took up positions in front of our seats, directly across the coffee table, each one seeming to pick its target, their yellow eyes and huge pupils locked onto us like radar.  Then, as if on cue, they crouched, obviously preparing to leap across the table and have their way with us.  I didn’t even notice the faint click in my head.  Jones was still out of sight, and no other security personnel were in position to take the wolves down; the armed agents in the audience had risen from their seats and  drawn concealed Glock pistols, but they dared not fire for fear of hitting the Yularians or me.
It looked like we were to be wolf chow when suddenly all three wolves yelped, then collapsed onto the floor, quivering and kicking like they’d been suddenly lobotomized.  Melton yelled at his producer to go to break, and moments later the tally lights on the cameras went dark.  Around that time Jones and several other armed guards burst onto the set, but it was obvious that the wolves were out of commission.  Other than a few random kicks and their obvious breathing---and reflexive pissing and shitting---they were totally helpless, the black pupils of their eyes now contracted to pinpoints.
Everything had happened so quickly the vixens and I hadn’t had time to run, much less scramble over the backs of our seats, and the horrified look on Melton’s face told me this was in no way a stunt.  His face under the stage makeup was sheet-white, and I knew he wasn’t capable of that kind of acting.  This had been a carefully staged attack---but by who?  And how had the wolves gotten past security?
And just what in bleeding hell had happened to them?
 
“Booker!” I yelled.  “Secure ‘em and get ‘em somewhere where you can examine ‘em!  And whatever you do, don’t let ‘em out of your sight, even for a moment!”
While I technically wasn’t his commander, (Art was) he nodded and said, “Gotcha.”  Then he had several stage hands scoop the comatose animals up and hustle them off-stage, and another stage hand with an old-fashioned mop and bucket quickly cleaned up their urine and feces.  I made sure the vixens were all right---they were breathing hard but thankfully none of us had wet ourselves, although I wasn’t so sure about Melton.  He still looked terribly shaken.
“Harvey, buddy,” I whispered, “take a hard slug of my Scotch.  It’ll help.”  He looked at me with still-wild eyes, blinked, then looked down at the proffered glass of whiskey.  Then he gave me a shaky grin, reaching under his desk to a hidden shelf and pulling out a similar glass filled with amber liquid over ice.  He drained most of the glass in three heroic swallows, then returned it to its compartment.
“Maker’s Mark,” he stated after catching his breath.  “Even your beloved Glen Livet tastes too much like turpentine for me.”  Then he barked a laugh before saying, “Do you want to continue the show, Tom?  I swear to you that wasn’t staged.  I…I don’t know where those damned things came from, but I’m gonna find out---”
I quickly checked with the Yularians but they were still doing fine, so I told Melton, “We’re good to go when you are, Harvey, but don’t you think you need to calm your audience a bit?  I’m sure some of them think it was all an act, while others are apparently a bit freaked knowing that there were armed guards mixed in with them.”
He nodded, then shakily got up and went down to the front of the audience, taking a hand microphone from a stage hand.  “Ladies and gentlemen, what just happened was not a stunt, and at this time we don’t know where those animals came from, or what exactly happened to them.  As you know, this show is recorded for airing nationwide a few hours from now, but to maintain credibility I’m going to make sure my staff includes the disturbance in tonight’s show.  I promise you that when I find out who was behind it I’ll let everybody know, but until then we’re going to continue with tonight’s show.  Are you with me?”  Melton knew how to handle an audience, and after a second hearty, “Are you with me?” they quickly responded with nervous cheers and applause.  He hurried back to his chair and the floor manager told us we’d be back “on” in thirty seconds.
Show business.  Gotta love it!
 



 

Chapter 20
Showtime! (Take 2)
 
When the machines started recording again Melton did a quick explanation to the cameras, stating that the earlier event had not been staged, and that it was under investigation.  Since nobody had been hurt, and his guests (us!) weren’t too rattled (he hoped!), the show was going to continue as planned.
Then he settled back down and dropped what he thought would be a bombshell on me; a “surprise guest” who was actually an old friend of mine, but in this setting a very controversial friend, too.
“With all due respect to our Yularian guests tonight,” Melton began, “most humans who have had personal contact with the four alien species have found our new alien friends to be…how should I put this…somewhat less than friendly.  Frankly, we don’t understand why they don’t like us, but to possibly help shed some light on the matter I’ve invited the chairman and director of one of the oldest-running anthropomorphic-themed conventions in the country to join us.  For those of you who don’t recognize the term, this type of convention is more commonly known as a ‘furry’ convention, where many of the attendees dress up in animal suits and frolic, dance and perform stunts and skits.  Some of the ‘fursuiters’ have day jobs performing in theme parks, but most of those in the animal costumes do it strictly as a hobby---or in some cases, they’re more serious and do it as an ‘alternate lifestyle’.  Please welcome Simon ‘Poppa Cat’ Branch!”
Oh, this was going to be interesting!  I’d known Simon Branch for a good twenty years, and due to the anthropomorphic themes and characters in the novels I’d written, and the popular movies they’d spawned, Simon had made me Guest of Honor several times at his convention.  While I’d never dressed in animal costumes, I’d enjoyed myself immensely and made numerous friends and acquaintances at the conventions over the years.  Still, Simon’s surprise presence here raised several red flags, and I knew I’d have to tread carefully---and postpone killing Melton until later.
The curtains parted and the tall, striking figure of Simon Branch emerged, and I had to admit that he looked damned good for his age (which was still several decades less than my own).  I quickly thanked God that Branch wasn’t wearing any of the customary “furry” accoutrements---clip-on animal ears or a strap-on tail---but he still cut a stylish swath in classic New England nautical yachtsman garb:  Khaki slacks, deck shoes (sans socks), an open-collar shirt with an ascot, a gold-button blue blazer and a white yachtsman hat over his coal-black, fashionably-long hair.  All that was missing was a cigarette in a long holder, but Branch didn’t smoke, so we were spared that foppish indignity.
He shook hands with Melton as he passed in front of the desk, and then he reached me---somewhat reluctantly, I thought, as I detected a trace of uncertainty in his eyes.  I wasn’t going to be a jerk and make a scene, though, so I greeted him warmly, saying, “Last time I saw you, Simon, I was jealous.”  He looked momentarily puzzled.  “You looked so much younger than I did, and at my advanced age I knew my days were numbered---in very low digits!”  He laughed nervously.  “Now, thanks to my Yularian friends here, all I need is to score some snazzy threads like yours---and a sleek yacht like yours to go with them---and I, too, can go club-hopping!”  I introduced him to the vixens, then gave him the chair next to Melton’s desk.  Since the two Yularians’ butts weren’t overly broad, there was room on the couch for me to scoot them down and squeeze in next to B’naah.
Before Melton could stir up any trouble I injected: “Since the anthropomorphic fandom quickly became a popular spin-off of science fiction and fantasy, I guess it was inevitable---and unfortunate---that it would attract its share of…shall we say…’controversial media coverage’ some years ago.  A few TV shows and some tabloid-type so-called ‘news features’ painted a rather scurrilous and unsavory image of the furry fandom in general, and especially of those who enjoy costuming and performing in animal-themed suits.  Those of us who were familiar with the fandom, however, knew the real score, and we knew the bad publicity was unjustified.  With the hard work of people like Simon Branch and many other dedicated convention directors, along with their staffs of enthusiastic volunteers, the image of furry managed to overcome the smears and jeers of the sensationalists.  The Paws’N’Claws convention that Simon chairs, held each spring in Savannah, Georgia, is considered one of the best family-friendly furrycons in the country, and I’m proud to have been its Guest of Honor more than once.”
There!  After that build-up I dared Melton to try and turn the tone of the show against the Yularians, and to his credit he didn’t.  Still, my old friend Simon had a few questions that he nervously directed to the vixens, and fortunately L’raan chose to let her grandmother be the spokesperson.
“You…you can’t imagine how thrilled I am to be in the presence of…of real live---!”  Branch was momentarily at a loss for words, and the two aliens simply sat quietly, waiting for him to continue.  “Sorry.  It’s just---”  He took a couple of deep breaths, and I briefly feared the stress was going to trigger his asthma.  “Those of us in the fandom have spent our lives hoping and dreaming that something like this would happen,” he finally continued, “that someday we’d get to meet people not like us, people who…who resemble---for whatever reason---the various animal species we love.  We dress up in animal suits, we play and pretend, and admittedly, some even take it to extremes, but deep down we know that it’s all make-believe, and that no matter how much we want it to be real...when the conventions are over we have to return to our jobs, our families, our ‘normal’ lives.”  He smiled wistfully, shaking his head.
“And then you dropped out of the sky,” Branch suddenly enthused, and I felt the vixens jump, “and it seemed our dreams had come true!”  Then his enthusiasm seemed to deflate like a torn hot-air balloon.  “But---”  His voice grew soft and sad.  “You really don’t like us.  We’ve seen it; it can’t be denied.  We certainly understand that space travel is expensive, and that the high cost limits how many of your people can visit, but…but it seems that none of your wonderfully exciting, exotic people want to visit here for anything other than business, and other than a few embassy personnel---who almost never venture beyond their heavily-guarded walls---none want to stay, and none want even limited contact with us.”  He was unconsciously wringing his hands.  “I guess what I’m trying to say, to ask, is...what did we do to make---to make you hate us?”
Melton was just sitting back, letting his guests run the show, be the show, and when I realized he wasn’t trying to twist or warp things---at least not yet---I began to temper my plans for his painful demise, subject to him pulling any further shenanigans.
I looked at the two aliens, and frankly I couldn’t read their expressions.  They didn’t seem angry, and they also didn’t seem surprised at his question, but when B’naah sat there, not saying anything, I figured I’d better step into the middle of this---and hope that I didn’t “step into” something really smelly.
“Perhaps I can shed some light on this, Simon,” I began, “since I’ve probably had more exposure and experience with the Yularians, and even the other three alien species, than any other human I know of.  If I’m wrong, or if I offend my two couch-mates here, I’m sure they’ll let me know.  Right, ladies?”  The two vixens nodded, and I looked to Branch; he nodded, too.  “Right, then.”  I took a deep breath, then began.
“The four alien species in discussion don’t exactly hate us, Simon; they simply dislike some of the things we do.  Humans are omnivores, meaning not only do we eat plant matter, we eat meat.  Animal flesh.  And to get that animal flesh we both hunt animals for food and we raise them to be slaughtered.  That doesn’t bother three of the four alien species all that much since they, too, eat animal flesh.  The Ar’kaa, however, are strict herbivores, and they find our customs of hunting the rabbits they so closely resemble, as well as raising rabbits for meat, fur---and for pets---to be abhorrent.  Rabbit-like animals don’t exist on any other species’ worlds; only here, so while they resent that the other species eat meat, they really don’t like what we do to the creatures they so closely resemble.”  I looked pointedly at the Yularians.  “Right so far?”  They blinked, then nodded.
Branch was about to say something, but I raised a hand to stop him.  “But wait---there’s more!”  Always wanted to do that.  “While we don’t normally eat feline or mustelid meat, we do hunt the big felines for sport, keep them penned up in zoos for exhibition, ‘train’ them for performances in circuses, and breed and make pets out of the small ones.  And with some of the big, wild ones, we also skin them for their beautiful pelts, to make vanity clothing.  You can certainly understand how the proud, haughty cheetah-like Eelon might not look all that kindly upon humanity for that.”  Branch’s eyes were huge as the impact of my words sunk in.  “And that brings us to the otter-like Dralorians, whose entire world society revolves around---and in---the huge fresh-water oceans, rivers and lakes of their home world.  They, too, aren’t all that thrilled with humanity’s treatment of their small, wild look-alike otter cousins, especially with the fact that we consider most otters to be ‘nuisance’ animals---to be killed on sight, or trapped and skinned for their luxurious pelts.  Since humans don’t swim all that well, and since we often abuse our aquatic resources, Dralorians mostly look upon us with distain.  Can you honestly blame them?”
I really felt sorry for my old friend, since every point I made seemed to hit him like a gut punch.
“But now we come to the Yularians, two of which are sitting right next to me---and without their incredible scientific expertise I most likely would be getting ready to take a long dirt nap.  Yes, they seem to be related to our very own vulpine critters, and no, they don’t particularly like how we humans treat foxes as vermin---when we’re not hunting them for blood sport or trapping or raising them for their beautiful pelts.  In our defense, at least we don’t eat them, although their canid cousins, the wolves, have dined on human meat all throughout history.  Since much of my body was rebuilt while I was on their home world, it’s possible bits and pieces of the ‘old’ me wound up as ‘Tom McNuggets’ on some Yularians’ tables.”  I laughed at Branch’s and Melton’s shocked faces, but my two vixen friends didn’t find my comment amusing at all.
“Tom, that did not happen!” the old physician barked indignantly, and L’raan bristled and yipped in outrage.  “We used your discarded body parts strictly for research!  Nothing more!”  OK, time to defuse the situation.
“Peace, my friends!” I said, laughing and holding up my hands in surrender.  “I was only kidding!  Anyway, ‘sampling’ my old, decrepit body would have probably given the sampler a stomach ache!”  The other two humans present laughed nervously, but it seemed I had touched a somewhat raw nerve with the Yularians.  Hmmm…
“So no, Simon, our alien friends don’t find us all that ‘attractive’ for a number of  reasons, and it may be a long time before those understandably raw issues are overshadowed by business or other social factors.  Quite frankly, unless this rejuvenation process turns into a commercial success for the Yularians, and unless we find other lucrative financial enticements for the other three alien species, we may never become all that ‘friendly’ with any of them.”
Melton’s production crew was having fits to break for commercials, so we left it hanging there as the recording momentarily stopped.  Or did it?  I’d learned years earlier to never trust a video camera not to catch an off-hand gesture, a microphone to miss an off-hand remark, or an interviewer not to try to catch a guest off-guard.  Therefore I kept my sharper comments and criticisms to myself.  There were other reasons the aliens didn’t like humans, but I really didn’t want to air those in public.  Mankind’s fanatic obsession with sex hadn’t played well among the stars.
Melton’s Five After Midnight show, like many others of its ilk, had a live stage band that kept the audience entertained during commercial breaks, and hosts and guests often partook of those musical interludes to take much-needed bathroom breaks, or to replenish their beverages.  While guests and hosts seldom smoked on-camera these days, a few die-hard nicotine addicts used the breaks to quickly indulge their habits.  Luckily, we three humans didn’t smoke, and I’d never seen any of the aliens of any species engage in the noxious habit.  All of us, however, either sucked on drink straws or, in the cases of us humans, slurped our preferred beverages during the break.  Like me, Simon Branch had a propensity toward good Scotch whiskey, and while I took a substantial pull on my own glass, I noted with amusement that he’d been handed his own chilled glass of amber-colored liquid, half of which he greedily downed before coming up for air.  Melton used the opportunity to take another substantial belt of his own liquid poison, then quickly returned it to the under-desk shelf.  The vixens drained their glasses of juice, and the stage crew quickly replaced the empties with refills.
And then it was time for the show to go on!
“Aaaaand…we’re back with tonight’s extra-special guests, the first human rejuvenation subject, noted science-fiction author Tom Barnes, the Yularian scientist who performed the procedure on Mr. Barnes, Doctor N’looma and her assistant L’raan, and the director of one of the most popular ‘furrycons’ in the country, Simon ‘Papa Cat’ Branch.”  I had to admire Melton’s expertise.  Even though he’d been shocked to his core several times that evening, when the cameras were on he could still roll the words off his tongue with ease.  “Early in the show we discussed the rejuvenation procedure, then we were surprised---terrified, actually---by the unexpected and so far unexplained appearance of three hostile-appearing wolves who suddenly collapsed before they could attack anybody.  Then Simon Branch came on to ask our Yularian guests a question I’m sure millions of us have been pondering---simply, why don’t the aliens appear to like us?  An even bigger surprise came when Tom Barnes, who has had more ‘face time’ with our new alien friends than any other human, spoke up and told us exactly what the problem is.”  Melton looked a bit dejected, then finished by saying, “I’m certainly no expert in alien relations, and frankly I don’t know how we as a people can solve the problem, but I sure hope we can make an effort to try.  Like Simon and Tom and I’m sure many millions of other humans, I’ve always had a soft spot in my heart for the formerly-fictional idea of ‘non-human people’, and now that we have a chance to get to know real non-human people, I for one don’t want to see that opportunity slip away.”
The show was almost out of time, and as we all stood in response to the stage director’s frantic off-camera gesture, Melton got up and came around the front of his desk to shake our hands.  “Simon, thanks for coming all the way out here on short notice, and thanks, especially, for asking the tough question that I feel needed to be asked.”  Then he stepped up to me.  “Tom---”  He shook his head, smiling.  “It’s hard to remember you as I last saw you a few short years ago, and to realize that you’re still old enough to be my father.”
“Almost old enough to be your grandfather, you mean,” I said, laughing, and Melton’s jaw dropped for a moment, then he recovered.
“I…I guess you’re right!” he said.  “Good grief!  I’m still in my forties, and I probably have more gray hair than you do!”  Oh, I couldn’t resist.
“But mine’s natural, Harvey,” I quipped innocently, and I’m sure the high definition cameras caught the blush of embarrassment beneath Melton’s stage makeup.
“Bastard!” he carefully whispered to me, laughing, while making sure the cameras couldn’t read his lips and the microphones couldn’t pick up his voice over the raucous laughter of the audience.  Then he moved to the Yularians, and he couldn’t have been more gracious.
“Doctor N’looma, L’raan, thank you both for gracing us with your presence, and for this incredible opportunity to get to know a little bit about you and your people.  I’m hoping that this is only a beginning for all our species to learn more about each other, and hopefully for us to move past our species’ differences and misunderstandings.  Your coming here to our world has shown us, beyond any kind of doubt, that we have a lot to learn, and I sincerely hope a lot to contribute to…to the universe!”  He made the mistake of grinning---an expression of threat to non-friends among almost all creatures---but the Yularians were ‘human savvy’ enough not to misinterpret his gesture, and both of them vulpine-smiled (perked ears, slightly open jaws, wagging tails) as they shook his proffered hand.  The audience was on its feet, applauding, cheering, whistling (enthusiastically encouraged by the stage director) while the band played the closing theme music.
And then (whew!) we were done!
 



 

Chapter 21
Basking in the Afterglow
 
The main studio lights had been extinguished, the audience was dutifully filing out, and Melton, Branch, the vixens and I were preparing to leave the stage when Branch suddenly said, “Harvey, could I borrow your green room for a few minutes?  I’d like to talk to Tom and our Yularian friends in private.”
Melton blinked, then reached under his desk for his drink.  “No problem, Simon, just as long as there’s no bloodshed.”  He finished the glass of whiskey in two swallows.  “I’ll even make sure the hidden cameras and microphones are turned off.”
Indeed!
 
A few minutes later we four were comfortably relaxing in Melton’s green room, the hustle-bustle of the audience and stage hands no more than a faint rumble in the distance.
“OK, Simon,” I said after downing another belt of Scotch, “what’s the game?”
“No ‘game’, Tom,” he replied, once again appearing nervous.  “First I’d like to apologize to you, Dr. N’looma and L’raan.  When Harvey asked me to fly out and be a ‘surprise guest’ on his show, he didn’t tell me who his other guests were.  ‘It’s a surprise!’ is all he’d say.”  Branch sipped his drink, then cleared his throat.  “Once I got out here and learned that you three were his headliners, I almost backed out.”  Another sip.  “You…you have no idea how…intimidating you three are!  My God!  The world’s first rejuvenated man, accompanied by a pair of real live aliens!  And I’m suddenly told that I’m supposed to ask ‘the big question’ that’s on everybody’s mind nowadays!”  This time he took a harder pull on his drink.  “I…I nearly had a nervous breakdown!”
I reached over and clamped a solid hand on his shoulder---and made sure my smile was sincere.  “You did fine, Simon.  This old man doesn’t ‘do’ surprises all that well, either, and if the situation had been reversed I’d probably have told Harvey to shove it up his ass and hopped the first jet back home.”
“We’ve never thought of ourselves as being ‘intimidating’, Simon Branch,” the elder vixen stated gently, “and I hope you’ve come to realize that, despite our physical differences, we’re simply people, like yourself, only from a different world and culture.”
“Just because we have more body fur and sharper teeth,” L’raan added with a vulpine grin that I knew Branch didn’t catch, “is no reason to fear us.”
Laughing, I relaxed back into my seat and said, “Harvey likes to spring surprises on his guests, and I’ve been on his show before, so I figured he’d try something.  Your question, however, was perfectly legitimate, and I hope we answered it to your satisfaction.”
“You weren’t bullshitting me?”
I shook my head, and was pleased to see the vixens mirror my action.  “Nope!  There are a few more issues that we didn’t go into on camera for political and social reasons, but the ones we covered were the real deal, and our governments---human and otherwise---are well aware of them and their serious implications.”
“But---we…we can’t change entire cultures and societies overnight!” Branch exclaimed.  “How---?”
“This problem isn’t new,” B’naah injected.  “Our own people have been dealing with cultural and social…differences…since we first contacted the Ar’kaa, and both the Eelon and Dralorians have ‘issues’ with us, too, as well as with each other and the Ar’kaa.  So you see, Simon Branch, the problems we share really are ‘shared’.  We Yularians are learning the ways of humans, and are discovering new points of social and cultural convergence every day.  As a side benefit, L’raan and I do not fight with Tom nearly as much now as we did when we first met him.”  She looked at me with a strange vulpine expression that I’d not learned to interpret, of course totally wasted on our other human companion.
Her words, however, were easily understood, and as B’naah’s final comment sank in, Branch’s eyes grew wide and his eyebrows climbed up his forehead.  I, however, broke out laughing!  The crusty old vixen had managed to slip a delightful joke into the serious mood, and my old friend “bit” it hook, line and sinker!
“S’true, Simon!” I hooted.  “The Yularians have a salve that makes bite and claw marks heal really fast; otherwise I’d be a solid mass of wounds!”
The poor man’s mouth hung open in shock, and I erupted in fresh laughter, joined by the yipping and yikking vixens.  Eventually Branch realized that he’d been spoofed, and he sputtered and began laughing himself.  In the middle of the round-robin laugh-fest L’raan rose from her chair and approached the man, who instinctively shrank back into his chair at her approach.
“Relax, my friend,” I told him.  “I don’t think she’s planning to bite you.”
“You have no way of knowing my intentions, Tom,” she haughtily informed me.  “I may desire a taste of his flesh---or his blood.”
I’d thought his eyes had grown wide with shock before, but I was wrong.  Her comment terrified him---for all of five seconds.  Then he released his breath with an explosive laugh that was more than half-sob, and he broke into a fit of giggles, a malady I was afraid we’d all “catch”.
“Simon Branch,” the young vixen intoned, “do you find me attractive?”
Uh oh---  I suddenly feared this would get awkward fast, and I wasn’t wrong.
Caught completely off-guard by the Yularian’s question, Branch blinked and began sputtering.
“L’raan!  Don’t!” I commanded in really rough Yularian, but she ignored me, grasping Branch’s wide-eyed head in both her black-furred hands.  I knew what was coming next.  “Do not bury his head in your chest and belly fur!” I barked harshly, and the shock value of hearing me address her that way gave pause to the social blunder she was about to unwittingly make.
B’naah seemed as shocked as her granddaughter at my outburst, but she quickly seconded my command, sensing that I was trying to avert…something…but not knowing just what.  Of course Branch had no idea what was being said in the alien tongue, which was probably just as well.  “I’ll explain later,” I continued in Yularian (it really made my throat hurt), “but for now just release his head and come sit back down.”
Looking a bit puzzled (body language and expressions that Branch couldn’t decipher) the vixen quickly gave him a friendly lick on his cheek, then released his head and minced back to the sofa, plopping back down next to her grandmother.
“I…I---” Branch sputtered, but I held up a hand in a “stop” manner.
“Don’t,” I told him with a wry, sad smile.  “I’ll explain to them later.  Trust me.”  Branch blinked and swallowed a few times, then nodded.  “Now, old friend, was there anything else you wanted to talk about at this time?”
“Uh---yeah.  Yeah!” Branch finally replied, brightening like a dawning day.  “I’d like to invite you all to be our special guests at Paws’N’Claws, which is coming up at the end of the month.  You don’t have to do anything; the convention will cover all costs; lodging, meals, everything.  I---we---would just like you to meet people who would be thrilled to be in the company of…of the kind of people we all admire.”  Honest to God, Branch was nearly quivering with excitement.
For once (it seemed) L’raan was speechless, and B’naah’s expression---puzzled me.  The old physician tilted her head in apparent confusion, but I suspected that was a sham.  I was right.
“This is a gathering of humans who like…animals…that have human-like characteristics?” the old vixen carefully asked.  “These people put on…fur---”
“Fake fur!” Branch nearly shouted.  “It’s not…not an animal’s skin!  We don’t hurt animals; we love animals!”  I thought my old friend was about to have a nervous breakdown.
“Imitation fur, then,” B’naah continued, nodding.  “Then these imitation-fur-covered humans dance and play and---”  She tilted her head sideways, asking him to  continue.
After another hard pull that emptied his glass, Branch said, “They---we---since I have fur suits, too---we simply pretend we’re someone else---a different kind of person---for a while…”  He sighed.  “Then, when we get too hot or too tired we finally take off the suit---and abandon the wonderfully non-human person we’ve been for a time---and return to our sometimes-boring, mundane human existence.”  Smiling, he added, “For many of us it’s a brief escape into a delightful fantasy world that has none of the unpleasantness we have to deal with daily, and for some---”  He shook his head, his smile growing wistful.  “For some, it’s a taste of an existence they’d gladly give up their humanity for.  In our hearts we know it can’t really happen, but the dream of it---well, it helps sustain us.”
The two Yularians looked at each other for a moment, and I knew something unspoken passed between them.  B’naah finally broke the brief silence by saying, “Simon Branch, if at all possible L’raan and I would be honored to be your guest at your…furrycon.”  Say what?  “Perhaps we…aliens…have been a bit too reserved, too reclusive, and in doing so we’ve done damage to our species’ relationships.”  She slowly stood, then stepped around the coffee table and stopped in front of the still-seated Branch, who belatedly moved to stand.  The elderly physician quickly put her hands on his shoulders and gently pushed him back into his seat, then took his head in her hands like L’raan had done---(I held my breath)---and gave him a gentle lick on the cheek.  “There may even be a few more of us at your…party, Simon Branch, if you can find room for us.”
Branch appeared to be shocked to his core.  Not only these two, but the possibility of even more Yularians attending Paws’N’Claws!  The way he was gasping for breath, I was afraid the excitement had triggered one of his debilitating asthma attacks, but after a few moments he settled down and just about split his face with an ear-to-ear grin.  “Oh my!” he finally said.  “Oh my!  I…I can guarantee you’ll have all the room you need for as many people as you want to bring!”  He looked at me, then back at B’naah.  “If possible, just have Tom let me know a week before the con starts and I’ll make sure to have everything ready for you.”
She looked pointedly at me and after a moment I nodded, then I said, “Understand, Simon, that we’ll need at least one suite of rooms, possibly two, along with adjoining rooms for our security folks.  I know the convention has its own security staff, and they do a fine job keeping the peace among the human con-goers, but as you no doubt saw tonight before you came on-stage, there are...‘elements’ out there that apparently don’t like us.”
B’naah returned to her seat and Branch nodded, saying, “Whatever accommodations you need, just let me know.”  Then he frowned.  “That incident---  What in the world---?”
My frown matched his.  “Buddy, I don’t really know just what happened---but maybe we’ll find out before we get to the convention.”  I stood and stretched, a signal that Branch recognized, saying it was time for us to go.
Creaking to his feet, he bowed to the vixens and hugged me like a brother.  “Tom, seeing you---young---like this, and getting to meet your two lovely friends, has been an experience I never dreamed would happen, and I’m so looking forward to introducing you to all of our attendees.”
“If it’s OK with the vixens,” I stated, “I’d rather our attendance at the con be a surprise.”  Branch’s eyebrows climbed his forehead in confusion.  “The fewer people who know about it ahead of time, the less chance there’ll be a repeat performance of tonight’s strange…whatever it was.”  His eyebrows dropped back into a frown.  “Those wolves came from somewhere, and somehow they got through several layers of security---and for some reason they got set to attack…and then didn’t.  We need answers, and we need to make damned sure something like that---or worse---doesn’t happen to spoil the fun at Paws’N’Claws.”
 



 

Chapter 22
Counting Blessings
 
As we were leaving the green room, I caught my security chief, Booker Jones’, attention.  Sending the vixens on to the waiting limousine, I spent about ten intense minutes discussing the wolf incident.  What he told me turned my guts to ice.  “Call me when you know more,” I told him before heading for the limo, “but keep the tightest lid possible on the information.  If it gets out, all hell could break loose.”
 
Back at the hotel, I made sure our regular security guards were at their posts, then I double-locked the suite’s door (nice hotel!), swept the room with a bug sniffer, then fired up Art Goldman’s golf-ball-size bug-neutralizer---just in case.  Then I collected the two medallions Bertha had given the Yularians, along with the cross pendant the AI gave me, and I placed them all in a small pewter jewelry box I’d picked up in the hotel gift shop.  This went into one of the bathrooms and into the tub, where I piled a couple of heavy towels over it.  I turned on the droning fart fan, then closed the door.
Once back in the sitting room I confronted the two perplexed vixens, whose nerves were beginning to fray having to listen to the ultrasonic bug-neutralizer.  “Ladies,” I began, “I’m sorry for all this mysterious-seeming stuff, but I need to tell you some things that you really won’t want to hear---and I have to be certain nobody else hears it, either.”
“But why this…foolishness…with our medallions?” L’raan asked.
“My dear, I don’t think it’s ‘foolishness’ when every word, every thing we do is monitored by those innocent-looking medallions.  Do you?”
L’raan’s jaw dropped in shock, while her grandmother’s eyes widened, her ears flattened and she nervously licked her thin black lips.  “I take it you’re going to explain,” B’naah said, and I nodded.
“First, I want you both to sniff each other’s throat fur right where the medallions rested, then tell me what you smell.”  They did, and after a cursory sniff they sniffed more carefully.  L’raan was the first to speak.
“Burnt fur!” she exclaimed.  “There’s the scent of burnt fur on us both!”  The elderly physician nodded in agreement as they both looked at me for an explanation.
“Come sniff the front of my shirt, right where my shirt covered my cross pendant.”
They did, and B’naah said, “Something smells burnt, possibly the cloth itself.  But---”
“Look closely at the cloth,” I suggested, “and I think you’ll see a tiny hole, maybe more than one.”  They did, and they reported that, yes, there was a pinhole that would correspond to the area that covered the pendant.
“What is going on?” B’naah asked as I directed them to get comfortable on the sofa.  I didn’t sit; nerves wouldn’t let me.
“This has gotten far larger and way more scary than we ever dreamed of,” I began.  “My little security AI, Bertha, is apparently something far different than even I suspected, which is why I’ve tried to at least temporarily ‘blind’ her/it/whatever it really is while we talk.  There’s no guarantee that she can’t still hear every word we’re saying, but I felt I had to try for a bit of privacy while I told you what I know.”
As if on cue a knock sounded at the door, and I quickly opened it to see one of our guards holding a small package and a briefcase-size box in a bag.  I took them from him, relocked the door and set the items on a table.  “I requested a Blu-Ray disc of the entire Five After Midnight show, unedited, and with all the feeds from every camera.  Oscar, the room guard, also picked up a new Blu-Ray player, since the DVD player in the room here won’t play the high-resolution format.  I’m betting at least one high-definition camera will have picked up something on at least one frame of video, and I think it’ll show our medallions ‘killing’ the wolves---yes, all three died within ten minutes of their aborted attack.”
“But…how…why…who?”  L’raan sputtered.
Spreading my hands in frustration, I said, “Damned if I know who.  As to how--- Booker Jones has the wolves' carcasses on the way to a secure lab for analysis, and I think he’ll find each one got zapped in the head with some sort of high-energy beam.  Based on the burned fur smell both of you found, as well as the pinhole in my shirt, I’m guessing that each of those innocent-looking medallions fired a microburst beam of energy---an x-ray laser, a particle beam, a science fiction ‘death ray’…whatever…that took out the wolves before they could kill us.”  Both aliens’ jaws dropped open in horror.  “And make no mistake, the wolves were sent to kill us, and apparently they were under precise control.  I think the lab analysis will find some sort of device buried in their brains, and I’ll bet a dollar to a donut that whatever kind of beams our medallions fired were directed precisely to those implanted devices.  Another dollar bet says the devices were fried by the medallions’ beams.”  When the vixens looked incredulous I added, “They all dropped at the exact same time, in the exact same manner.  This tells me they were under strict remote control, and that their controls were severed at the same identical moment, rendering them helpless.  With all due respect to your primitive lupine cousins, wolves aren’t bright enough to do this on their own.  It’s unfortunate they had to die, but given the choice, I’d rather they die than us.”
“But how…how did they get past security?” B’naah asked.  “There were guards everywhere!”
“Booker says there was a crate delivered shortly before the show that purportedly contained props for one of tomorrow’s guests.  The wolves were inside, perfectly quiet until some sort of radio signal released a latch, the side dropped, and they sprang out and headed directly for the stage---and us. The security guys were so shocked they momentarily froze, then couldn’t believe where the wolves were heading.  That’s why they were a bit late to the party, but I can pretty well guarantee that they won’t be caught flat-footed again.”  I looked at the two stunned vixens.  “I want to keep our appearance at Paws & Claws a secret until we walk out on stage.  I’ll make sure our security folks check everything before we make an appearance, and security will be on high alert for any boxes, crates or packages arriving after we get there, too.  We may not be so lucky the next time.”
While the vixens digested that bitter information I unpacked the Blu-Ray player, hooked it up to the fifty inch LED TV, then dropped the disc into the machine.  The raw high-definition footage was indexed by camera number, and it took a good fifteen minutes of searching to find which cameras had the best angles on both the wolves’ heads and our chests at the precise moment the animals were neutralized.
But there it was, one clear frame of damning evidence from each of three different cameras.
“Notice the areas where your medallions and my cross are,” I began.  “In this frame you can see a tiny puff of smoke over each area, and when I magnify the image you can see the traces of tiny beams burning through the smoke.  The constant breeze from ventilation fans in the studio dissipated the smoke in less than a second, which is why we never noticed it.”  I switched to a different camera.  “This angle shows the wolf centering on me, and in this one frame you see a tiny puff of smoke right above his left eye, mostly gone by the next frame.”  I switched to a third camera.  “This wolf was centering on B’naah, and you see the same type of smoke, coming from the same area over its left eye.”  Both Yularians were intently peering at the high-definition image, and it’s undeniable evidence.  “A moment later all three animals dropped, effectively lobotomized.  Booker said that minutes after they were carried off-stage they died, either from the beams’ wounds or from something generated by whatever was controlling them.”
“H-how…?” L’raan stammered, literally in shock.
“Right now I’m guessing that our medallions monitor everything that goes on around us, and that they have the ability to scan and pinpoint anomalies in living creatures.”
“Like in the wolves’ brains,” L’raan muttered.
“Yeah,” I answered.  “Like something alien in the wolves’ brains.”  I ejected the disc and turned the equipment off, then turned back to the Yularian pair on the couch.  “What bothers me the worst, though, is just how a simple security AI can suddenly do all this…this ‘techno-magic’.  Our governments and militaries have a lot of top-secret gadgets and gizmos that the public doesn’t know about---some of it I’ve seen, and it’s truly amazing---but I’m also dead positive that humanity has nothing capable of doing what happened today in that TV studio.  I watched Art Goldman’s people install Bertha before I left Earth, and it was basically a powerful commercial-grade tower computer with a bunch of radio-controlled extensions.  Sadly, I didn’t get to watch when Art’s techs did the upgrade, so I have no idea what was added.  Still, I don’t believe a mere ‘upgrade’ to any computer I’ve ever seen could do all this.  It just doesn’t add up.”  I walked over to the couch and slowly sat down between them, and they quickly snuggled close with my arms pulling them in even closer.  “Whoever…or whatever…is behind this, it damned sure saved our butts.”  I looked at each one in turn.  “I guess what bothers me most is…is not knowing who are the real players in this game.  I suspect your people and mine are just pawns, bit players in a bigger struggle that could possibly destroy us all.”  I nuzzled first L’raan, then B’naah.  “Art’s supposed to be flying out here, probably in a supersonic jet fighter if I know how upset he must be, and at the first opportunity I’m going to corner him---without my cross around my neck---and try to get to the bottom of this.  I think he may know more than he’s told me---which is more than we’ve told you, for the security reasons I outlined several days ago---but it’s high time we laid it all out to see where the pieces fit together.  He owes us that much, at least.”  I gave both vixens a final hug, then stood, saying, “I’m going to fetch our ‘guardian jewelry’, but until we know more of what’s going on we need to keep quiet about what we discussed, and how much we know.  Agreed?”  They nodded.
What the hell had I gotten myself into?
 



 

Chapter 23
Hell is for Heroes
 
Damn it, there were times I hated being right.
 
Art Goldman woke us with a call to my cell phone from the local airport, which had just been inundated by an Air Force fighter jet support team that arrived to service and guard his ride.  He’d landed moments earlier after scorching cross-country flight from the Robins AFB in Georgia in an F-22 Raptor.  God only knew what that little supersonic trip had cost the taxpayers, but mid-air refueling tankers, plus operational and maintenance costs for the ultra-hot stealth fighter, don’t go for cheap.
“Tom!” the voice on the phone shouted, “Are you and the Yularians OK?”
“Of course we’re OK, Art,” I replied, sleep still fogging my voice.  “Booker would have told you different had there been a problem, but there’s no denying we had a few butt-puckering moments in the TV studio.”
“Jesus, Tom! I heard about it and left before the show aired on TV, but my radio updates while flying out here said it must have been terrifying.”  I snorted.  “I’m leaving the airport now and should be at your hotel in thirty minutes.”
Great.  There went any chance of sleep.  “I don’t have a Keurig coffee maker handy, but I’ll have a regular pot of mud waiting for you.  Ciao!”  I looked at my two fur-rumpled bedmates, who blinked sleepily back at me.  “OK, bedbugs, rise and shine---and mooch your tails off to your own bedroom.  Art may have his suspicions as to our sleeping arrangements, but I don’t want to provide him proof that we’re ‘immoral heathens’.”
The Yularians crawled out of my king-size bed and grumpily made their way to the bedroom at the other end of the suite, and I quickly rearranged the pillows and sheets to better reflect a single occupant’s use.  Then I put on a pot of coffee.
It was going to be a long night.
 
Art Goldman showed up in due time, and I pressed a steaming mug of coffee into his hands as he walked through the suite’s door.  The Yularians came grumbling out of their bedroom a moment later, looking sleepy and much worse for wear---just like we’d planned.  Soon we were all relaxing in chairs and on the sofa, Goldman still apparently slightly nervous around the aliens, who were curled up on the couch and peering at both Goldman and me out of sleep-slitted eyes.  Good girls!
“Have you talked to Booker to get the latest?” the agent asked.
“Art, we’ve been trying to get some sleep!” I grumbled.  “I talked to Booker at the TV studio before we came back to the hotel, and figured he’d update us in the morning.”  I took a long pull on my coffee---  Bleah!  It couldn’t match my favorite Colombian Fair Trade Select as brewed at home.
“Booker and his crew’ve been busy since you last talked to him,” Goldman said, then took a pull on his coffee and made a face.  “Typical hotel coffee; tastes like stale dishwater.”  Still, he took another swig before continuing.  “They completed the first necropsy, and found the remains of an alien device the size of a marble buried in the wolf’s brain.  It had apparently been fried by some sort of high-energy beam the thickness of a pencil lead, which entered the skull right above the animal’s left eye.”  I glanced at the vixens and saw B’naah raise one eyebrow, while L’raan’s eyes got big and she licked her lips nervously.  Goldman didn’t notice the interplay.  “I…I don’t know what to say.  We didn’t plan for anything like this!”
I took another sip of the bad coffee, then set the mug on the table.  Standing, I reached under my t-shirt and removed my little cross pendant, then motioned for the vixens to remove their medallions and hand them to me.  Goldman looked at us in bewilderment.  “Art, old friend, be truthful with me.  Are you wearing a wire?”
His bewilderment rose a notch or ten.  “I don’t know what you mean, Tom.  Why would I be wired?”
“Have you gotten any new jewelry, new phone, new toys you carry around?”  I pointed to a fancy aviator-style wrist watch I’d not seen him with before.  “That’s new.”
He blinked a few times, then said, “Bertha sent it.  Looks and works like a Breitling, but she said I could stay in touch with her in an emergency by simply speaking her name.”
“Gimmee,” I said, holding out my hand.  He hesitated and I made hurry up gestures, which got the desired results.  The timepiece was beautiful, and I momentarily regretted not getting a real one years ago.  “Anything else?  Lemme have your cell phone, too.”  When he frowned I said, “I’m serious, Art.  I’m not going to damage them, and I’ll give ‘em back later.  Now gimmee!”  He reached into his pocket and handed me a bulky smart phone.  “Christ.  What a toy!”
I quickly tossed all I’d collected into the pewter box, then secured it the tub, under towels in my bedroom’s bathroom, where all the junk could listen to was the drone of the fart fan.  Back in the sitting room I made a quick sweep with the bug sniffer, then turned on the bug jammer.  Goldman and the Yularians winced at the barely audible screeee of the little device.
“Sorry for all the cloak and dagger crap,” I stated, “but I don’t want Bertha---or Bertha’s real bosses…which damned sure aren’t you or your guys---listening to what we’re going to say.”  I had to give him credit; Goldman blinked a few times, looked hard at me, then the vixens, then back at me…and then nodded, smiling.
“Tom,” he began, “you’re a good friend, and you haven’t let me down yet.  I knew it was a wise move bringing you on-board when all this started, and I think you’re about to earn your dog biscuit.”  Then he paused and looked guiltily at the two Yularians on the couch.  “Uh…  Sorry.”
“Sorry---about what, Art Goldman?” B’naah stoically replied.  “We’ve only seen Tom eat toast, home-baked biscuits and Triscuits.  What are ‘dog biscuits’?”
The agent’s mouth dropped open and I laughed, almost choking on my coffee.  “Never mind,” I eventually said.  “The thing is, Art, Bertha’s not what she used to be, and I think you and your crew know that.”  I gave him a challenging look, and he nodded.
“Yeah, you’re right,” he acknowledged.  “We’ve known something was going on almost from the beginning, and we were careful not to tell you too much.  That’s one reason we gave you that hypno-mind-wipe fail-safe, praying to God it would never need to be triggered.”
“You really did that to Tom?” L’raan asked, her voice sharp.  “You did that to someone you call your friend?”  Oh, she wasn’t happy at all!
“We had to do it,” Goldman said, surprised at her anger.  “We believed there were unknown players in this, and had the information Tom knew---knows---fallen into enemy hands…”  The agent shook his head and held up his hands, palms out.  “We just couldn’t take that chance, and Tom agreed.”  I nodded.
“I wasn’t kidding when I told you that,” I added.  “This could mean genocide, and we’re not going to take unnecessary chances.”
“We began receiving limited information via a special radio link---what we came to call ‘Bertha’s private-to-us radio channel’---shortly after you left for your rejuvenation treatment on Yularia,” Goldman stated, “and as time went by the information convinced us that we were dealing with an intelligence not connected with the Yularians, nor did we believe it had anything to do with the other three alien species the Yularians had contacted, either.  The thing is, we did---and do---know where it’s coming from!”
This was new!  “Huh?” was all I could say.
Goldman nodded, grinning.  “Yep!  Our mysterious friends are transmitting from the comfort and convenience of the abandoned International Space Station!”  The aliens looked confused, but I was shocked down to my toes.
“That thing’s been vacant for years!” I barked.  “The orbit’s decaying and it’s supposed to burn up in the atmosphere in---well, most any time now!”
The agent shook his head, but he was no longer smiling.  “Nope on all counts, Tom.  Nearly a year ago we noticed the orbit change.  It wasn’t sudden; apparently the new occupants hoped to sneak it past us by doing it gradually, but we watch all the junk orbiting earth closely, and our observers quickly saw the difference, and have been carefully monitoring it all along.  It’s perfectly stable, and obviously inhabited.  We say ‘inhabited’ since when we sent an unmanned probe up to look it over---”
“They shot it down?” I offered.
Goldman shook his head.  “No, nothing that drastic.  The probe simply veered off-course, never coming anywhere near the ISS.  We send another---and it veered off-course, too.  After the third one, and the third turn-aside, we figured we’d better leave whatever it is alone until we know more.  Our long-distance visual observation equipment shows nothing new, so there’s apparently no space ship docked there; at least we can’t see one.  The information we get is pretty one-sided; we’ve sent questions and tried to establish two-way communication, but our questions are almost always ignored; the information we receive often has nothing to do with our inquiries.”
He paused to drain his mug of coffee, and I asked him if he wanted more.  Nope.  Apparently he’d had all the mud he could stomach, and he continued.  “Four breadbox-sized sealed containers showed up one day in my office.  How they got there, who delivered them---we didn’t know, and still don’t.  Before we could go into panic mode and evacuate the complex I received a message via Bertha’s channel telling me that these were ‘upgrades’ to the simple security AI machine in your home, and to install them ASAP.  That night Bertha woke me, and the next day we arrived to pick up the Yularian attack devices and install the ‘upgrades’.”
“If the boxes were sealed, how did---?” I began, but was cut off.
“We were told to place one box on top of Bertha’s CPU---that’s built into your bedroom closet, remember---and place the other three boxes in your attic, near where the spiders’ radio transmitter is located.  Then we were told---very firmly---to leave them.”  The two vixens’ eyes were fully open by now, and my own were stretched so wide they hurt.  “Apparently whatever was in those boxes handled the ‘upgrade’, and we have no idea what was done.”  Goldman shrugged his shoulders.  “We’re way out of our league here, folks, and I for one am scared shitless.”
“Art old buddy, you’re not the one staring death in the face, only to have the threat blown away,” I said, standing and moving to the TV and Blu-Ray player.  I switched the set on, then inserted the disc I’d received of the eventful Five After Midnight show.  This time it only took me moments to locate the various frames with their damming evidence, and I thought Art would faint when he saw what happened to the wolves.  “That’s why I secured our medallions and your watch, my friend.  Apparently Bertha---or whatever it is now---uses those things to monitor everything around us, and has the ability to kill at will.  In this case I’m thankful it did---but how much longer will it be before it decides to kill one or all of us?”
“I…I…I---” the agent sputtered, but I held up a calming hand.
“We’re not blaming you, Art,” I soothed, “but I thought you needed to know just how big this thing has gotten.  I knew some of it early on, remember, or I’d have never agreed to put what was left of my life on the line with this so-called publicity tour.”  I padded barefoot over to where the vixens were curled up wide-eyed on the couch, and I sat down between them, pulling them close.  “The three of us have been face-to-face more than once with something far beyond our understanding, and I think I speak for us all in saying that we’re getting damned tired of it.”
The unspoken declaration of the aliens’ and my bond didn’t go unnoticed by Goldman, but after nodding he only spread his hands, saying, “What do you want me to do about it?  What do you think I can do about it?  The last thing in the world I want to do is get any of you hurt---or killed.  Folks, I’m just as much over my head in this as you are!”
B’naah oozed out of my protective embrace and slowly climbed to her feet, then she padded over to the agent’s chair.  Reaching out a slender hand that seemed like it was wearing a forearm-length black furred glove, she gently stroked the man’s cheek.  “Art Goldman,” she softly said, “my people apparently know---or at least suspect---that there are forces at work that are beyond even our understanding, and I believe it is time we merged our efforts.”  Goldman looked like he was going to either cry…or jump up and run.  Thankfully, he stayed put and kept quiet.  “My mate on our home world is a ranking member of our ruling alliance council, and I believe he is actively investigating this.  Also, our new Yularian ambassador to Earth, D’naad, recently had his own look at our deadly enemy, and he has now pledged his resources to help us.  You should note that he, too, has a ‘gift’ from Bertha, a medallion similar to the ones L’raan and I have, and I don’t doubt it has similar capabilities to the ones we’ve been wearing.  Even Booker, our guard, has one of Bertha’s gifts, a little black decoration he wears on his shirt and uses to stay in touch with Tom.”  She looked at me, then back at the agent.  “Perhaps it’s time we retrieved our own strange little devices and tried asking Bertha for guidance.  If she refuses, we have the option of locking the devices away again, but as it’s been pointed out, they ‘saved our butts’, so maybe we should be glad to have them.”
I had to admit---the old gal had a good argument to counter our paranoia.  Goldman and I looked at each other for a long moment, then he nodded.  I sighed, reached over to the coffee table, then switched off the little bug jammer.  “Thank you!” L’raan quietly barked, rubbing her ears and massaging her temples.  You have no idea how much that thing hurts!”
Giving her a lopsided smile, I said, “Sets my teeth on edge, too, but it sure comes in handy.”  I stood, stretched, then headed to retrieve our “jewelry”.  Moments later we all had our devices back in place, and Goldman said, “Do you want the honor, Tom, or should I?”
Sighing, I said, “What the hell.  I’ll be the goat.”  Taking a deep breath I said, “Bertha!  We need to talk!”
 



 

Chapter 24
As Cold As Ice
 
“Hello, Tom,” the machine voice said.  “Do you feel you settled all your concerns to everyone’s satisfaction?”
I got such a chill, I thought my rejuvenated bladder would turn loose and embarrass me.  “How do you mean, Bertha?” I replied, keeping my voice as steady as possible.
“Now really, Tom,” the amazingly rich, yet machine-cold voice chided,  emanating from the tiny crucifix I was wearing, and from the devices the Yularians and Goldman had as well.  (How did it do that?)  “You twice packed my modules into a pewter box, put them in a Fiberglas bathtub and covered them with towels, then turned on a droning exhaust fan.  You then huddled within the hoped-for ‘protection’ of a sonic masking device---a device that I provided to Art Goldman’s agency.”  Oh...shit!  Goldman’s swarthy complexion visibly paled and he closed his eyes in apparent defeat.  “It doesn’t take a genius---or an AI of even average intelligence---to determine what you’ve been discussing.”
“You’re anything but an ‘AI of even average intelligence’, Bertha,” I challenged, “wouldn’t you say?  You were plenty smart when L’raan and I were first attacked, and after your ‘upgrades’ you hit the IQ ball clean out of the park.”  I swallowed the lump in my throat.  Talking smack with a mysterious, lethal alien intelligence made me terribly nervous, especially since said alien intelligence had no face.
The machine voice laughed! At that point my bowels threatened to join my bladder in a duet of betrayal, and an inane thought flashed through my terrified brain, wondering how much the hotel would charge to clean the upholstery where we all were sitting.  “You humans have such a delightful sense of humor,” the voice stated, “but in humor we digress.  The four of you were, of course, discussing the incredibly dangerous situation facing your worlds, and you seem to be in a quandary as to the assistance I can provide.”  Other than the nasty little surprise Art Goldman recently received in my kitchen, I couldn’t remember ever seeing him frightened---but now he was visibly shaking, apparently frightened to his very core.  Huddled together with me on the couch, the vixens were so terrified even my numb human nose could smell their fear.
“OK, ‘Bertha’…or do you prefer to be addressed by some other name?” I said, working even harder to keep the panic out of my voice.
“Bertha is fine, Tom,” it replied, “just as long as you realize that, no, I never really was your formerly humble little security AI.  I regret that I had to maintain that deception, but at the time I felt it necessary.  We’re well beyond that now, but to avoid confusing you in an emergency, and perhaps to add an element of confusion for our common enemy, it’s probably best we continue using that name.  Unfortunately, my true identifier is a bit beyond your kind’s comprehension.”  Shitshitshit---this thing is really alien.  “So---what would you like to discuss first?”
 
Actually, once we got past the idea of having a powerful, truly alien intelligence overseeing our every move, we stepped down from our “red alert” panic and were able to converse with “Bertha” in a reasonably productive manner.
“What are you, Bertha?” I finally asked.  “We know you’re camping out in the abandoned International Space Station, but you’ve made it clear that you don’t want anybody coming for a visit.  If you're trying to help us, why are you so secretive?”
“To use a universal term understand by all civilized life forms,” the voice said, “let’s just call me 'the police'.  I’ve tracked a miscreant to this area, and I’m trying to apprehend…it…with as little loss of your kind of life as possible.  I’m ‘secretive’ because my kind are so fundamentally different from you, besides not being able to name me, it would almost be impossible for you to even comprehend me.  By remaining unseen I hope to avoid any negative impact to your societies that contact with my kind might have.  You have stories of such catastrophic, tragic encounters in your literature, and even you, Tom, as a creator of science fiction tales, have touched upon the concept more than once.  Since both your kind and mine possess the means to create destruction on a truly frightful scale, it’s best we not risk such an instinctive, irrational panic.”
Instinctive, irrational panic…by whom? I wondered, but kept my thoughts to myself.  “Can you at least give us some idea as to where this…this miscreant is hiding,” I asked, “or even what kind of creature it is?”
“If I knew where it was, I’d certainly move to contain it.  I know it has elements here on your world, Tom, as well as on Yularia---you’ve been victim to attacks by Yularian military equipment, as well as from augmented Earth wolves; also the repeated poisoning episodes.  Still, I don’t believe it to be located on either of your home worlds at this time, so I will not vacate this convenient location until I have better information.
“As to the kind of…creature…it is—”  Bertha surprised us all with a thoughtful pause.  “I’m sorry, but that information would serve you no purpose at this time since your people have no means of directly dealing with it.”  Cute.  We can’t deal with it, but it can, if not thwarted, kill us with abandon.
Nodding, I took a hard pull on a fresh cup of the less-than-stellar coffee, hoping it would help quiet my shaking hands.  Art Goldman and the vixens seemed content to let me be the Q&A guy, so after a few moments I continued.  “What’s this…this miscreant trying to accomplish by killing us?  It just makes no sense!”
“On the contrary,” Bertha countered, “to our adversary your deaths---and the complete elimination of all five of your species---makes perfect sense.  You are not of its kind, and it’s far more of a xenophobe than you can imagine, even to the point that it puzzles me---and I’m…well, you could say I’m well-qualified to understand how xenophobes---those who have a pathological fear of aliens---think.  But this xenophobe is beyond even my admittedly extensive comprehension.  Again, to use your most basic term---it is totally nuts.”
 
Our conversation stretched on into the night, but with little real progress made toward how to catch the adversary.  Bertha wanted the Yularians and me to continue our schedule of PR appearances, including accepting Simon Branch's invitation to appear at the upcoming Paws'N'Claws convention, with Art & Company doing their best to keep us alive.  It was hoped that somewhere, somehow, the adversary would slip up and reveal itself---or at least give us some idea where it was hiding---before it managed to either kill us or cause some sort of catastrophic interstellar incident.
“You now know another of the capabilities your...trinkets...possess,” Bertha stated, “but for now what else they can do must remain secret.”  When we objected Bertha explained, “If you know what they're fully capable of doing, you might try to rely on them in an emergency instead of taking more appropriate action, and the less the adversary knows about your defenses, the more likely it may drop its guard---or move overtly---thus giving us a chance to neutralize it.
Neutralize.  While that term sounded cold, what it had been trying to do to us seemed a whole lot chillier, and after a few more moments of nervous chatter we all agreed that Bertha's plan was the best of a less-than-satisfactory lot.
But being bait in a deadly “fishing expedition”---an interstellar game of “cops & robbers” played by creatures we were told we weren’t sophisticated enough to even comprehend...and with the fate of our very civilizations at stake---was the last thing any of us humans and Yularians wanted.
Especially when we didn't really know who---or what---the “fisherman” was.



 

Chapter 25
Fun & Deadly Games
 
Paws’N’Claws was an annual, much anticipated anthropomorphic convention attended by nearly a thousand people.
And others.
I’d been its Guest of Honor several times, mainly due to the popular books I’d written (and the movies based on them) that had adult-pleasing, realistic anthro characters doing adult-pleasing, realistic things.  These weren’t books aimed at the children’s market; no, these books had all the angst, violence, drama (and a bit of sex) that otherwise-mainstream modern literature possessed.  That they also had characters who were not of the human persuasion apparently stroked a chord many people didn’t know existed.  Surprisingly, readers who otherwise wouldn’t have dreamed of reading something with non-human characters actually found they enjoyed my stories, and the movies based on the books did reasonably well at the box office, video sales and various rental markets, too.  They served a modest but lucrative fan base that, in turn, helped keep my family and me fed over the years.
But it had been a few years since I’d last attended a Paws’N’Claws convention, and I was pleased to see that it had slowly but steadily grown in attendance, and was now held in the Windy Woods Convention Center, a huge, elaborate complex located in the still-rural outskirts of Savannah, Georgia.  One major reason I was so pleased that the convention complex was rurally located was that it was also relatively easy to secure.  It had on-site hotel facilities that easily handled all the attendees, merchants and con staff, and the two hundred acres of high-fenced land it sat in the middle of had one heavily-gated entrance and plenty of open area around the buildings.  This made it surprisingly difficult for undesirables to gain access to the complex as long as ample security forces were on guard---which they were---carefully but ever-so-politely checking the identities of everyone as they came and went.
True to B’naah’s promise to Simon Branch, we brought along a “few” additional friends, including one each from the other three alien species, along with a small contingent of special security, including our security chief, Booker Jones.  The convention center staff were familiar with the Paws’N’Claws volunteer staff and the usual unconventional attendees, but they were not told just who---or what---the “special guests” would be; only that they required additional security, and that the additional security personnel would be as unobtrusive and cooperative as possible.
These people would also be armed.
 
The convention staff arrived and began setting up several truckloads of A/V and party gear a day early, and many attendees and arts and crafts vendors also showed up in advance of Paws’N’Claws’ Friday afternoon opening ceremonies.  Our security forces had arrived an extra day early, on Wednesday, and gone over the entire complex both with bug sweepers and “eyeball peepers”, looking for anything suspicious---nothing found.  When the convention gear and vender equipment began arriving, the security guys thoroughly---but politely, with smiles, jokes and even laughter!---screened every item, from artwork to books to models, even cute, fuzzy little animal plushies.  Nothing was left to chance.  Booker Jones was determined not to have a repeat of the “Five Past Midnight surprise”, and to his credit---well, he didn’t.
What actually happened was far worse.
 
Our personnel got our suites ready, and Booker and I made a point of going through the long pre-registration line Thursday evening, getting our convention ID badges and (much more importantly) mingling with many of the convention staff, several of them old friends of mine.  Afterwards, we took Simon Branch and a few of his lieutenants out to dinner---my favorite, Brunswick Stew, was on the menu!---and did our best to calm their nerves.
“Buddy,” I told him around a delightful spoon of Georgia’s best, “this is going to go butter-smooth, and you’re gonna be the Man of the Hour once the attendees discover just who---and what---you’ve landed as Guests of Honor.”  He’d already used his asthma inhaler once that I knew of, and I damned well didn’t want him having a debilitating attack; certainly not now.  “We’ll bring our alien friends in via motor home tomorrow afternoon just before opening ceremonies and slip them in the employee entrance, but keep them sequestered back stage.  You’ll introduce me and give the people a bit of my background, which will probably give them something to start buzzing about.  Then, I’ll prime the pump with, ‘But wait---there’s more!’, just before bringing out our friends, who will stand with you and me on-stage.”  Branch was breathing hard, but seemed to be stable.  “After opening ceremonies Booker and I will take our friends to their separate rooms---trust me, there’s a reason you don’t room a big bunny with big predators!---to let them relax a bit, then we’ll circulate throughout the center for a while and talk to the attendees before supper, and then again afterwards.”  Branch nodded as he absorbed the agenda.  “It’s unfortunate,” I continued, “but some of the evening programs and panels may be...well...poorly attended.”  Branch shrugged.  He was a realist.  “Saturday evening there will be a special “Meet & Greet” event with the aliens for the premium-badge holders, and I think that once word of that gets out you’ll have a lot of basic-level attendees opting to upgrade their attendance level, which will, of course, bring in more money for the convention.”  Booker and a few others chuckled, and Branch broke out into a grin.
“If that happens,” he said, “we may have to move the event to a larger room!  Imagine the fun!”
Yeah.  Imagine the headaches.
 
And as planned, opening ceremonies actually went well.  The convention center had a large indoor amphitheater, and after the usual opening ceremonies blather Branch, sporting his trademark clip-on cat ears and floor-length cat tail, introduced me as the first human to undergo the alien rejuvenation process.  That was a great hit with the crowd, but after a few words of thanks I quieted the room.  Showtime!
“Papa Cat told you,” I enthused, “that he’d have a blockbuster surprise---”  Cheers and whistles.  “---but I’m not the surprise!”  Boy did that tweak them!  “No, I’m really just small potatoes up here; the real surprise is waiting back stage, and I’m going to bring them out in just a moment.”  Them?  Ooh---!  “There’s a reason our usual group of fursuiter friends aren’t up here with us like in the past...because we’re bringing you the real deal---!”  Here it comes!  “Ladies and gentlebeings, let me introduce to you Doctor N’looma and her assistant L’raan, the Yularians who, along with other medical staff, were instrumental in giving me a new lease on life!”  Everywhere in the audience were wide-open eyes and dropped jaws!  “Also, I’ve brought along three other off-world friends; Boo’nah, a male cheetah-like Eelon, Cirra’ha, a male otter-like Dralorian, and Ykkera, a male hare-like Ar’kaa (don’t call him a ‘bunny’---he hates that!),” I finished with a stage whisper.
The place was mostly silent for about five heartbeats, then pandemonium erupted!  While nobody jumped from their seats and bolted for the doors as the aliens hesitantly joined Simon Branch and me on stage, some of the audience in the semi-circular tiered amphitheater literally jumped up on the rows of tables in front of their chairs out of sheer exuberance.  Maybe fear, too.  I couldn’t tell, and really didn’t care.  Dammit, it was time for people to grow the hell up, and this was as good a place as any to begin.
My alien stage mates had been warned that their reception might be a bit raucous, but even Branch and I were a bit surprised at the audience’s overwhelming enthusiasm.  These people (including those wearing fursuits in the audience) were absolutely ecstatic to see the aliens, and the raw desire to actually meet them appeared to be a physical force in the room.  After a few eternal moments of bedlam Branch and I began calling for calm, but it took a good five minutes to quiet the crowd enough for me to be heard.
“Our friends have come a long way to meet you,” I began, “and they’re here for the whole weekend!” Cheers and whistles erupted again. “I promise that everybody who wants to get a bit of face-time with our friends will have a chance to do so!”  ‘Face-time’?, several of the aliens muttered nervously in my direction, and I softly assured them it was nothing bad.  “But for now our friends are going to retire to their rooms and relax a bit, and give Papa Cat time to finish the opening ceremony and get everything rolling.  We’ll be back out and about before supper, then again afterwards, but for now---ciao!”  I waved, and the aliens did as well before we strolled off the stage.
“As we discussed earlier,” I reminded the small group once we were behind the curtain, “your rooms are secure, and Booker and his staff will escort you there now.  They won’t allow anyone to stop you in the halls, and I’ll be along in time to take you to a secure area where we can socialize with the humans in comfort.  Any trouble, Booker’s people will be there to deal with it---so go relax!  These people think you’re the best thing to ever happen to them; they love you!”  My Yularian vixens were relatively comfortable around humans, but the other aliens, while specially selected by their embassies for this event, were still more than a bit nervous.
Me?  I was terrified.
 
As promised, once an hour had passed Booker and I rounded up our alien guests---the Ar’kaa really didn’t want to leave his room---and slowly made our way into one of the large, open areas of the convention center.  Surprisingly, many of the conventioneers, and the majority of the animal-themed fursuiters, suddenly developed a case of shyness, trading their earlier enthusiasm at finally meeting genuine anthropomorphic aliens for a nervous reluctance to actually approach and speak to them.  Up close, the man-sized rabbit-like Ar’kaa didn’t seem nearly as ‘fluffy’ as the rabbit-suited humans; the tall, thin Eelon---who had impressive feline fangs and fixed, formidable cat claws---actually seemed more intimidating than zoo-raised cheetahs.  Only the sleek otter-like Dralorian, with his lush fur and relatively friendly face, managed to attract a few brave souls...who quickly found themselves at a loss for words.  What DO you say to the first alien you meet?  Certainly not ‘take me to your leader!’, or ‘how do you like it here?’, or ‘can I pet you?’
“Boo’nah,” I whispered to the Eelon as people crowded around---but not too closely!---to take photographs, “that blonde female with the pink KittyKat shirt might be a promising subject to begin with, to get them actually talking with you.  If I bring her over will you try not to scare her so bad she wets her pants?”
He chuffed in amusement, saying, “No promises, Tom.  So far I’ve made every human female and several of your males in my embassy lose bladder control.  I haven’t even gotten started here.”
I shook my head.  “C’mon, buddy!” I hissed.  “Don’t start the night off by being a dick!”
Raising his furry eyebrows and showing just the hint of fangs, he countered, “I can assure you, Tom, my male member is properly hidden from sight within my shorts.”
 
Honest-to-God, the name on her I.D. badge was ‘Buffy’, and it had a cartoony image of a blonde-furred cat on it that matched the print on her blouse.  I’d quickly stepped over and began pulling the young woman towards the big cheetah, saying, “You like cats; here’s a big one you can actually talk with!”  When you move fast and don’t give people a chance to refuse, it’s amazing what you can get them to do.  She was so surprised---probably in shock---that I was able to nudge her to within comfortable conversation range of the Eelon.
“Buffy, meet Boo’nah.”  She reflexively held out a hand and with predator speed he gently snagged it with both hands, wrapping it in a firm, furry embrace---and shook it in a human-style greeting, a trace of a slightly evil smile on his feline features.  But no teeth!
“Hello, Buffy,” he rumbled, his voice substantially lower-pitched than the bird-like chirp sounds a wild cheetah makes.  “Are you going to be my first victim tonight?”  When she sputtered in confusion he explained, “I usually can make a human pee their pants when I first meet them---” and he suddenly flashed a ferocious predator grin, then pointedly glanced below her waist, but seemed surprised not to find a dark stain spreading.  Looking back at her face he saw, not terror, but humor!
“Silly kitty!” she laughed.  “Tom wouldn’t bring someone dangerous to Paws & Claws!”  Boo’nah’s eyes widened in astonishment.  “Cheetahs are my favorite big cats, and I bet you’re just a big ol’ softie!”  Her free hand moved like she wanted to stroke his fur, but the young woman exercised remarkable restraint---and didn’t.
“I...I---” the Eelon sputtered.  “We are the apex predators on our world!” he haughtily declared, releasing her hand to hold his arms wide, the claw-tipped fingers threatening.  “We hunt everything!”
“May I...stroke your fur, Boo’nah-kitty?” Buffy asked, unruffled.
“Why certainly n---” he began haughtily, then, “um...yes...but don’t pull on it.  That---hurts,” he almost mewed.
She reached her right hand up and caressed his cheek.  “So soft and silky,” she crooned.  “I bet you spend just hours brushing it every day.”  The big cat blinked slowly and actually purred.
I’d watched their incredible interplay out of the corner of my eye, and would have been totally entranced if I hadn’t also been trying to watch what else was going on.
 
My Yularian friends were deep into conversations, laughter and comparisons of the fox-themed fursuits with their own natural physiology, so after a moment I thankfully ignored them.  Ykkera, the big rabbit, seemed to be having a stern, quiet discussion with Bryce Mickleson, one of the two human ‘escorts’ Booker Jones had assigned to protect him.  Stan Johnson, Ykkera’s other guard, was keeping an eagle eye on the crowd, but didn’t seem uncomfortable.  Something nagged at me, though.  Mickleson was one of Booker’s long-time associates, and I’d had passing contact with him in the past.  He’d always been professional but friendly, yet ever since he’d stepped out of the motor home before opening ceremonies he’d been strangely aloof, almost distant.  I wondered if he was having issues with his ‘bunny’ charge.   Cirra’ha, the otter-like Dralorian, had apparently found kindred souls in an athletic young couple.  They were happily discussing favorite water sports and locations here on Earth, most of them the Dralorian had yet to experience, and the growing crowd around them was caught up in the enthusiasm of the conversation.
But something drew my attention back to the Ar’kaa, or more correctly, Mickleson, his guard---and in that instant I knew we were in trouble.
 
Bryce Mickleson stepped away from the Ar’kaa and moved purposefully in my direction, his eyes---oh, his eyes; the pupils were so big it looked as if he’d just come from the optometrist’s office.  If the whites of his eyes had been yellow, they’d have looked just like---  “Shit!” I yelped.
As he’d approached me he reached under his loose-fitting shirt and produced a small Glock 9mm pistol, quickly bringing it to bear on my chest.  Something faintly clicked in my head like it had done several times before, and before I could take evasive action a slender human arm struck the hand pointing the pistol just as it fired, knocking it up.  The bullet zziinnnged a hot path over my left shoulder, the muzzle blast deafening my left ear as I finally began to react to the threat, planting a fist square in Mickleson’s chest.  But that was far from the end, as a yellow/black blur pounced on the man, taking them both to the floor!  The Eelon was all over the struggling man, biting, clawing, ripping at him like the predator he claimed to be.  Mickleson made no sound, no screams or cries as he fought like a demon, eventually shooting his feline assailant before tossing the lighter, suddenly limp alien off him like a big doll.  Then the man, bleeding from numerous slashes and gashes, carefully took aim at the big cat’s head---
---And was bowled over by a human dynamo wearing a pink, cat-decorated blouse!
 
Buffy wasn’t heavy or strong, but she made up for that by being insanely furious, flailing and screaming incoherently to the point the big man seemed momentarily at a loss as to how best to remove her.  By that time other security members were beginning to react, trying desperately to protect their charges while determining how to neutralize the rouge agent.  I stomped on his gun arm and he dropped the weapon---and then he convulsed...and quit struggling.  It took several of us to pull the enraged Buffy off the man, but by that time I noticed the pupils of his eyes had contracted to pinpoints---just like the wolves in the TV studio.  I also caught a faint whiff of singed flesh but didn’t see any obvious burn marks on his bloody, clawed head.
But I knew there was at least one, maybe more, there in the carnage.
 
Once they’d pulled Buffy off the comatose guard, she pounced on the big alien cat, screaming for help.  He was semi-conscious and trying to move, but before more than a few seconds passed both Yularians had arrived; B’naah and L’raan barking orders to their guards to fetch their med kits from their room now!  My left ear wasn’t working, and the right one was ringing and stinging, but I began yelling for Booker to electronically shut down any and all electronic transmissions into and out of the convention center.  Then I barked at one of the con staff to fetch Branch’s asthma inhaler from his room, and another to bring him to our location ASAP. People were screaming, crying, shouting and, in general, panicking like terrified crowds usually do.  I’d seen Branch deal with emergencies in the past, and we needed his towering presence.
I just prayed nobody had managed to send any photos, tweets or posts of the incident before Booker’s people could shut communications down.  Damage control was going to be a bitch.
 



 

Chapter 26
Put a Lid On It
 
Simon Branch arrived at a breathless trot right about the time the convention medic did, and thankfully the man had Branch’s asthma inhaler in his kit.  One look at the bloody bodies on the carpet and Branch started to hyperventilate.  “Mike!  Inhaler now!” I snapped, and the medic literally jammed the little device in Branch’s mouth and forced him to take a heavy (probably heavier than recommended) dose.  The director’s legs were wobbly and two of his staffers helped steady him.  One of them straightened his clip-on cat ears.  I damned sure didn’t need him collapsing, not with an emergency swirling around us like hornets from a poked  nest.
“Time to make the donuts, Simon!” I said as steadily as I could.  “The immediate threat is over, but you’ve got nearly a thousand people crapping their pants, and we’re depending on YOU, big guy, to settle them down.  Get your people into high gear and move everyone---including all the center’s staff---out onto the front lawn.  Booker’s people will help.  People absolutely cannot use their cell phones, tablets or laptops; this must be kept quiet until we get things under control.  By that time I’ll know how bad things are and we’ll go from there.”  His eyes still wide from shock, I shook the big man’s shoulders---hard!  “Simon!  Buddy!  It’s crunch time, old friend.  We need you---I need you!  Let’s roll!”
To his credit, he sobbed twice, shuddered, then like the rodeo star he’d been in his salad days, he sucked up the terror and anguish and climbed back in the saddle.
 
Booker had radioed for a technician in the motor home outside to activate a blanket Internet/cell phone jammer, but I secretly prayed Bertha had beat him to the punch.  She obviously had abilities beyond our comprehension, so I hoped she’d managed to keep any information about this from getting to the general public.  At that point I didn’t know if I had a dead alien on my hands, but I knew damned well that Booker’s old friend Bryce Mickleson was a goner; while technically he was still alive, with occasional rise and fall breathing movements, I knew he’d be dead soon, and I knew exactly who---or what---was responsible.
About that time runners showed up with the Yularians’ med kits, and they both started work on the wounded Eelon, who was showing signs of regaining his faculties.  Buffy (her real name, I learned, was Cindy Rogers) was hovering over the big cat like he was her long-lost brother, but she was (mostly) reluctantly keeping out of the way while the Yularians began treating his gunshot wound.
That let me turn my attention to the soon-to-be-dead guard, and I motioned to one of Booker’s remaining men.  “I know this is going to be hard to do, but you need to get Mickleson out to the motor home and keep an armed guard on him at all times until further notice.”  The man looked like he was going to cry, and I couldn’t blame him.  Bryce Mickleson had been a good guy, with a wife and small kids waiting for a daddy who would never play with them again.  “Billy,” I said to the guard, “I’ve seen this before, and so has Booker.  For all intent and purpose, Bryce is dead.  The cat’s wounds didn’t stop him, but Booker knows what did, and I can guarantee it was nothing any of us did.”  When the man didn’t move I said, softly, “Now, Billy.  We’re all in danger if he stays here.”  Billy Thompson was a pro; he put his feelings in a pocket and did what was required.
 
“L’raan,” I called when I crouched down with the vixens and the young woman, “how bad---?”
The young vixen glanced at me, then looked closer.  “Tom!” she yelped.  “The side of your head is...is burned!”  I waved off her concern, pointing to the wounded cat.
“I can wait, and the damage can be fixed.  I need to know how Boo’nah is.”
“He’s not as heavily muscled as a human, and the projectile passed through his upper shoulder area,” B’naah stated in a clinical manner, “and apparently hit no bone or major artery.  It exited his body and I am cleaning the wound as best as possible, but he will require better medical attention than I can give him here, mainly due to the powder burn on his chest and any fur that might contaminate the wound channel.”  The old vixen was incredibly efficient.  “We need to call for one of our transports to take him to his home world for proper treatment.”  She glanced at me and added, “And you need to let L’raan treat the powder burns on your head.  If your ear is damaged, we may have to take you to Yularia to repair it as well.”
Great.  Another trip in cold sleep.  I could hardly wait.
 
“Let me up!” the Eelon snarled, and was firmly snarled at in return by the old vixen.
“You will remain lying down like the lazy cat you are, Boo’nah,” she told him---and he obeyed!  I’d never seen an Eelon do anything he didn’t want to do; feline obstinace, I’d been told.  “You are hurt, and I am your doctor,” she stated.  “You can thank your young human female friend for saving your life, since the guard was preparing to shoot you in the head when she pounced on him.”  Boo’nah’s big eyes got wider as he looked at the terrified young woman.  “She also saved our Thomas Barnes’ life by striking the guard’s hand, thereby deflecting the killing shot.”
“You, my friend,” I said to the cat, “also saved my life by pouncing on him after that first shot.”  I grasped his left paw in a firm grip.  “I’m just sorry you took a bullet, one that was meant for me.”
“This human...B-buffy...pounced on the guard?” Boo’nah rasped.  “But---why?”  The young woman stroked his head and held his other hand (B’naah had shooed me away while she worked).  “Why would...would you risk your life for---?”
“Silly kitty!” Cindy “Buffy” Rogers yelped, tears streaming down her face.  “You’re a person!  People...people help people!  We don’t just stand there and let them be hurt!”  His mouth opened, but no words came out.  “You jumped on the guard to keep him from killing Tom, so what’s the difference?  We all help each other!”
Wish it worked that way everywhere.
 
L’raan cleaned my powder burns and put some wonderful, cooling salve on them, but there was nothing that could be done for my left ear’s ruined hearing.  Luckily the blast hadn’t blinded my left eye!  Regardless, my injuries could be dealt with later.  At that point I needed to do major damage control, so I had a runner get me a bullhorn (the con actually had one!) and I headed out to the front lawn where the milling crowd was waiting.
But first I made sure the cowering Ar’kaa had been sent to his room, under guard.  I didn’t trust him, and didn’t want him getting in the way.  Cirra’ha, the Dralorian, wanted to go with me, and surprisingly so did Boo’nah, who brushed off B’naah’s protests and staggered to his feet---only to lean on the Rogers woman who seemed more than pleased to help.  Interesting!
Then it was time to face the music, and I’d played lousy clarinet in school.
 
It was hot as only the Deep South can be in the late afternoon summertime, and the huge crowd was suffering, even though Booker’s men had brought cases of chilled bottled water out to them.  The fursuiters were especially miserable, and while some had doffed their head pieces---something almost verboten in the performing fandom---a few stalwarts still had on their full outfits.  That had to change, and fast.
Climbing up a small ladder a staffer had brought out, I keyed the bullhorn and called for order.  Much to my surprise they quickly quieted down, many of those in front taking seats on the lush grass.  My alien friends---sans the Ar’kaa whom I didn’t trust---gathered around the base of the ladder, as did Booker Jones and Simon Branch.
“This day started out so great, and went down the tubes faster than any of us could imagine,” I said.  “I’m sorry, and my friends and Papa Cat are sorry, and we’re really sorry to have to temporarily block your access to cell phones and social media---but here’s why:  We’re at war!”  Boy did THAT ever get their attention, and it took a good five minutes to quiet them down enough to further explain.  “While you won’t like what I’m going to say, many of you have known me for a long time---and I’m asking...no, begging!...you to trust me on this.  There’s a lot going on that I cannot tell you, but from what we---both our human governments and the Yularians---know, we appear to be at war with an unknown enemy.  This is an enemy that especially wants me and my alien friends dead, and it apparently doesn’t care how many others it kills to achieve that goal.  Our governments are trying to find out how and why this is happening, but as many of you may have seen on TV a short while ago this is not the first attack my two vixen friends and I have endured, and it may not be the last---especially if the enemy succeeds.”  I swallowed; this was going to be hard.  “Killing us, we believe, will just be the beginning of the deaths, so here’s where we desperately need your help.  Today’s attack failed, and while my Eelon friend Boo’nah took a bullet wound that will need additional medical attention, the attacker---one of our trusted Federal security officers, for pity sake!---is currently fighting for his life, even though his injuries weren’t all that bad.  Why he ‘went rogue’ is a mystery (no, it wasn’t) but we’ll eventually figure that out.  What IS important is that he did not succeed!”  The crowd erupted in sporadic cheers that grew...and grew...and became deafening!  Too bad I only had one ear to appreciate it.
“Hey, thanks for the support, but it ain’t over---the fat lady hasn’t sung!”  That broke them into nervous laughter that eventually died out.  “I’m sure a lot of you got pictures and videos of the terrible scene, and you’re just itching to share them, post them, spread them all over the world---”  I paused, and the crowd looked a bit uncomfortable.  “But here’s what I’m asking---what I’m begging!”  And at that point I really was begging.  “Some of you are here for the fantasy, some for the friendship, some for the...the wonderful insanity that is a well-run furry convention.  And some of you, especially the Windy Woods staff itself, are here to make a paycheck and pay bills.  I’m not asking for any of you to not have a good time, to not party and socialize and make your paychecks for this weekend.  What I am asking for you to do is to wait before you put images, videos, emails, tweets and blog posts of this horrible, ugly incident out for public consumption.  Help us keep a lid on this for at least a week, because we think that, in that short time period, we might get a handle on this...this thing, and in doing so avoid a world-wide panic that could ruin our relations with our furry alien friends.”  Man, did I ever have their attention!
“Give me a week,” I implored, “then you can blast this as far and wide as you want.  I realize you’re itching to spread the news...but is this really the kind of news you want to spread, at least right now?”  You could hear crickets in the nearby woods chirping.  “I think my friends here realize that we’re all a lot more alike under our skin and fur than we first realized, and while our Eelon friend will have to leave for higher-level medical care, and the Ar’kaa’s nerves couldn’t handle the stress (yeah, right), our Dralorian friend, Cirra’ha, and our Yularian friends are planning to stay the weekend and visit with everybody!”  Cheers went up from the crowd, and it was quite a while before they settled down.  “We are family here at Paws’N’Claws, and families stick together and have fun!”  More cheers.  “Finally,” I added, “my Yularian friends and I are going to California next week to appear live on the new ‘Wake Up America!’ show.  After that airs, you’ll be free to tell the world what happened here.”  It got quiet again.  I sure didn’t want to spoil the convention and drop the draconian blanket of ‘martial law’ on them, and I knew Simon Branch was holding his breath.  Then I smiled and said with a flourish, “I hope with all my heart that you’ll help us and be fair!  We sure didn’t ask for this trouble, but if things work out we’ll all have an incredible future---together, furs, aliens and humans forever!”
The pandemonium was incredible.


 

Chapter 27
To Fly Like a Bird…
 
Sunday night’s closing ceremonies at Paws’N’Claws was more bitter-sweet than normal.  Simon Branch had mostly recovered from the shock of having his beloved convention turned upside down, but we all had tried to put a positive spin on it, regardless.  The Dralorian spoke glowingly of the places he wanted to visit with his new friends, and how he believed his experiences with his new human friends might attract others of his kind.  The two Yularian vixens had done marvelous PR work as well, and I felt that quite a number of young---and not-so-young---men were having private fantasies about L’raan.  While she wasn’t human, she really was a cute, sexy little thing---and she knew it.
Our aloof Ar’kaa representative had been hustled back to his embassy on the same Yularian transport that came to pick up the wounded Eelon.  I didn’t want him around, and it was obvious he didn’t want to be there, either.  Good riddance!
One departure that, in a way, did surprise me, though, was when young, blonde ‘Buffy’ Rogers literally demanded to accompany her new, injured big cat friend, Boo’nah, to his home world.  Initially I’d thought her no more than a spoiled little rich kid, but her actions under fire quickly shredded that thought.  She offered to pay her way, but the big cheetah pulled a few strings with his government and got the travel fee waived.  That really surprised me.  Apparently there was a bit more cross-species attraction there than I’d realized!
 
Next to the convention center was a small regional airport, and I’d had my little Diamond Twin flown in from Florida over the weekend.  I brushed off the vixens’ concerns about my injured face and ear, promising to let their ‘superior’ medical system address the problem once we were through with the upcoming TV interview.  Wearing the necessary headphones, though, hurt like a bitch, and with only one functional ear I had to listen extra-close to catch the radio transmissions.
We got airborne late that Monday morning, heading for a new TV studio in downtown Burbank, California.  In an emergency we could have made the trip in one long day (and most of a night since I was instrument rated) but there was no need to push it.  Tired was our overall condition, and that meant we’d stop about half-way across the country for much-needed sleep.  Bertha had informed us over the weekend that Bryce Mickleson did, indeed, die shortly after he was moved to the motor home, and a quick exploratory autopsy by her spiders (the motor home had a dozen, but they’d not been needed in the convention center) found a pea-sized bio-mechanical ‘something’, similar to what was found in the wolves’ brains, buried deep within Mickleson’s brain, with wispy little organic-like wires running from it into virtually every section of his skull.  Bertha said she had no idea how long it had been there, but she was working to develop a method of unobtrusively scanning for such devices in all of Art Goldman’s staff, civilian and military alike.  Including him.
 
We overnighted in Oklahoma City, landing at the Will Rogers World Airport but staying a short ways away at a pleasant Hampton Inn rebuilt in the historic F5 tornado devastation zone.  “The sign says they’re ‘pet friendly’,” L’raan drolly pointed out as we rode up in a taxi, “so they shouldn’t complain about us.”
Wise ass little vixen.
Dinner was authentic Mexican, delivered to our room by a shocked young Hispanic man.  “It smells great!” I said as the driver brought the bags into the room---only to stop in his tracks when he spied the two vixens curled up on a bed.  “Sorry for the surprise,” I said, not sorry at all, “but I can assure you that my two Yularian friends won’t bite you---unless you try walking out the door without leaving that wonderful-smelling food!”  Poor guy didn’t know how to react, and I briefly felt sorry for messing with his mind.  But just briefly.
“I...I---uh,” he sputtered, totally at a loss.
“Here’s sixty dollars,” I said, pressing three twenties into his hand while relieving him of the heavy bags.  “That covers the food, the delivery charge and gives you a nice tip.”  The young man still couldn’t put a sentence together, and I sighed.  “The two Yularians and I are heading to California to do a TV show day after tomorrow.  You can tell the folks at the restaurant that you got to see them first!”  The vixens yipped, waved like TV star bimbos and I firmly ushered him out the door.
I was hungry, too!
 
We’d skipped renting separate rooms for the vixens and myself, since I didn’t think it would matter all that much longer, one way or the other.  Our nice room had two queen-size beds and an adequate table, and it didn’t take us long to make short work of the delightful meal.  A middle-aged writer friend lived nearby, and years earlier he’d turned me on to the local Mexican cuisine.  It was as good as I remembered, and while it was too late to call him and chit-chat, I vowed to contact him when all this was over.  Good friends were hard to come by, and he and his wife were keepers.
Once dinner was over I ran through the shower while the vixens brushed down their fur in the cool air conditioning---too damned cold!---then we all curled up in one bed and were asleep within minutes.  The next morning they made sure there were obvious shed pelt hairs in the other bed---just because.
 
We’d rolled out after a quick (free!) breakfast in the hotel’s lounge area.  The vixens ate mostly protein, and I cautioned them about the greasy sausage patties and links.  “You get a bellyache at ten thousand feet, you can’t hang your fuzzy butts out the window!”  I got nipped for that remark, and it hurt!
We were in the air by eight a.m. and quickly climbed to cruising altitude.  The side of my head hurt like mischief, my left eye was terribly bloodshot and I was stone-deaf in my left ear, but otherwise it looked like a good day to be flying.  Hell, I’d always thought any day was a good day to be flying!
But I was oh so wrong.
 
Every few hours we’d stop at little regional airports to stretch our legs, pee and get drinks, but since we were also crossing time zones and chasing the setting sun, by the time we got near the coast it was still early enough to tackle the small area of Rocky Mountains east of Burbank, then drop gently into the Bob Hope Airport.  The TV studio would pick us up with a limo once we’d cleared the usual airport formalities, and they had us already booked into a nice hotel.
Life was good.
 
About thirty miles east of the mountain pass where our flight plan was routing us the weather suddenly closed in---fast!---and at first I wasn’t too concerned, which was a costly mistake.  Then in mere moments it closed so tight, and the temperature dropped so rapidly, I feared the airplane would critically ice up before I could deploy the anti-icing gear.  That’s when I got really scared.  “Snug your seat belts, ladies,” I commented through our headset intercom and a singular faint click in my head.  “The ride’s looking to get a bit bumpy.”
Boy, was that ever an understatement!
I knew that Art Goldman had at least one heavily-armed F-16V jet fighter shadowing us well above this insane weather, loafing along at our one hundred seventy five knot cruising speed.  The poor pilot had to be dozing off from sheer boredom before he/she spied the foul weather, which from my satellite information appeared to extended way up above my little plane’s maximum ceiling.  Around that time I quit worrying about the jet above us and started worrying about what was happening to my fancy, electronic flight instruments!  Everything suddenly went haywire, and even the old-fashioned mechanical “steam gauges” that were meant for last-ditch backup information in the event the electronics had a system failure went bonkers---which mean we were in a world of trouble at well over a mile above an unforgiving ground.  My compass was spinning, my altimeter was all over the place, my airspeed indicator showed everything from zero to supersonic and my radio was solid hash on all frequencies.  I couldn’t even raise Bertha on our special link.
And I couldn’t see squat out of the windows!
 
“Girls!” I shouted above the buffeting racket that was doing ugly things to the tough, composite-frame airplane, “We’re in real trouble!  I’m trying my best to keep us alive, but our little journey may be coming to a quick end!  If you can pray to any gods you know, I suggest you start doing that---fast!”
But no amount of praying could help when you didn’t even know what kind of enemy wanted you dead.
 
Seconds later two terrible impacts, so close together that they literally seemed to be one terrible blow, appeared to smack down from the heavens and suddenly much of our noise and vibration simply vanished...along with both engines and most of the wings they were attached to.  This left the three of us strapped into a plastic unpowered cigar that quickly pointed itself down!
Cirrus-brand light aircraft pretty well pioneered airframe-mounted emergency parachutes, and they’d saved many lives over the years when their single-engine planes lost power, or the pilots became incapacitated.  One pull of a ceiling-mounted lever would blast a huge parachute out the top of the falling aircraft, and the plane would descend at a controlled rate guaranteed to avoid smashing the powerless aircraft into the ground.  It still hit hard, but nothing like a full-out crash-landing.  I liked the idea of it so much I’d had Art’s engineers retrofit an experimental parachute system into my little Diamond Twin years earlier, even though the FAA hadn’t approved such a device for my airplane.
It helped to have friends in important places!
 
I yelled for the vixens to brace themselves, another faint click seemed to sound deep in my head, then I pulled a ceiling-mounted lever.  A loud POP sounded as a roof hatch behind the rear seats blew off, then a WOOOOSH sounded as a small rocket deployed the huge parachute, which quickly opened above us.  Without the weight of the two water-cooled engines and most of the wings, our little aircraft descended a good bit slower than Art’s engineers had anticipated.  Still, the mountainous terrain rushed to meet us all too quickly, and we smacked into the rocky ground with a sickening crunch.
Crunching, however, was far better than splattering, and since the aircraft’s jet-A fuel had been stored in the now-missing wings, the little airplane didn’t explode or burn upon impact.  We were firmly belted into our seats, and the tough composite material that made up most of the fuselage protected us better than a conventional metal-skinned structure would have.  As soon as the machine quit grinding and rocking---and amazingly was resting fairly well upright!---I released my harness and yelled for the vixens to release theirs.  At first both females appeared relatively unharmed, but as B’naah started moving I heard her yelp, then I saw her right arm seemed to have an additional elbow.
“Crap!” I snarled.  “L’raan, you got anything broken?”
After a short pause she replied, “Hit my head...but I don’t think there’s a concussion.”  Moments later she added, “Arms and legs seem to be OK.”
“We’ve got to get out of this thing and try to find a place to hide.  Whatever destroyed the engines and wings will probably come hunting us soon, and we need to be somewhere else fast.  Your grandmother’s right arm is broken, but I think we can manage once we’re outside.”  Then I popped open my door and got a shock; it was bitterly cold, windy and snowing!   “Reach behind your seat,” I instructed L’raan, “and grab the red bag that’s strapped to the floor.  It has emergency supplies, including Mylar ‘space blankets’.  Move-move-move!  If we don’t get away from this thing soon, we may not live long enough to need them!”
 
Once I literally fell out of the door---no wing to step out on---I stumbled around to the other side and pulled open B’naah’s door.  The old Yularian’s eyes were closed and she was snarling in obvious pain.  “I know it hurts, dear, but you’ve got to let me get you out and away from this wreck.”  She opened her eyes and looked at me with a dazed expression.  L’raan popped open the back door and dragged out the red survival bag while I fussed with B’naah’s safety harness, doing my best not to disturb her broken arm.
“Is there anything in the bag that will help her?” L’raan yipped as she helped me ease her grandmother out onto the snowy rocks.
“No time!” I yelled over the gusty wind.  “We’ll deal with her arm once we’ve put some distance between the plane and hopefully found some place to hide!”  The next five minutes seemed like an hour as we limped, scrabbled and stumbled away from the wreckage, heading in a moderate downward direction since that allowed us maximum speed with the injured vixen.  Eventually we found an outcropping of rock that offered a bit of shelter, mainly from the blowing snow.  I quickly swept the floor area to check for snakes and scorpions---none found, although they’d probably be frozen by now---and opened the emergency bag, digging out four Mylar space blankets.  Wrapping each vixen in one, I urged them to wedge themselves in as tight against the back of the almost-cave as possible.  Next I wrapped myself in one and stretched the last one over the three of us as we huddled in a tight pile for warmth.  Drifting, blowing snow quickly made it into our makeshift cave, and it also began covering the sheltering Mylar sheet.  Our personal links to Bertha were silent, which told me either whatever had caused the sudden weather change was still blocking any signals, or that Bertha was keeping silent to avoid giving our position away.  Regardless, we had no communication with the outside world, and apparently something really powerful and deadly was hunting us.
And so we huddled, shivering, injured---but alive.
 
One good thing about space blankets; they’re extremely efficient in reflecting heat.  They kept us from quickly freezing to death---me especially, since I didn’t have a natural, insulating fur coat---and they kept us from radiating heat into the surrounding area like a beacon.  Given sensitive equipment and enough time, I knew we’d be found by whatever was hunting us, but since I’d left the airplane doors open---like maybe we’d been thrown out while in the air---I desperately hoped it would think we’d been killed, or had frozen to death.  Still, I knew our time was limited before we either did freeze to death, or that B’naah’s fragile old body simply gave out.  While her arm break wasn’t a skin-puncturing compound fracture, the trauma had apparently caused her to lose consciousness, and all L’raan and I could do was try to feed her as much of our body heat as possible---and keep quiet.
 
Above, the F-16V pilot was having a not-so-quiet hissy-fit.  “Viper One to Black Art Control!  I have a Condition Ultraviolet!  Repeat:  Condition Ultraviolet!”
“Viper One, this is Goldman.  Speak to me!”
“Sir, my SABR system has been tracking our target for the past several hours without difficulty, with my autopilot keeping well above and behind them so as not to attract attention, but within the last few minutes a low-ceiling cloud bank literally exploded below me, and moments later my SABR system---sir, it...it lost them!”
Goldman was silent for a heartbeat, then he demanded, “What do you mean, lost them?  That’s the latest, greatest---!”
“Sir!  Colonel Goldman, sir!  I...I don’t know how it happened,” the pilot sputtered, “but virtually everything in my airplane, including the Scalable Agile Beam Radar system, went blank!  Sir, I’ve flown these aircraft with this system since it came out, and I’ve never seen it do that!  I...I can report, however, that I visually registered two bright vertical lightning bolts moments after all my systems blanked out.  The bolts appeared to be very close together, and I suspect they struck downward in the vicinity of the target.”  The pilot paused, and Goldman was silent.  “Sir, while I’m slightly above the blanketing weather system, right now I’m flying with no---repeat: zero---instrumentation.  All my electronics, except for my fly-by-wire flight controls and the radio, are...are dead.  I’m over a strange, flat sea of thick white clouds, with no visible landmarks---and I don’t even have a working compass!  Sir---I...I’m over mountains and I’m literally flying blind!”
“Hang in there, Commander---Kitterage---Beth Kitterage, correct?”
“Yes sir,” the pilot replied.  “Code name: Mamba.”
Goldman laughed, saying, “I just bet you are, Commander.”  After a moment he added, “I’m checking with satellite imagery and---yeah, here comes a shot of your storm.”  He went silent, then, “Good god!  Where did THAT come from?  Nothing like this was on the last frame from...let’s see...ten minutes ago!”  He started barking orders, both to those in his cramped Tactical Operations Center and over other radio channels.  Short moments later he was back with the F-16 pilot.  “Mamba, you are to keep on your current heading as best you can, but climb up a couple of thousand feet to make sure you don’t kiss a mountain hiding under that crazy cloud bank.  I’ve got a link to a Navy E-2D AWACS near Los Angeles that should have a lock on you momentarily, and when that happens they’ll guide you to a safe landing.  Should any of your systems come back on-line, contact me ASAP.  Otherwise, good job, Commander, and Godspeed.  Goldman out.”
 



 

Chapter 28
…With Clipped Wings
 
Lemme tellya---  Having a natural fur coat must be wonderful, since it can help you not freeze to death...unlike what I was fast doing huddling under that rock overhang, wrapped in a paper-thin Mylar space blanket and snuggling tight with two Yularian vixens.  Luckily, even though B’naah was unconscious, she wasn’t crying out or moaning.  Hell, she was barely breathing!
“Y-your hearing is b-better than m-mine, L’raan,” I whispered, shivering and barely able to form words, “s-s-so m-make s-s-sure your g-grandmother keeps b-breathing---b-but try to m-make sure s-s-she makes no n-noise!  S-something tells m-me our attacker w-w-w---” I paused, breathing the frigid air was like trying to breathe acid.  “---W-will have s-something on the g-ground l-l-looking for us s-soon, if it’s n-not already h-here.”
 
And the cold bit harder and deeper, to the point I eventually quit shivering---a really bad sign.  I could feel that the vixens’ breathing had slowed down, but fur-bearing creatures often slow their metabolisms in brutally cold conditions, allowing them to survive---for a time---frigid temperatures we furless humans simply cannot.  I’d had no reason to dress for cold weather when we took off that morning, and that one little detail seemed determined to kill me.
As I faded to black my last thought was, no click?
 
Colonel Arthur Noah Goldman had never been a Boy Scout, but growing up Jewish in a tough neighborhood had given him a head start on how to think on his feet, and his special forces training reinforced that to an amazing degree.  Knowing that the alien enemy was becoming bolder and more overt in its attacks had prompted Tom Barnes’ old friend to buck protocol and try to keep “resources” one step ahead of the all too public---and far too vulnerable---human-and-aliens trio.  After the remote-controlled wolf attack, and Goldman’s frantic coast-to-coast jet flight in an F-22 Raptor, he had his staff “pre-stage” support and rescue equipment near major venues where his charges would be appearing.  That thinking put critical resources on-site at the Paws ‘N Claws convention, which turned out to be a wise move.  It also gave him quick access to the “spy-in-the-sky” AWACS airplane he was hoping could find Barnes’ downed craft, as well as the ability to support the helpless F-16 pilot as she struggled to bring her sophisticated---and thoroughly blind, brain-dead---fighter safely to ground.
But heading up a covert research department was, at times, like herding kittens!
 
Since Los Angeles Air Force Base was a “non-flying” facility, Goldman had positioned a CV-22 Osprey tilt-rotor aircraft at the Bob Hope Airport that was to be Barnes’ destination.  It was loaded with every kind of practical rescue gadget and gizmo he could think of, along with a few cooler-sized, unlabeled boxes Bertha insisted be included.  The huge aircraft lumbered into the air a scant ten minutes after Goldman realized something terrible had happened to his charges, and was soon screaming its way at over three hundred miles per hour toward Barnes’ plane’s last known location.
And after getting caught sitting in his office at Fort Stewart the last two times his friend had been attacked,  this time Goldman was leading the operation in person!
 
In one aspect, Bertha’s plan worked perfectly:  The hostile entity had, indeed, continued its attempts to kill Barnes and his two Yularian companions.  Fortunately (up to now) its attempts had failed, but unfortunately for all concerned its attacks had grown bolder, deadlier---and this time, possibly successful.  And Bertha still didn’t know for certain where the entity was located.
 
The Osprey soon crested the mountains and began encountering dispersing remnants of the strange cloud bank.  “The AWACS is relaying a probable crash site,” one of the Osprey’s flight engineers reported to Goldman, “and I’ve fed the coordinates to our nav system.  We should be over the area in the next ten minutes.”
“Master Sergeant Baker!” Goldman barked into his headset.  “Have your men and medical officer Lucas ready to rappel with me to the crash site on my signal.  And make sure all weapons are hot when they touch down.  We don’t know if there are hostiles on the ground; we don’t even know what the hostiles might be, but if they’re anything like those damned Yularian military drones that Bertha’s dealt with before---God help us, ‘cause it’ll get ugly fast.”  Moments later the mysterious boxes that had been stored on the ship sprang open, and Bertha’s multi-legged, woods-rat-sized robotic spiders began crawling out.
“Art,” Bertha’s calm, inhuman voice sounded in his headset, “I’m sending a spider down with every soldier, including you and the medical officer, and your men will also be able to receive any instructions I pass along.”  The little mechanical horrors quickly made their way towards each cringing soldier, and it was a credit to their special ops training and their loyalty to Goldman that no soldier balked as the spiders crawled up their bodies and settled themselves between each humans’ shoulder blades.  “As your people reach the ground, their spiders will deploy and provide support as needed.  You’ll notice that each one has a number painted on its back, and can be directly addressed by simply stating ‘Spider ---‘ and the number.  It will respond as directed.”
“Everybody got that?” Goldman barked, and the small squad all acknowledged, after which each spider also spoke its individual number to its human companion.  Goldman’s was seven.  “Gad?” he muttered in Hebrew, not realizing Bertha could hear him.
“For luck, Art,” the alien voice acknowledged in his ear. “We’ll need it.”
 
“Colonel Goldman?” the Osprey pilot broke in.  “We’ll be over the target in about ninety seconds.  Orders?”
“Bring us to a hover a hundred feet above the main wreckage, and lower the ramp.  We don’t want to be too close to the ground in case of hostile fire.  Once we’re down, move off a mile and orbit until further instructions, but have your flight engineers prepare rescue baskets, along with retrieval lines.  If you begin taking fire from the ground---or any other direction---defend yourself if possible and get to safety.  This thick cloud mess appears to be dissipating fast, so stay on top of the situation and await further orders.”
 
Goldman and his squad rappelled out the back of the Osprey in a textbook perfect operation---and touched ground into a nightmare!  Immediately the soldiers’ threat warning signals (courtesy of Bertha) began squealing in their ears, and several blinding-white plasma beams centered on the first man to touch down.  He screamed as he collapsed, and was a smoking corpse before he hit the ground, his ceramic battle armor no match for the plasma beams’ ferocity.  The spider riding his back had jumped free and quickly targeted one of the fearsome Yularian military drones with its laser, while other spiders jumped from their human companions and concentrated fire on the half-dozen drones in the vicinity.  The surviving soldiers opened fire with their M-16 rifles, and surprisingly, the tiny caliber, high-speed bullets quickly picked the alien drones apart.  Bertha’s spiders disabled the drones’ tail-mounted power supplies in a series of small, sharp explosions, and within twenty seconds the firefight was over.
“Casualties---report!” Goldman barked, and was surprised to find no other wounded or dead in his squad.  “Captain Lucas.  What about---?”
“S-sorry, Colonel.  Sergeant Timms is...is beyond help.”  The medical officer looked like he was in shock.  Timms had been a good friend.
“We can’t help him now,” Goldman said, looking around the rugged terrain in disbelief, “but we also can’t drop our guard.  There may be more of those little monsters out here, so make use of Bertha’s spiders---let them scout ahead of you like we trained back at Fort Stewart.  They saved our butts once, and they can do it again.”  The thick clouds were lifting, being blown away by the bitterly cold wind, and even the snow had mostly stopped falling.  “I can’t see our crash victims getting very far in this mess before going to ground, so check what’s left of their airplane and begin fanning out.”  They left the dead soldier and began their search, Goldman fearing the worst.  He’d mourn his lost soldier later; he just hoped there’d be no more joining him.
 
Five minutes into their search the threat alarms sounded again, and a white plasma beam sizzled into the sky, accompanied by a soldier’s scream, an M-16 chattering on full-auto and several searing laser flashes.  Then there was a small explosion as yet another Yularian drone’s power pack detonated.  “Report!” Goldman yelled, running toward the direction of the commotion.  But when he reached the location of the brief battle he found the only casualty to be the smoking alien drone.  Sergeant Alton Brown was busy cursing and rolling on the snow-covered ground, trying to cool his smoking battle armor vest.  “Brown!  Report!” Goldman barked.
“Damned thing jumped me but didn’t get a clean shot,” the man snarled as he tried to unfasten blistering hot buckles, “but my spider nailed it, and a couple of others helped, too.  Sir.”  Still cursing and struggling, Brown finally managed to get the ceramic armored vest off, and left it steaming on the ground.  “If I hadn’t stumbled just as it shot, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.  Colonel sir!”
Goldman shook his head, smiling.  “At ease, Sergeant.  We’re just glad you survived.”  The vest had almost quit smoking.  “But if you don’t get that thing back on, something else might zap you, and we still have us some civilians to locate.”
 
Another five minutes passed without further trouble, then one of the soldiers radioed, “Colonel, Stoner here.  I think we have ‘em.  About fifty yards north of where Brown was attacked.  They...they appear to be huddled under a rock overhang, covered with---yeah, covered with snow and wrapped in space blankets.”
The medical officer called, “Condition report!”
“Hard to say, Captain.  Barnes appears to be lying on top of the two aliens---and he’s really cold.  Stiff, too.  Nobody’s conscious; I can’t even tell if they’re breathing.”
“Shit-shit-shit!” Captain Lucas muttered as he made his way over rocks and uneven footing to the location, then fell to his knees and stripped off his tactical gloves.  Pressing bare fingers to Barnes’ throat he paused, not breathing---then took a welcome breath.  “He’s alive, so the aliens are probably alive as well.”
“But sir,” Stoner injected, “he’s stiff, and his limbs are actually white!”
“Severe frostbite, Stoner,” the medical officer said, “but he’s got a pulse so he’s not dead yet!”  The men carefully brushed the snow away and extracted Barnes’ rigid form, covering it with a more substantial blanket.  “We don’t want to warm him too fast,” Lucas warned, “since he’s well into hypothermia. The Yularians have medical facilities that can treat him better than anything we can do out here.”  He turned to the vixens.  “Let’s see how the foxes are.”  Slipping a cold, bare hand under the nearest Yularian’s space blanket, Lucas suddenly smiled.  “Compared to Barnes, this one’s nice and toasty.  Let’s ease her out and check the other one.”  He repeated the hand-check, and his smile melted away.  “This one’s lots colder, but I think she’s still alive.  Get some extra blankets and wrap her---shit!  She’s got a broken leg-arm-whatever.  Damn, her right arm’s broken pretty badly, so be extra careful not to make it worse.”  They eased B’naah out into the open.  “Poor old girl.  She looks like she’s been through the wringer.”
 
Goldman called for the Osprey to return, and to lower rescue baskets and lines to retrieve the civilians, the soldiers...and their fatality.
 
It didn’t take long for the big tilt-rotor machine to return to the staging area at the Bob Hope Airport, but when the squad arrived they discovered they had company:  A Yularian “hopper” starship was sitting on the tarmac, and it wasn’t alone.  Three ugly Yularian military cruisers were also perched ominously by the alien transport, and dozens of police and US military vehicles had cordoned off the area.  “Colonel Goldman,” Master Sergeant Baker remarked, his eyes extra-wide in his dark features, “I didn’t think we allowed those...those killer ships to land on Earth!  Sir, what’s---?”
“It’s a new era, son,” Goldman said, shaking his head.  “You don’t know the half of it.  In fact, you don’t even know five percent of it.”  When the man turned and looked at his commander and long-time friend, Goldman added, “We’re just getting started.  Six months from now---  God help us.”
 
Human and alien medical personnel carefully unloaded the three crash victims from the belly of the Osprey, and the aliens quickly hustled the trio to the waiting starship.  The human medical personnel were politely elbowed out of the way while the aliens hastened to prepare the still-unconscious trio for cold sleep.  Fifteen brief minutes later the patients were encapsulated in their stasis chambers---Barnes near death, L’raan in reasonable condition but with severe frostbite and her grandmother still tenaciously clinging to life.  The humans moved away, the loading ramp on the starship retracted, and the beautiful flying saucer hummed into the sky, followed by its trio of lumpy, weapons-festooned war ships, which would accompany---and guard---it on the week-long journey to the Yularian home world.  The Yularian medical personnel assured the anxious humans that, given time, they could repair all of the damage, and for them to relax.  Apparently Barnes & company had dodged yet another bullet.
 
But for how much longer?
 



 

Chapter 29
Showtime, the Finale
 
Being nearly turned into a corpsicle was not something I could recommend, but once again, the Yularian medical folks pulled my ugly butt back from the brink of death.  It had taken five long months to fully rehab me, while B’naah and L’raan had popped into and out of rehab much quicker.  Much of my body had been literally frozen---and very dead---and those parts had to be regenerated instead of simply rejuvenated, which took much longer.  The elderly vixen had required a lot of restorative work to return her to vitality, but her arm had been fully reconstructed, and even her thinning, graying fur looked thicker and shinier.  L’raan had lost a few fingers and toes, but they’d been regrown as well, and she looked---  Well, other than when I first met her, she’s always looked great.  Sexy little piece of fluff!
It was nice to have my hearing restored in my newly regrown left ear, but when word of the soldier who’d died during our rescue reached us, it took a lot of the bounce out of all our medically-restored steps.  That was two good men that Art Goldman had lost in this mess, and their deaths weighed heavily on my soul.  I only hoped that today’s Alliance Council meeting would move this toward a resolution.  Art had been unusually quiet once I’d recovered enough to communicate with him, and I was worried about---well, about a lot of things I still couldn’t talk freely about.
But first, we had to get through a dog-and-pony political show, and I wasn’t happy about that at all.
 
We’d been sequestered in a small anteroom just off the Great Hall of the Council.  There’d already been near-bloodshed between me and the arrogant protocol officer, but with B’naah’s help (aided by her considerable professional clout) I’d won.  I’d be allowed to wear a small “modesty flap” over my genitals, when everybody else, regardless of species or sex, had to appear fully unclothed except for ceremonial symbols and staffs of office or rank.  Damn it, I just couldn’t bring myself to appear before the most powerful, diverse group of aliens in the Alliance with my naked “package” waving in the breeze!  “Unlike your sleek, fur-covered bodies,” I told the Yularian bureaucrat in English, my little translator disc, hanging on a chain around my neck, yipping and yapping in Yularian, “our mostly furless human bodies have very little protection against the elements; therefore we cover at least certain parts of them.”  This didn’t impress the bureaucratic twit, so I added, “Also, most humans have very strict social rules against appearing before anybody other than our mates with our genitals exposed.  To do so is the vilest of insults, and I’m damned well not going to break my kind’s taboos just to satisfy your arcane custom!”  I stared him down, my lips drawn back in an unmistakable carnivore snarl.  “You’ve inspected both my body and this little flap of fabric for ‘hidden weapons’---and so help me, if you stick your cold nose in my crotch again I’ll rip it off and shove it up your butt!”  B’naah stepped between the pissy little male and me before matters could escalate into a physical altercation, and after a whispered but intense “yip-and-snarlfest”, he respectfully hung his head, his ears and tail drooping in defeat.
Then there was the issue of the colored genital and tail ribbons!  It seemed that each male was required to wear a bright blue-colored ribbon tied around his balls, as well as another one tied around the base of his tail.  A female simply wore a green ribbon looped around her waist, tied in front, and dangling down below her crotch, and she also wore a matching green ribbon tied around the base of her tail. This was to visually differentiate between males and females at a distance, since up close most species also relied on scent to tell males and females apart.  Since my balls were to be covered by the fabric flap---and I had no tail!---I had to wear a longer blue ribbon that hung below the flap to be visible in front, and I simply dangled a blue ribbon down between my butt-cheeks from the flap’s waist cord.
When in Rome...dress like a Roman---but to my human sensibilities this was beyond ridiculous!
Still, I gave him a pass on the ribbon absurdity since I’d already won another minor battle with him over my little crucifix, which hung on its own tiny chain right above the translation disc.  He’d grudgingly allowed me to keep it since the crucifix was a common human religious symbol, but only after I’d allowed him to inspect it (secretly holding my breath that Bertha’s lethal little device wouldn’t trigger an alarm).  When he saw the little medallions the other members of our group were wearing---again courtesy of Bertha---he’d started raising a fuss, but D’naad quickly interceded with some official-sounding mumbo-jumbo that apparently incorporated the items into their symbols of family and/or rank.  Or something.  Hell, I didn’t care, just as long as we all had our little trinkets that allowed Bertha front-row access to the event.
 
In time a page came to escort us to the entrance of the Great Hall, and then we had to wait just outside the door while a rather “fluffy”, long-winded description of who I was and what I’d undergone at the hands of Yularian scientists and doctors was read into the official records.  While that was happening L’raan whispered to me, “I have agreed to accept D’naad’s knot.”  Huh?  She looked at me as if she expected me to say something.
Before I could question her B’naah explained, “She has agreed to become D’naad’s mate, Thomas, much in the way you humans handle a marriage proposal.”
Oh.  Vulpines/canids.  Knots.  Right!  I smiled benevolently at the young vixen, then, still smiling, whispered to her betrothed, “Treat her right, son, or I’ll rip your nuts off and feed them to you.”  The vertical pupils in his eyes dilated almost round and his ears flattened in apparent terror...and then we were quickly escorted into the huge, chilly room where I was formally introduced as the “Most Honorable Ambassador Thomas Barnes of Earth”.  I stepped forward one pace and bowed from the waist to the double-crescent-tiered, seated ranks of Councilors.  Next came “Yularian Ambassador to Earth---D’naad” (he stepped up beside me and bowed), and then “Most Honorable Scientist-Physician B’naah and her Senior Assistant L’raan” (they moved up and bowed as well).  Christ, but political formalities gave me gas!
And then it began.
 
“Ambassador Barnes,” the Chief Council said, addressing me in Yularian (my translator disc repeating it in passable English, although I understood his speech just fine without it), “the Alliance Council understands that you wish to bring a most serious matter to the Council’s attention.”
Dipping my head in an exaggerated nod, I said, “I do, Councilor B’nella.  As the information each Council member has in front of him or her states, both of my Yularian companions and I have been repeatedly attacked by a deadly, yet mysterious force.  Only by skilled protection from security personnel from my people’s government---and a liberal amount of blind luck---have my companions and I avoided death.”  There was an increasing susurration of yips, hoots, snarls, growls and grumbles as the various aliens began looking over the information on their data pads, and after a good minute of it the Chief Councilor called for order.
“Members!  Brother and sister Councilors!  This disruption will not be tolerated!  I’m sure that Ambassador Barnes can explain some of the...the outrageous statements in his---”
That’s when it all went to hell.
 
“Lies!” the Ar’kaa Councilor seated on the upper tier next to B’naah’s mate, D’oono, screamed, jumping to his feet.  “The filthy human spouts nothing but lies!”
“Councilor Ee’rah!” the Chief Counselor barked, “you are out of order!”
The big rabbit was also apparently out of his mind since he continued screaming incoherently in my general direction.  D’naad started to move closer to me, but I quickly motioned him away, then did the same for B’naah and L’raan.  In English, my hand over my translator disc, I quickly said, “Remember what I told you earlier.  We expected a reaction from at least one of them, but there’s no telling how violent this will get.  I don’t want you near me in case I have to run!”
The Ar’kaa screamed a few more incomprehensible, untranslatable words in my direction, I distinctly heard a faint click in my head, then he leveled his ornate staff of office at me and--- ###########!
 
Flying up---  The room spinning...then not---  White-hot pain...even beyond pain---  Can’t breathe---  Looking at...the ceiling...so pretty---  Can’t breathe---  Can’t move---  See B’naah...her mouth open...no sound---  Can’t breathe---  Everything so---  Can’t brea---
Slow...  Dark---
 
***
 
“Noooo!” B’naah screamed, recoiling from the sudden blinding plasma beam that spat from the Ar’kaa Councilor’s staff---the beam that had struck her human rejuvenation subject (and dear friend) Tom Barnes.  She saw the human’s torso jump half a body length in the air, then fall heavily---and wetly---to the polished stone floor.  As the smoke cleared she saw that the beam had obliterated the entire lower half of his body, leaving only the part above his stomach.  Everything else was---
Gone.
Her friend, her Thomas---gone.
 
***
 
“Yeeeaaahh!” the young vixen screamed in concert with her grandmother.  L’raan was farther away from the blown-apart human, but the horrific image affected her no less intently.  “Tom!” she cried, but the man’s torso, minus its lower part and the left arm below the elbow, was simply a smoking, bloody, boney, horrible mess.  The intact remainder had fallen like an obscene lump of dough to lay on its back, the eyes staring widely towards B’naah.  Then the life left them, and they became dull.  Tom Barnes was dead.
 
***
 
D’naad had expected some sort of reaction from at least one of the Ar’kaa Councilors, but nothing like this.  Stunned by the sudden, lethal violence of the creature’s attack, the young ambassador momentarily froze before lunging to push the two vixens farther away from the carnage.  That’s when he caught an unexpected movement out of the corner of his eye, movement on the Councilors’ dais where the attack had originated.  Movement that caused him to pause and stare in additional shock.
Councilor D’oono, B’naah’s mate, was on his feet, his vulpine jaws locked tightly on the throat of the lapin Ar’kaa Councilor, and the two of them appeared to be struggling over possession of the Ar’kaa’s lethal staff of office.  Security officers were hesitantly moving toward the site of the struggle, but it was obvious that long seconds would pass before they arrived.  Also, they didn’t seem all too happy to be confronting a powerful plasma weapon with only their ceremonial wooden swords and tiny, symbolic fabric shields.  The other Council members were scrambling away from the struggle, too, in obvious fear for their own lives.
There was another burst of white-hot plasma energy---
 
Two headless bodies broke their fatal embrace, falling away from each other as an ethereal bubble of  darkly glittering energy quickly formed above them, then just as quickly decayed, like a soap bubble popping in slow-motion.  Brief moments later it was gone.
 
The young ambassador suddenly heard a strong, familiar voice issuing from the tiny medallion he wore around his neck.  “D’naad!  Do exactly as I say, and don’t waste time!  Acknowledge me!”
“Y-yes, I hear you!” he said.
“Throw this medallion onto the middle of the floor, then take B’naah’s medallion up to the Councilor’s dais and place it on what’s left of D’oono’s chest.  Make certain that nobody stops you, and be sure you place the medallion as instructed.  Move now!”
The young ambassador pulled the tiny medallion and chain over his head and flung it towards the center of the huge room.  The sight of the ruined human near his feet made his legs wobble and almost made him vomit, but he knew there was more to do before he could give in to the horror of the situation.  “B’naah!” he yelped, “give me---”  But she was ahead of him, and had lifted her medallion over her head and thrust it toward his hands.  He sprinted to the Councilors’ dais and, roughly brushing the security guards aside with snarls and curses, carefully placed it on the smoking lower chest of the Yularian Councilor’s headless corpse.  As soon as he stepped back the medallion gave out a loud whine, and an electric blue half-dome appeared over the remains of the Yularian.  D’naad looked back toward the vixens and saw that a similar electric-blue half-dome was now covering the remains of the dead human’s head and upper torso.  “Touch NOTHING!” he barked with unexpected intensity in the direction of the guards and nearby Councilors, then he sprinted back toward the two grief-stricken females.
Gathering them into a comforting embrace, he only said, “Stay strong.  Something big is happening.”
 
From the medallion he’d tossed to the center of the room came an undulating rainbow beam of light that rose to the ceiling and seemed to spread like smoke.  Seeming to emanate from the beam a loud voice, speaking in the Yularian tongue that all in the room understood, said, “Councilors, remain at your stations of office.  You will not be harmed, but there are matters you must be made aware of before you may leave this room.”  Reluctantly, the Councilors resumed their seats or cushions---all except those nearest the scene of carnage on the dais.  Those unfortunates were happy to move down to the room’s floor in front of the dais, where they either sat or curled up on cushions quickly tossed down to them.
“The information many of you were examining on your data pads, which Ambassador Barnes was planning to explain, is, by necessity, incomplete.  We knew there was a hostile entity responsible for the attempts on Barnes’ and his companions’ lives, but we weren’t totally sure where that entity was located.
“That uncertainty is now over,” the voice stated.  “And while the hostile entity that was hosted by the now-dead Ar’kaa Councilor has been eliminated, the Ar’kaa people themselves remain very much complicit with the goals that entity promised them---the total elimination of Yularians, Eelon, Dralorians and Humans. What the Ar’kaa are not aware of is, had the entity succeeded in its goals, it would have turned against them, the Ar’kaa---and annihilated them as well.”  There were squeals of outrage and denial from the other Ar’kaa scattered around the room, as well as from the other species represented.
“At this time,” the bodiless voice continued, “there is a fleet of human warships---using a drive technology unlike yours that doesn’t require passengers and crew to endure cold-sleep---on their way to the Ar’kaa home world.  These ships are heavily armed, and will establish a permanent blockade of all interstellar traffic to and from the planet.”
“You can’t do that!” another Ar’kaa Councilor yelled.  “We demand---!”
“YOU ARE IN NO POSITION TO DEMAND ANYTHING!” the voice thundered.  “Had your now-dead Councilor not revealed himself as the host to the hostile entity responsible for this matter, the human war fleet had instructions not only to blockade your world, but to reduce it to a radioactive cinder at the first sign of resistance.  We had determined your people were harboring this hostile entity; we just didn’t know exactly where it was hiding.  That matter has now been resolved with the death of Councilor Ee’rah and his...passenger...so your people will be spared...extermination.  You will not, however, be allowed to rejoin the Alliance until you prove that you have reformed your genocidal ways.”  There was a brief pause.  “There is also the matter of punishment for your crimes, and while it will be fair, it will also be...harsh.”
“Genocidal?” and “Punishment?” were the new buzz-words winging their way around the dais, along with an incredulous “Ar’kaa?”  The three other species, all meat-eaters, couldn’t seem to wrap their minds around the thought of the soft-appearing, plant-eating Ar’kaa harboring genocidal intentions.
“Yes---genocidal,” the voice intoned.  “They were enthralled with the idea of eliminating all the carnivorous species of your Alliance, including the newly-discovered Humans, then expanding onto your vacant worlds in a free-breeding utopian bliss.  They didn’t realize that the hostile entity they were harboring had plans to eliminate all intelligent biological life, not just the carnivores.”  The scattered Ar’kaa Councilors seemed frozen in place, terrified, now that their obscene plans had been revealed.  “Before any of you attack them, understand this:  These Ar’kaa are not to be harmed.  Instead, they are to be gathered up and placed on a human transport ship that will soon land nearby, and returned to their home world.  There, they will explain to their people the reasons the Ar’kaa people are being isolated, and just what their punishment will entail.  Anybody who harms an Ar’kaa at this time will be forced to accompany them to their planet---without weapons.  You carnivores may have impressive teeth and claws, but a large group of determined herbivores can easily overwhelm a predator.”
The warning came just in time, since several of the younger, more-energetic Councilors had begun moving toward the lapins, and the carnivores had blood on their minds.
 



 

Chapter 30
Last Dance of the Phoenix
 
A light at the end of a tunnel; a bright sky full of puffy clouds; a vast, endless plain of wind-swept grass; a table of poker-playing historic figures; a doorway leading into a blinding, bright-lit expanse---all familiar clichés of near-death experiences.  These and seemingly endless others flashed through my mind in a constant stream like frames of a slide show---but yet...  How was this happening?  I had no eyes, I wasn’t breathing, I felt...nothing.  Was this eternal damnation, what many fear being dead must be like?
Was I, indeed, dead?
“Hello, Tom,” a familiar-sounding voice replied, apparently responding to my...thought?  “Yes, my friend, you could safely say you were dead, and the man you once were is quite dead, and will remain so.”  Oh, this wasn’t going well at all!  “Yet here you are---here we are---and to answer one question prominent in your mind, no, this isn’t heaven, nor is it hell.  You could say this is a genuine ‘life after life’, a new beginning for Thomas D. Barnes---although, as you will soon discover, you are no longer the Thomas D. Barnes of old.  Sadly, that person’s death was permanent, but in dying he helped bring an end to a most...unfortunate...episode of history in at least one otherwise pleasant little corner of your galaxy.”
“I...I don’t understand.”
“No doubt,” the formless voice replied evenly, “but if you’ll give me a few moments, and if you try not to interrupt too much, I’ll fill in the holes before we move you to your next level.”
“Next level?”
“First things first,” it said, “and to begin with, you need to know what happened in your last moments of life.  Tell me---what do you remember?”
Surprisingly, there didn’t seem to be a problem recalling the scene in the Grand Chamber, and the memory playback went smoothly up to the point the raging Ar’kaa Councilor leveled his staff of office at me---  Strange!  The memory simply...ended...right there.  “What---?”
“That’s the point your memory crystal---for lack of a better term---‘took a snapshot’ of your entire brain; memory, consciousness, ‘soul’---everything.  A moment later the Councilor blasted the lower part of your body with a plasma beam, which obliterated that half of you and literally fried the remainder.”
Huh?  “What’s a ‘memory crystal’?  Humans don’t have---”
“Humans don’t normally have things like that,” the voice explained, “but you’d been ‘tampered with’ by more than just your friend Art’s people, as well as the Yularian medical team that rebuilt your aged human body.  A ‘memory crystal’ is a peanut-sized automated monitoring/recording device that, upon detecting a potentially-lethal threat, makes an instant recording of the subject’s entire mental processes.  If the threat passes benignly, it resets to watch for the next threat.  You may have noticed a faint click the instant before a potentially lethal event took place.  In this case it recorded the essence of one Thomas D. Barnes, human, an instant before he suffered fatal injury.  I used that recording to reanimate you, Tom.  Your original self died and was beyond resurrection, but through technology far beyond current human or Yularian science, you live again.”
“So,” I finally ventured, “I’m...really just a...a recording, an analog copy of a dead man...with a brain so small it’ll fit in a peanut?”  Ouch!  Am I live, or am I “Memorex”?
“You’re what you believe yourself to be, Tom,” came the reply.  “You were a science fiction writer, and I know you’ve both written about and read numerous other stories of characters who experienced ‘rebirths’ of various kinds, often from recordings of their prior---often dead but not always so---selves.  Now you get to experience what you and your kind have only dreamed of thus far; a genuine ‘rebirth’ from a salvaged recording of you a moment before your untimely death.  This should be a science fiction writer’s dream scenario, not his most feared nightmare!”
“How---?”  How, indeed.  “How did this happen?  Who are you to be able to do such a thing?”  I paused a non-existent heartbeat before continuing.  “And if I’m once again alive---and apparently asleep or in limbo---what am I going to wake up as?”
“First off, to answer your unspoken suspicions about me,” the voice said, “yes, I’m the...entity...you knew as Bertha.  What I am is a bit tougher to explain.”
“Are you---  God?”
“God?  No, Tom, I’m neither your God, nor anybody else’s deity---at least not at this time.  I’m what you might call the ‘essence’ of a star.”
Huh?  “Do you mean...stars are alive?”
“We’re a different type of life than you biologicals, but yes, most of us, at least, are in a sense ‘alive’, but once we’re ‘born’, our conscious minds normally unite into what’s best called an ‘overmind’ or ‘group mind’.  Each galaxy, like your Milky Way or my Andromeda, is made of millions, sometimes billions of stars, and each star’s essence becomes a part of the galaxy’s group mind.  Some stars birth planets that, in turn, give birth to life of one sort or another, while other stars either have no planets, or have planets barren of life forms altogether.
“In this case, one ‘cell’ of our overmind became terribly unstable and horribly xenophobic; its planets had no life forms, and it developed a pathological hatred of ALL forms of life.  It destroyed hundreds of civilizations as it worked its way through our galaxy, staying one step ahead of those of us who had been tasked to contain it.  Then, much to our surprise, it made the totally unexpected leap to your galaxy, and I alone was given the task of stopping it.”
“What---why didn’t any of our own...star minds...stop it?” I nearly screamed, outraged.  Well, I tried to scream, but without a real voice it didn’t work all that well.
“You must understand that most of our kind have at best but fleeting interest in what transpires on our worlds; we have other, far larger matters to concern us---matters beyond even your deepest thinkers’ comprehension.  Your own star’s essence, for example, along with most others in your galaxy and mine, are fully occupied with an...issue...with what you call the M87 galaxy.”
“So...why are you here?  Why concern yourself with life forms not of your making?”
“Look at it as you might with a person dealing with his own psychosis,” the voice said.  “One cell of our overmind became more than indifferent; it became malignant, so we dispatched other cells to deal with it.  Eventually, since ‘we’ had infected another galaxy, ‘we’ felt it necessary to take additional steps to curb the infection.  That’s where I came into the picture.  I was the ‘white blood cell’ tasked with finding and destroying the ‘infection’.”
“Have...have the two of you been responsible for the ‘angels’ and ‘demons’ that have filled human culture?” I was genuinely terrified of what I might hear.
“No, but I don’t doubt that other so-called ‘wanderers’---either alien life forms or even individual cells of your own or other galaxy overminds---may have tampered with your culture throughout your history, since  your own star’s attention has been otherwise occupied for millennia.  And while some of us actually do care about the life forms that our planets spawn, I’m sorry to say that a great deal of us...really don’t.”
“You?” Its answer, if it gave one, would possibly give me insight into things beyond my comprehension---but I had to at least try...to know.
“Sadly, my own planets are as yet barren of life, but my solar system is also relatively young, so in time, and with a bit of work, they may in fact ‘bear fruit’.  Not anytime soon, as your kind measures its passage, but I have ample time to nurture the projects I’ve begun, and unlike some, I will take an active hand in their development.”
So...in effect, I really was dealing with a god; just not humanity’s God---nor the god of any of the Alliance’s species.  Somehow that knowledge didn’t relax me---not at all.
“Unfortunately,” the entity continued, “you weren’t the only casualty that day in the Great Hall.  B’naah’s mate, D’oono, sank his fangs into the throat of Ee’rah, the Ar’kaa Councilor who happened to be hosting my hostile...sibling...and a moment later one of them triggered the plasma canon in the Ar’kaa’s staff of office, obliterating both their heads, along with the threat.  We are born in and of stars, but everything has a physical limit.  Like your human self, D’oono had a memory crystal in his brain, and no doubt it had dutifully made a record of ‘him’ when the altercation began, but even my advanced technology couldn’t withstand what that plasma weapon did, and the crystal---along with the malignant entity---was destroyed.  Still, his quick action saved many lives that day, and possibly saved an entire species---and more---since, as you knew before entering that room, there were human-crewed ships heading for the Ar’kaa home world, with instructions to destroy it---and the Ar’kaa people---if necessary.”
“Yeah,” I replied, “the death of an entire species---genocide---wasn’t something I was looking forward to, but damn it!---those rabbits were acting like the German Nazis in World War II who aimed to destroy the Jews!  Only these fur-covered ‘Nazis’ wanted to kill four entire species of sentients---literally trillions of people!  We just couldn’t let that happen!”
“Agreed, Tom, and with my hostile...sibling...obliterated in the plasma blast, and the heinous Ar’kaa plot exposed, the threat to everybody was removed.  All that remained was meting out suitable punishment for the Ar’kaa, and implementing a rehabilitation program that will hopefully bring them back into the Alliance fold in a generation or two.”
Part of what it said gave me an imaginary chill.  Punishment?  How do you dole out “suitable punishment” for such an outrageous crime as the bunnies were planning?
“What...did you decide was...suitable...considering their crime?” I finally asked.
“Like your Nuremburg War Crimes Trials after World War II,” it began, “all those who were actively involved in the plans to commit genocide against the Alliance member species, as well as against humanity, were rounded up, arrested, tried in Alliance courts...and sentenced to death.  What was different from your Nuremburg Trials was, the guilty Ar’kaa were sentenced to be hunted down like animals in special game parks on the Ar’kaa home world, killed by Yularian, Eelon, Dralorian and human participants---and eaten, all on live video broadcast world-wide.”  It paused a moment to let the gravity of that statement sink in.  “Being hunted and eaten is the Ar’kaa’s number one species nightmare, and nothing short of that would burn into their psyches the enormity of their crime.  Simple executions are often quickly forgotten, but knowing that the punishment for plotting multi-species genocide is a period of abject terror, followed by fatal pain, followed by the horror of being eaten---that, Tom, will stick with them for countless generations to come.
Also, their entire population will be forced to live for at least a number of years at the same primitive level of technology they were at when the Yularians discovered them.  No modern medicine, no comfortable amenities, no convenient communications or rapid transportation.  After they’ve endured this for a period of time (yet to be determined), they will be evaluated by the Alliance, and if it feels they’re ready, they’ll be allowed modern technology and readmitted into the Alliance on a probationary status.  If they turn out to be good Alliance citizens, they’ll again be granted permanent membership.  It’s brutally harsh punishment, but one thing dealing with countless unruly species has taught us---half-measures, compassion, gentleness and ‘reason’ don’t get the message across to headstrong civilizations.  However, they all understand the iron fist, and if a stellar entity deems it necessary to become directly involved in such matters, the measures it metes out must make a lasting impression.”
“Where do I fit into this?” I ventured.  “Obviously a lot of effort went into resurrecting me, but to what end?”  I held an imaginary breath as I awaited its answer.  Dealing with an entity that has god-like powers requires balls; hell, I didn’t even have a body!
“After I convinced the Council of the enormity of the Ar’kaa plot,” it explained,  “and made them understand just what was behind it, the members were sworn to secrecy. Then I laid out a series of demands, one of them being that they were to rescind their rule of not rejuvenating key Yularians.  B’naah, with her advanced medical knowledge, could not be allowed to die of old age, so she would be first to receive the treatment.  Several of us knew that Councilor D’oono was unrecoverably dead, but he had filled an important, progressive role in the Alliance government, and I didn’t want that influence to be lost.  The Council members saw both your human remains, as well as those of D’oono, placed under stasis fields, and they were told that, given time, D’oono’s body and mind could possibly be regenerated---a most painful lie.  Once B’naah’s rejuvenation process was completed, she salvaged enough undamaged DNA from his preserved corpse to clone him a new body---”
“But---!” I interrupted.  “You said his memory crystal-thingie was destroyed in the fight!  How could you restore his---?”
“Exactly,” the formless voice finished.  “Nobody could restore the person D’oono was; he was truly dead.  The cloned body would simply be an empty vessel.”  It paused, and somehow I detected a bit of amusement.  “We hope you like your new form, Tom.
“And your new name.”
 
***
 
“Wake up, Tom,” came the Yularian-accented voice---speaking English.  I could feel the chains of a soul-deep sleep rapidly falling away, but something told me to keep my eyes closed, at least for the moment.  Then I took a deep breath and I thought my nose---which felt really strange---would literally explode from all the olfactory information it was trying to feed my fuzzy brain.  Snatches of scenes from the stories I’d written rapidly flashed across my mind; scenes of once-human characters waking up in non-human forms---and trying mightily not to lose their ever-lovin’ minds!
But---I quickly realized that this really wasn’t all that bad.  It was as if my subconscious mind had been preparing for this the whole time my disembodied self was... “talking” with...with---  Dear sweet Jesus!  I’d been holding a conversation with a...a star!  Despite its denial, the thing was in every sense a superior, supernatural being---a god!  And...that god had...had rescued me.  How humbling an experience can one poor soul be expected to endure, I wondered, my chest suddenly tight with emotion.  I squeezed my eyes tightly shut and forced my breathing---which had gotten terribly erratic---to settle down.  The Yularian that had spoken to me must have been monitoring biomedical instruments, and had begun making concerned noises; that wasn’t something I wanted to worry it---her---with.  My nose and brain had quickly identified one of the major new scents as female Yularian, and as another bit of suppressed knowledge clicked into place I took a gamble.
“B’naah?” I managed to croak in terrible-sounding English, my mouth not feeling at all like it should.
“Thomas!” came an almost immediate yelping reply, then I heard a clatter, as if some small piece of equipment had been dropped, and I suddenly felt a warm, female-fragrant form emphatically embrace me.
And then she started licking my face!
 
***
 
It took a solid hour before I was stable enough to get off the gurney and stand on my own two---rear paws?  Feet?  Well, at least the big, fluffy vulpine tail helped balance me.  Accepting the enormity of what had transpired took a bit longer.  Bertha was right; sci-fi writers had written about this---hell, I had written about it!---for decades, but actually waking up in an alien, non-human body was different than any of us had imagined.  You don’t just wake up, jump off the lab table and go running helter-skelter around like an idiot.  You move slowly, carefully, letting the brain get comfortable with all the new sensations, sounds and feelings.
But---it was good to be alive, and the method behind the madness wasn’t as important as the fact of simply being alive.  It certainly beat hell out of being dead!
While I was getting used to being alive again, B’naah brought me up to speed on what had transpired in my “absence”, only a momentary blip to me, but pretty much an Earth year in elapsed time.
“L’raan handled my rejuvenation,” she explained, “and after I’d emerged as you see me now---almost as young-looking as my granddaughter---I gathered a small team of technicians, all sworn to the highest level of secrecy, to begin work on cloning a new body from DNA samples salvaged from D’oono’s preserved body.  We Yularians have advanced scientific and medical expertise, but cloning an entire body---no, that required technology far beyond our understanding, and that’s where Bertha stepped in.  It did...things...we still don’t understand, and in nine months we had a viable physical twin of...of my dead mate.  Then the entity connected the memory crystal salvaged from your dead human brain to another strange device it apparently created on Earth’s abandoned space station, hooked that up to your Yularian skull via a small nest of wires---and a short time later you awakened.
“From the carefully controlled misinformation we gave them, most of the Councilors will assume that we managed to resurrect the original D’oono,” she stated, “but all along, our plan has been for you, Tom, to assume his life, his political position and his important duties.”  When I started to voice a big barkin’ protest she added, “Several trusted associates will coach you, teach you, guide you, and since the Council members have been warned to expect the ‘resurrected’ D’oono to be somewhat disoriented, and perhaps a bit forgetful at first, you should have no problem stepping into his position.”
“B’naah,” I softly said, switching easily to Yularian now that it didn’t hurt my throat, “D’oono was...was your mate.  He was intelligent, ambitious and dynamic, and I---I’m just the ghostly remains of an old human, an alien in a body I have no right to...to inhabit.”  Details of an unpleasant short story I’d written decades earlier were beginning to haunt me.  That character, too, had wound up in an alien form that wasn’t originally his, and his inability to accept it led to his death.
She pressed her lithe, young-looking vixen form against my equally-young-looking male vulpine body.  “Hush, Tom,” she said, also switching to Yularian.  “Your new life will be a challenge, but it’s nothing you can’t handle.”  She nuzzled me.  “I’ll be with you---”  She paused, then stepped back and tilted her head sideways.  “---That is, if...if you want me.”  Again she paused, and her perky ears and lovely tail drooped.  “D’oono and I are still legally mated, but our laws allow for a dissolution of our bond---like a human divorce---under special circumstances.  Your ‘critical injuries’ could qualify as a reason to dissolve our mated status...and you would then be free to...to find another...”
“Stop!” I barked.  “Just...stop.”  This was getting really awkward.  I held her at arm’s length...and then slowly drew her into a warm embrace.  “I can’t expect you, a famous, celebrated scientist/physician, to...to play nursemaid to an alien mind squatting in a copy of your mate’s body, not when you’ve been given a new lease on life.”  She tried to interrupt, but I gently clamped her muzzle shut with a finger and thumb---which she promptly bit!  “OW!” I yipped, but still refused to let her interrupt.  “You’re going to have eligible, intelligent males lined up to court you, B’naah, males who are genuine Yularians---not cheap imitations like...like me.”
But instead of raging at my little speech, she again nuzzled me, saying, “Thomas, I came to...to love you when you were still fully human, and now that you wear a Yularian form I find I love you even more.”
“But---” I tried to interrupt, but then she clamped my muzzle shut with a free hand---a hand I didn’t bite.
“I am legally mated to D’oono---a name and identity you know you in your heart you must now assume for the benefit of all our people, including humans---and if you can overcome your formerly-human prejudices about loving a non-human I will be your mate in every sense of the word.”  She licked my muzzle---kissing in human fashion just didn’t work---and I gave her a long, sensuous lick in return.
“Thomas/D’oono,” she eventually said, “I will accept your knot.”
I looked at her, my ears up and tail wagging (what a strange, delightful feeling!), and I said, “Does this mean you want more than a back rub?”
 
***
 
L’raan and D’naad were legally mated shortly after my human self’s death, but they chose to forgo any kind of ceremony until after I was “reborn”.  During the time my cloned Yularian body was growing L’raan birthed their first child, a healthy male they named T’omaas.  (God but he was a cute, fuzzy little wiggle-worm---and he promptly peed on me the first time I held him.)
Commerce and even tourism among the Alliance species was beginning to flourish, now that they all (except for the evil bunnies) had access to newly-developed, high-capacity starships---beautiful big machines that did not require passengers and crew to endure cold-sleep.
L’raan, D’naad and their little ankle-biter accompanied B’naah and me to Earth in one of the new, non-cold-sleep ships.  Joining us at a secluded park setting in a very private double ceremony attended by a small group of Yularians, Dralorians, Eelon (including Boo’nah and his human companion “Buffy” Rogers) were three special human friends---Art Goldman, Booker Jones and Simon Branch, all of whom knew the full story.  Our marriage was officiated by a ten-foot-tall pillar of shimmering ethereal light that Bertha created to give us something to relate to as she performed the service.
You know, not everybody can claim that their wedding or vows renewal ceremony was officiated by a star!
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