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Chapter 1

First Contract

[image: ]
Jack Ross parked his silver classic 1962 Corvette convertible
in a slot of the small paved lot at Patrons. It was a perfect
springtime Northeast Florida morning, the air smelled good
and the mockingbirds were raising a cheery-sounding ruckus.
He left the top down, but since the intense sub-tropical sun
would quickly warm the unprotected red leather upholstery
Ross spread a light-colored blanket over the seats to keep
them cool. A quick glance at his hands showed them to be
rock steady. While Ross was excited about what would shortly
take place, he was also pleased that his excitement didn't
show.


    In the next few hours a great deal of work performed by
a group of unusually dedicated people would be given its
first crucial test, and Ross was justifiably proud to be playing
a starring role in it. He also believed in enjoying the fruits of
his labors, and what better way to celebrate his 50th birthday,
he reasoned, than to give himself a present, especially one
so uniquely suited to fit comfortably into his middle-class-divorced lifestyle.


    Jack Ross was acquiring a companion.



    Ross' low-key arrival at Patrons that fateful day had been
preceded by a social upheaval of monumental proportions.
The past decade had brought unprecedented change to
Earth, with her societies world-wide literally turned upside
down mostly due to one deceptively simple discovery. After
little more than a century of powered atmospheric flight in
heavier-than-air vehicles, humankind had, in the span of two
short years, achieved not only reliable, comfortable and rapid
interplanetary flight-


    Mankind had reached the stars.


    And the way mankind had reached the stars turned out
to be the main problem for both the fabric of world societies
in general and their governments in particular. For ages we
had dreamed of simple and economical space flight-"the
everyman's spaceship"-but the cold physical and economic
realities of travel beyond the boundaries of our blue-green
world meant that for the foreseeable future such adventures
were apparently destined to remain science fiction dreams.
Yet we desperately continued dreaming, writing countless
books and making wondrous movies of exploration and contact with mysterious and often terrifying alien life forms. Many
sociologists theorized that our fascination with the mysterious "out there" realm was nothing more than an attempt to
forget the looming global economic and population crises
that threatened to end our cosmically brief sovereignty on
Earth. But as the post-millennium world grudgingly settled
down to deal with the next thousand years something extraordinary happened.


    The jumpdrive became a reality.


    This engine, this incredible device that promised practical interstellar travel for the masses, had apparently been
developed entirely by private enterprise, yet right after that
unprecedented accomplishment the very technology that
made it possible had been released into the international
public domain.


    Like the basic internal combustion gasoline engine, the
jumpdrive engine module appeared to be both relatively easy
and cheap to produce, and as an added bonus it cost literally
nothing to operate. It was inevitable that, once word got out
that such a device was readily available, countless millions of
people the world over threatened immediate civil war with
their governments-with all governments-should their access to this wondrous boon be denied. In a show of universal frustration and uncommon unity the United Nations,
meeting in emergency session, declared the jumpdrive
technology, and any use of it, to be "unrestricted" technology.


    For humans, that is.


    For the first time in its recorded history mankind would
be truly free-free from governmental tyranny, free from
environmental restrictions, free from social and religious
constraints.

 
   Free, too, in all too many cases, to ignore basic common
sense.


    Fully automated computer-controlled factories were
quickly set up in every industrialized country to produce the
jumpdrive engine modules in large quantities and to standardized specifications. The devices ranged in size from that
of a small schoolchild's backpack to the modest bulk of a
household refrigerator; the smallest one handily powered a
minivan-sized vehicle, while the largest one could easily
motivate a vessel the size of an oceangoing luxury cruise
liner. Need something to power a vessel the size of an ocean-going supertanker? No problem! Just install two or more of
the largest modules into the behemoth and link their computerized controls together.


    One popular joke theorized that a given number of
jumpdrive modules-the exact number a matter of wide speculation-could, when wired together, make the Earth, itself,
into a giant spaceship. The joke fell somewhat flat when it
was pointed out that the Earth already was a giant, self-contained spaceship, moving proudly through space on a constant, never-ending journey.

 
   The jumpdrive modules were rendered tamperproof at
their factories where carefully guarded companion devices,
apparently developed at the same time the jumpdrive technology was discovered, used a molecular phase-shift procedure to seal the main mechanisms against unauthorized
opening. Other than the specialized-and heavily
guarded-sealing machines found only at those factories,
anything that could crack the housing on a jumpdrive engine
module would also completely destroy the device inside.
Should a jumpdrive fail in space, an event of almost immeasurable improbability, there was no way possible to repair it in
flight.

 
   Wise travelers simply carried a spare drive module;
paranoid travelers carried two spares. After all, with prices
starting at less than two hundred New Millennium UN
dollars for the smallest ones, they were certainly cheap
enough.


    When operating, the jumpdrive was silent and created no
pollution-no hot exhaust, no damaging radiation, no toxic
emissions. A homeowner's lawn mower was a far more environmentally obnoxious machine. In fact, no one, not even
the scientists who claimed to have invented it, knew exactly
what it was the jumpdrive "emitted". They just knew that, when
operating, its field radiated a distinctive RF signal--in itself
totally harmless--and that the device did exactly what it was
supposed to do. This outraged the rabid environmentalists
who wanted to blame it for everything from global warming to
toenail fungus.

 
   The jumpdrive needed no exotic fuels. If you had a few
grams of liquid or granulated matter, type not critical, you
had enough motivational material to move a family of four,
plus ample vacation luggage, to a destination a thousand
light years away. Ready to return? Scoop up a handful of sand
or a little cup of water before securing the hatch, dump it
into the "fuel tank", and you had all the "go-juice" you needed
for the quick ride home.

 
   Having your rugrat pee into the tank's intake hopper
would also work, but was considered to be uncouth.

 
   When it came to measuring the duration of a given journey "quick" was definitely the operative word. On an average
interstellar trip it took far longer to navigate the planetary
atmosphere out on departure and in on arrival than the aforementioned thousand light year journey. Einstein's and
Hawking's theories were still right most of the time-however, like many other icons of theoretical physics, the mathematical monuments of energy/mass/speed equations, time
dilation and the conservation of matter and energy were summarily turned upside down when the jumpdrive performed
its magic.

  
  In use the jumpdrive produced a visually transparent field
that encapsulated and protected the entire vehicular body
in which it was mounted. Often this so-called "vehicle" was
no more than an airtight horizontal or squat vertical cylinder
equipped with a couple of windows, a few seats, basic controls, a canned air supply, one pressure-sealed door and something along the lines of stabilizing feet or skids to keep it
from rolling like a can of beans when parked. Besides protection from friction and minor impact, the jumpdrive field
also conveniently shielded everything within its influence
from harmful interstellar radiation.

   
 One thing the jumpdrive did not do, at least while operating in its inner-atmosphere secondary phase, was negate the
influences of gravity, mass and momentum. At the secondary
setting the jumpdrive could be used to "fly" the object that
contained it through the air in a more-or-less controlled
manner. During that mode of travel passengers still felt acceleration, bumps and jolts, and they could be squashed into
strawberry jam if the ship made too sudden a maneuver. Also,
under low to zero-gravity conditions passengers often became
airsick to the point of blowing chunks all over the upholstery.

  
  But once a jumpdrive-equipped ship was outside the bulk
of a planet's atmosphere its pilot was then free to switch the
device over to its primary phase, and here is where the engine worked its real magic. All external physical effects-mass, inertia, gravity, even time-were suddenly negated, and
the  jumpdrive engine, along with the ship containing it,
stepped outside normal four-dimensional physical space. In
the blip of an unmeasurable instant it moved from an interstellar here to an unimaginably distant there, with no discernible time interval. While it was true that it took a computer to
calculate the mathematics of the jump itself and actually control what the jumpdrive engine did, a modest notebook-class
machine was all that was required. Most people found it more
difficult to program a DVD recorder than to set up a jump to
another star. With the right software running in their ship's
computers even technology-challenged grannies found celestial navigation to be a snap.

  
  Since the jumpdrive obviously did what all the physicists
said could not be done, the main thing it did for them was to
give them migraine headaches. It quickly came to be known
as  The Gee Whiz Machine. Disbelievers rolled their eyes in
skepticism, saying (among less-polite things) "gee whiz". Yet
after a quick squirt to a distant star and an equally quick
squirt back, the skeptics inevitably changed their tune to a
GEE WHIZ of amazed belief.

  
  Major automobile manufacturers had kicked the idea
around of incorporating jumpdrive modules into Buicks,
Toyotas and Volkswagens almost since the beginning, but for
the present most people bought their own personal starships
the way they bought RV motor homes, travel trailers and small
pleasure boats. In fact, many of those same RV dealers devoted a sizable portion of their facilities to displaying and
selling small to moderate-size jumpdrive powered ships. With
such dealers in almost every good-sized town and city, along
with hundreds of small companies in virtually every country
on Earth throwing together basic vehicles for next to nothing, people found they could buy their very own "ultimate
escape machine" for less than the price of a new cheap motorcycle.

   
 Those who were skillful, wealthy or both often custom-built their own jumpdrive-powered starships, with many of
those based on whimsical or fanciful designs straight out of
fantasy and science fiction. Everything from outlandish, often-elaborate "flying saucers" to drastically scaled-down replicas of the original Star Trek ship Enterprise could be found
zipping in and out of low-Earth orbit, happily on their way to
and from distant alien worlds.

  
  A giant articulated Pegasus had been under construction for some time, but the builder was rumored to be experiencing insurmountable technical difficulties getting the
device's wings to flap in sync with its galloping legs.

   
 One important thing the UN did manage to mandate
was that each craft, private and commercial alike, be equipped
with a simple 2-meter FM radio transceiver that would operate on a block of frequencies appropriated, under bitter protest, from the HAM radio spectrum. This at least gave them
some semblance of local and international air traffic control.

  
  For less than five thousand New Millennium UN dollars
a person could have his very own basic starship, taxes and
local license fees extra, space suits and common sense not
included. And as far as regulatory taxes went, the newly emancipated citizens were receptive to buying RV-type registration tags for their fancy toys, and they grudgingly consented
to UN-mandated basic driver's license-type pilot training and
licensing to keep the level of in-flight chaos down to a manageable level.

  
  Even so, there still were spectacular crashes, mind-boggling accidents and tragic blunders in the operation of the
private starships, but like anything humans decree must be
available to "the masses", those same masses declared the
benefits to be well worth the cost.

  
  And thus we come to the social/political implications of
relatively unrestricted interstellar travel.

 
   Exodus-time had arrived for all the world's malcontents,
zealots and starry-eyed Utopians. For the most part mankind
no longer wasted time poking around our little solar system,
either. Decades of time and an embarrassing amount of
money had been frittered away on crude, unsatisfying planetary exploration relatively close to home, and now that we
humans had the ability to travel far and wide, travel far and
wide we did. The resulting first contact discoveries with distant alien worlds, alien creatures-and above all, alien sentients,
with all the biological hazards and cultural shocks such events
must entail-were quick to follow.

  
  But there was one catastrophic exception. Most of the
Middle Eastern Arabs and Jews didn't want to leave Earth;
they were far too intent on squabbling over possession of the
same little patch of historical Paradise their ancestors had
warred over for millennia. If anything, the advent of the
jumpdrive made their struggles for the Ancestral Homeland
all the more intense, ultimately bringing matters to a final,
irreversible conclusion.

  
  The Two-Hour War, the Middle East's first and no doubt
last all-out nuclear confrontation, obliterated Israel and most
of the surrounding Arab states.

  
  At least Iraq, Iran, Libya and Syria were no longer threats
to humanity's survival, since the hundreds of tons of nerve
gas and biotoxins their military factions had stockpiled were
vaporized in the first thirty minutes of the localized nuclear
exchange. The tragic price for that increase in world security
was the loss of millions of innocent civilian lives, along with the
destruction of one of the most treasured regions on Earth.

   
 Still, in the relatively brief year following the first successful round trip to a distant star, literally hundreds of splinter factions of dozens of religions, along with a multitude of
both high- and low-brow social experimenters, made their
grand exodus statements, hauling millions of the faithful to
the interstellar promised lands in all manner of makeshift
tin-can colony ships. Most returned (if they were fortunate
enough to be able to do so) with their figurative tails between their wobbly legs, telling horrifying stories of nightmarish monsters and unbearable hardships on the strange
alien worlds they tried to claim as their own.

   
 Those few who survived to return to Earth were thought
to be the lucky ones, yet occasionally they brought back hidden pathological passengers that devastated additional millions of home-bound innocents before mankind's medical
science could devise biological and anti-viral counter-measures. Luckily for us, most alien germs didn't really like our
biochemistry; luckier for the inhabited worlds we visited our
own Terran germs usually didn't like their alien biochemistry any better.

   
 And so we explored and fought and oftentimes ran like
hell. After several years of mankind's wildest roller coaster
ride ever, things finally began settling down and sorting themselves out.




   The H'kaah were just one of over two dozen more-or-less
sociable non-human sentient species discovered in a loose
cluster of stars a mere 300 light years from Earth. Most of the
discovered species appeared to be, for lack of any better theory
or explanation, highly evolved cousins of Earth-native animals, a classic science-fiction theme immortalized in thousands of stories and numerous movies. Some, however, appeared to spring straight out of our wildest fantasies and
myths. Many of these alien species also had varying levels of
human-style, or anthropomorphic, physical and/or social
characteristics. And while every sentient species had its own
evolutionary or creationist theories, often complete with suitably-impressive religions, a popular theory among humans
was even more shocking than the existence of the aliens
themselves.

  
  Much of humanity doggedly believed that science
fiction's favorite cliché benefactors, "Godlike, Benevolent
Aliens" (GBAs for short), had dropped by Earth to collect
critter samples to "uplift", and as part of that grandiose scheme
the benefactors were thought to have done more than a little
creative genetic surgery on some of their subjects. When the
projects were completed, so the popular theory went, the
GBAs apparently seeded dozens of distant worlds with the
sentient fruits of their God-like labors. And in an ironic twist
that triggered strident wails and vehement denials by most
of mankind's organized religions, most followers of the GBA
theory were more than happy to include humankind as one
of the uplifted beneficiaries.

  
  We were, after all, a "Planet of the Apes".

 
   As for the intelligent aliens we found, if bipedal most
were close to the human-norm in size; if quadruped they
often resembled pony-sized centaurs with all the complicated
breathing and internal plumbing problems such a bizarre,
split-mode physiology would necessitate.

  
  When we stumbled across them most of the alien species were at a level of technology somewhat comparable to
late 19th/early-20th century humanity. Only two races, the otter-like Mn'rii and the bear-like Ruug'h, were close to early
21st century humanity's level of sophistication. The Mn'rii,
in fact, appeared to be slightly ahead of us in cybernetics and
biotechnology, while the ill-tempered, warlike Ruug'h trailed
mere decades behind us militarily-at least we hoped they
trailed us. Our military scientists were terrified that the secretive Ruug'h were successfully hiding sophisticated war
machines the likes of which we could not readily counter.
Still, neither of the advanced alien species had apparently
tripped across the jumpdrive technology nor, for the time being, were we competing with them for expansion worlds.

 
   The Mn'rii and the Ruug'h both had the necessary industrial/technological infrastructure to build and utilize
their own jumpdrive modules (should they be shown how), so
we seriously considered trading them the technical data and
ready-made tooling in exchange for lucrative tourism and
trade agreements. We knew that, once they got their own
jumpdrive production into high gear, all deals with us would
probably become null and void. Still, we didn't worry much
about the cheerful, unfailingly congenial Mn'rii; like their
otter kin they seemed to be too busy enjoying life to be a
serious threat to anybody else. The dour Ruug'h, however,
troubled the various political and military minds, human
and non-human alike. It was widely believed that the Ruug'h
were destined to become boils on every other species' butts.

 
   Mankind was more than happy to sell the less-advanced
species carefully screened technological improvements along
with passage to wherever they wanted to go, but of course
"sell" was the operant word. In one way or another all the
alien species had to buy themselves passage off their worlds,
and for some the price was high, the rewards for leaving
home dubious. Mankind, though, felt a strange affinity for
many of the disturbingly familiar alien species, and in the
cases of the numerous non-violent herbivores we quickly offered them full military protection from a universe populated by their worst carnivorous nightmares.


    Most of the aliens, carnivore and herbivore alike, were
comfortable with humankind acting as an interstellar referee, and the novelty of seeing living Disney-like and Warner
Brothers-analogous creatures in the flesh (and fur, feathers
and scales) made many of the alien species popular with
almost everyone on earth. And while, in all honesty, none of
the aliens were in any way cartoon-like (and unlike cartoons,
many of them definitely smelled) most still evoked awe and
warm feelings in our souls.

 
   Toy manufacturers strained their resources to fill the
sudden demand for stuffed animal toys, called plushies, in
likenesses of many of the aliens. Everywhere you went you
saw children happily clutching soft and fuzzy little alien analogues, including the popular H'kaah, Mn'rii-even the not-so-popular  Ruug'h. Alien plushies sprouted like weeds
on desktops, car dashboards and coffee tables. We really
loved the idea of sharing the universe with our newfound
friends.

 
   Humankind, however, had a special fondness for the
H'kaah. Children have always loved gentle, cuddly rabbits,
and when children grow up their ideas of lovable rabbits grow
up, too.

  
  But back to the H'kaah, and why some humans REALLY
loved them. Genetic tests proved that they were, indeed,
based on rabbits in the same way we humans are based on
apes, but unlike most of the other sentient species we'd
found, the H'kaah were enough like us to be interesting on
a more "personal" level, too.

 
   As stated, at first glance most of the alien species appeared to be evolved versions of more-or-less familiar Earth-native species. While many were bipedal and all had functional hands or hand-like appendages, they had, for the most
part, retained their ancestral physiology. If their ancestors
had tails, their modern analogs had them. If their ancestors
had pouches for their young or hooves for feet or impressive
racks of horns or five pairs of mammalian teats, then their
descendants did, too.

  
  The H'kaah, though, had not closely followed that evolutionary pattern. They showed obvious signs of humanoform
genetic engineering to the degree that they appeared more
akin to us than they were to their rabbit ancestors.

  
  They were also enough like Homo Sapiens to be, in a
word-sexy.

 
   By human standards the females were anatomically correct and physiologically pleasing; two pert, human-style breasts
were perched properly on the chest. No double-row of rabbit
teats, normally found on the lower bellies of their woodland
cousins, could be seen peeking through the lush abdominal
fur of modern H'kaah; they hadn't been rabbits for at least as
long as humans hadn't been prehensile-tailed, grasping-footed monkeys. Full hips, moderate waistline, slightly heavy
thighs leading to plantigrade, non-human feet-no problem, their distant ancestors had, after all, hopped around
and nibbled grass millennia before their cartoon-animated
cousins cracked jokes and dodged balding, inept hunters.

 
   Their arms were human-proportioned and their somewhat stubby-fingered hands were shaped more like ours than
animal paws, yet their fingers and rabbit-like toes sported
aesthetic pearly claws instead of our flat nails. When looking
at their faces one was immediately drawn to their large, beautifully expressive eyes, which were set human-like toward the
front of a human shaped, pleasingly proportioned head.
There were brains behind those eyes, too!

 
   The muzzle/snout was not quite human-flat, the chin
short, the nose a perfect rabbit pink-rimmed triangular button that only occasionally twitched. Gleaming white, traditional rabbit front teeth, a bifurcated upper lip and cat-like
whiskers were there, too, yet were correctly proportioned to
the rest of the face. As one would imagine, the most prominent feature of the head, besides the human-like long hair
where we normally had it, was the ears, and Bugs Bunny would
have been proud. Like their rabbit kin most H'kaah had
erectile, mobile ears that ranged in size from modest to tall,
yet some were exotic, droopy lop. Of course humans immediately wanted to stroke the ears, a practice that drove the average H'kaah to distraction.

 
    Ears are personal and private. Ears are expressive and sensitive. Ears are not meant to be "man"-handled by rude, crude,
nearly hairless apes.

  
   Among H'kaah lovers, stroking another's ears is highly
erotic.

  
   To everyone else H'kaah ears, like their tails, were decidedly off-limits to casual touching except by small children
who, regardless of species, always make their own rules.

  
   As noted, the H'kaah did have tails, and those fluffy appendages were as rabbit-pert and sexy as the rest of the package. And while they were off-limits to casual fondling that
offense was seldom a problem since, at least in polite human
society, H'kaah usually wore a human-minimum of lightweight
clothing. It's been shown that, regardless of race or species,
when a person is "clothed" they're generally treated with a
modicum of respect, and around humans H'kaah females
frequently wore petite halter-tops with matching shorts. Their
clothing, necessarily light due to their warm fur covering,
was enough to get the message across, to wit: "Don't fondle
the tits, and hands off the butt-puff!" However, just like in the
classic cartoons, the tails were worn outside the lightweight
shorts. A little hole in the upper seat area of the shorts allowed the expressive tail its provocative freedom.

   
  While descriptions to this point had been of the female
H'kaah physique, the male H'kaah was also guaranteed to
make horny human females' upper lips sweat and lower lips
quiver. Slightly larger than the females, the males generally
had broad, humanlike chests with muscular arms, and if they
wore an upper body garment at all (which was rare in warm
weather) it was seldom more than a lightweight vest. The
males, just like their female counterparts, had saucy rabbit
tails that poked out the back of their shorts. H'kaah sexual
equipment was another point in which they were not simply
"evolved rabbit"; while not quite the human norm, both males
and females sported "equipment" close enough in form and
function to ours to be fully compatible.




   And this brings us to Jack Ross, and the reason for his
visit to Patrons that particular fine spring day. Ross was a man
of many talents, several tragedies and more than a lion's share
of dark, ugly secrets.

  
  Eight years of military life, most of those spent in covert
special operations, made him tough on the outside. Those
years also gave him a worldview far different from the common citizenry, even those with broad-based military service.
And along with his expanded attitudes came a fierce passion for personal honor and dignity, painfully ground into
his psyche by the death and suffering of several of his special
ops buddies. The fact that he helped bring about the death
and suffering of those he deemed the enemy also left its mark
on his soul, yet Jack Ross was especially careful to keep his
personal shadows well hidden.

  
  Ross, you see, had reached a middle-age turning point.
Married and then divorced, children grown and gone, he
was tired of the bar scene, the club scene and the whole
shallow, frustrating dating game. He was a successful businessman with enough money and social prestige to live comfortably in the post-jumpdrive exodus world; what he did not
have was an interesting companion with whom to share his life.

  
  Ross had made many strong friendships during both his
military and business careers. Years earlier, with the advent
of the jumpdrive and the looming possibility of contact with
sentient aliens, he foresaw the potential danger to both human and alien societies. Calling in favors and leaning hard
on old friendships, Ross managed to convince the behind-the-scenes UN powerbrokers to be prepared to take action-drastic to the point of draconian if necessary-to avert social
chaos on Earth as well as on any civilized world humanity
might find.

 
    And find them we did.

  
   Two short years after Ross and his friends drew up first-contact contingency plans mankind stumbled across the first
of what turned out to be twenty-six inhabited worlds. Once
the first alien society was discovered it didn't take Earth's
military machine long to move in with ugly but efficient interstellar gunboats. As quickly as alien-inhabited planets were
discovered they were surrounded with picket ships to enforce an interstellar embargo. In use the jumpdrives produced
a strange but distinct energy signature that was impossible to
shield from detection. This made any attempt to slip through
planetary blockades completely futile, so almost from the
start mankind's access to worlds populated by sentient aliens
was tightly controlled.

   
  This wasn't done, however, to keep the aliens repressed;
sadly, we had to protect many of the species from predatory
humans of all stripes and philosophies. Capitalists wanted to
buy and sell the aliens; Communists wanted to make sure no
alien had more or less than any other alien; religionists wanted
to save the aliens' souls (if they, indeed, had souls, a hot-button issue endlessly debated among scores of top human
theologians). Lastly, there were certain individuals who were
hell-bent on turning as many of the aliens as possible into
the latest, hottest sex toys.

 
    And in cutthroat competition with the professional perversion merchants came legions of horny adolescent humans,
males and females alike, who had rip-roaring wet dreams of
borrowing the family star buggy and zipping over to the nearest exotic world to snag a fuzzy-tailed "piece of strange". This
happened on several worlds before hastily implemented restrictions could be put into place, and our embarrassed
United Nations worked long and hard to keep a lid on the
resulting social problems for all species involved.

  
  Ross knew that permanently isolating the aliens would
not be a viable solution. If there was ever to be any hope of
the different species coexisting, there had to be cross-cultural and amicable social contact among their worlds as well
as with humanity. Again working closely with old friends Ross
quickly came up with a plan that, at least on the surface,
seemed to be the answer to their prayers. It promised to give
each of the timid herbivore species an opportunity to be
trained (conditioned, actually) in how to survive assimilation into what was, to them, a mostly hostile, meat-eating universe.

  
  The few openly predatory carnivores and one of the
omnivore species, however, refused to even discuss the assimilation plan. Therefore those species remained, for the
most part, restricted to their solitary worlds while an understandably nervous UN tried to figure out what to do with
them.

   
 Humanity wasn't just about to give "smart wolves" and
their ilk free access to entire planets full of defenseless, sentient "prey".

  
  After two years of careful negotiations with the apprehensive H'kaah government, the first experimental plan had
been hammered out, but what it boiled down to was a deceptively simple business deal.

  
  Integrating H'kaah citizens into complex human societies would require close supervision, and in some cases unusual protection. That was where Ross and his friends came
in. With the United Nations' blessing, along with full covert
economic support, they formed the core of what they hoped
would eventually be a network of small companies worldwide, dedicated to giving carefully selected aliens critically-needed experience living in human society.

  
  To keep the timid rabbit-like H'kaah from feeling like
exploited serfs the plan was to employ them as personal
companions to mostly middle-class families and individuals.
Their duties would include performing a variety of tasks
within their physical and educational capabilities, thereby
earning a salary that could be spent on Earth or converted to
equitable money and sent home to their families. They would
be given the same "resident alien" status as any foreign-national human, with all the rules and protections of the laws
that apply in similar situations.

   
 Assuming it worked, once the practice was widespread
other suitable alien species would be given the opportunity
to participate in human society. When possible, carefully selected humans would work under the same type of program
on alien worlds. Once all that was in place and working-if,
in fact, it could be made to work at all-the plan was to try to
integrate the more hostile aliens into each other's societies.

   
 There were a lot of "ifs" to be considered, but everything
starts with a first step, and Ross' arrival at Patrons signaled the
public part of that beginning. Sadly, as in countless other
ventures mankind had involved itself in throughout its history, things were not always what they seemed, and people
often got hurt-or worse.




    Once the delicate negotiations with the H'kaah government had been completed Ross dropped completely into
the background of the business, becoming a perfect "silent
partner". Even though he had worked closely with his friend
Theodore Shapiro (the public head of Patrons) as they hammered out the countless details of the operation, Ross had
never set foot in the building where the Patrons operation
was located, nor had he met with any other Earth-based Patrons staff members. In the Earth side of the business Ross
operated like he had in his productive years of covert, "black"
operations his government never officially sanctioned. In
fact, Ross was so deeply buried in the operation only a few
close friends and business associates knew his true status;
the regular staff thought him to be merely their first customer and a good friend of the man they assumed to be the
sole owner of the business.

  
  The beige stucco-covered building topped with a red-tile roof was visually bland, but the walkway from the asphalt-paved parking lot to the solid wood entrance door wound
through shrubbery and was paved with cedar chips, something more normally found in a home garden environment.
The company's use of that, along with the natural-looking
wood main door, seemed an honest attempt at creating an
inviting, non-threatening environment. Ross was completely
at ease dressed in Florida-casual clothes, and felt his loose-fitting white polo shirt, khaki Dockers and brown leather
Rockport deck shoes perfectly matched the laid-back atmosphere Patrons seemed so anxious to project. Still, he wondered if he would find the interior of the old, converted
medical office building to be as warm; he knew with a sudden, silly grin that he would surely find it "fuzzy" inside.

  
  As he reached for the doorknob he heard a distinct click,
and the door hummed, swinging inward and away from his
outstretched hand. While his momentum was carrying him
awkwardly across the threshold he caught a glimpse of a microwave motion sensor above the doorframe. "So much for
low-tech warmth," he muttered in disgust.

  
  The door closed itself behind him, rudely nudging his
butt in its passing, yet that minor indignity was quickly forgotten as his attention shifted to the reception area-what little
there was of it. With barely enough room for Ross and a normal-appearing woman seated behind an old-fashioned beige
steel office desk, the reception area seemed comprised of
nothing more than a tiny, bare room, frightfully sterile and
claustrophobic. To the woman's right was a closed wooden
door; to her immediate left was a beige painted wall as blank
as the one right behind her chair.

 
   I've seen coffins with more ambiance and elbowroom than this,
he thought in amazement. There wasn't even a chair and the
obligatory outdated magazines for him to pretend to read
while he cooled his heels. I guess customers are expected to either
go right in or be booted right back out, he mused, but before he
could say anything the receptionist spoke.

  
  "Please state your name and business." Not, "May I help
you?" Not, "Welcome to Patrons!" Not even, "Hello, my name
is Broomhilda." She didn't appear overtly hostile, but she
was about as far from cordial as was humanly possible.

   
 "My name is Jack Ross," he stated, trying to hide his irritation and keep his voice and manner as businesslike as possible. "I have an appointment with Teddy Shapiro." He
paused to see if that would break the ice or get him rousted
by Security. She turned to her desktop computer, dragged
and clicked the mouse for about ten seconds, then underwent an amazing transformation, changing from an automaton to a human being in the proverbial blink of an eye.

  
  "Welcome to Patrons, Mr. Ross," she literally purred, a
wide smile pleasantly lighting up her middle-aged features.
"I've notified Mr. Shapiro of your arrival and he will be out
momentarily." She still didn't offer her name, nor was there
any place for Ross to sit while he waited. He sighed and
smiled distantly, nodding his head while folding his arms
and preparing to stand like a totem pole in front of her desk
for the next hour if necessary.

  
  But the receptionist was true to her word. Less than a
minute passed before the lone door to her right swung open
and Shapiro's booming voice preceded him into the
cramped room. "Jack old friend! All the years I've known
you, you've never been late to either a meeting or a funeral,
and once again you're right on time. Come inside where it's
comfortable."

   
 Theodore "Teddy" Shapiro was a big-boned man with a
theatrically deep voice. Ross had known him for well over
twenty years, and held him in the highest regard. Patrons was,
for all the public and even the employees knew, Shapiro's
brainchild, but the closer Shapiro came to opening the doors
for business the more uncertain about the whole thing the
man became. Shapiro had acquired a rip-roaring case of conscience, and while the H'kaah weren't human they were still
classified as "people". He didn't want to go down in history as
a modern-day Jewish slave trader.

 
   Once safe in Shapiro's large and comfortable oak-paneled office the men could relax. Ross declined an offer of
whiskey or beer, accepting instead a chilled bottle of plain
Perrier from a tiny refrigerator. Shapiro poured himself a
stiff double Cutty Sark over ice with a splash of soda, then
eased his bulky frame into one of the two leather-covered
rocker-recliner chairs reserved for visitors. Ross claimed the
other one, finding it far more accommodating than he'd
imagined it could be.

   
 "Well, Jack, it's all come down to this, and we think we're
ready on this end. I did it exactly the way we planned, and
the girls-I just can't bring myself to refer to them as `females' or `does'-don't seem to have a problem with the
wording of the contract." He took a hard, nervous pull on his
drink. "I just hope they really understand what they're getting themselves into."

  
  Ross smiled, saying, "That's why I'm the first customer.
They've all had time to think about it and talk it over among
themselves. In a few minutes they're going to meet a real,
live client seeking to become a patron-only THIS client
will be a lot fairer and most likely a whole lot nicer than many
of the ones who'll follow. I'll make damned sure they know
their rights, their protections, their responsibilities and their
obligations. Hell, man, that's why we hired that expensive
Jewish lawyer to write the contract in the plainest English
possible. These people are going to have a hard enough
time dealing with this as it is; they don't need our legal system screwing them over worse than some of the patrons will
undoubtedly try to do."

  
  He paused to pull hard on the bottle of water, then
added, "I just hope to God all this doesn't come unglued."

  
  The men finished their drinks, and Shapiro led Ross
down a maze of hallways, pointing out several special rooms
as they walked. But before they reached their destination
Ross stated, "Tzvi, I hate to shit in your Easter basket before
the first bunny's out the door, but you need to do something
right now about how Patrons greets its customers. That glorified closet you call a reception area has to go. Also, I don't
know where in `central casting' you found that desk-jockey
out there, but tell `Broomhilda' to either lose the Nazi attitude or hit the road. With the prices Patrons is charging its
customers you won't be dealing with low-income losers, and
if the rest of our clients get the kind of bargain-basement
welcome I got when I walked in the door, this ship will sink
before it even leaves the dock."

   
 Shapiro took Ross' colorful criticism in stride, promising to make changes before the day ended. Giving birth to
this business, he mentally sighed, is hell-for-tough on relationships. His new ladyfriend considered herself to be the
ideal receptionist.

  
  They finally entered a modest conference room, complete with a rectangular wooden table in the center surrounded by open-back fabric-covered armchairs. At the far
end of the table was a matching executive-style chair; that's
where Ross was directed to sit. Every chair position had a
legal pad, two pencils and a water glass in front of it. Several
large, chilled bottles of spring water were strategically positioned along the length of the table, as were a few small party
trays of vegetable snacks, nuts, crackers and vegetarian dips.
The whole scene looked more like a classic setting for a
business meeting instead of history-in-the-making. Shapiro
left, then was soon back, holding the door open to allow a
dozen H'kaah females to hesitantly file in and nervously take
seats around the table.

  
  "Girls, this is Jack Ross," the big man stated. "Mr. Ross is
our first client and he hopes to become the patron of one of
you. But since he's also been a trusted friend of mine for
many years he's offered to help us get things off to a smooth
start. He has some things to say that I think you'll find interesting." Shapiro smiled and then left, closing the door behind him.

  
  It's showtime, Ross silently mused, his stomach echoing
the thought by doing a slow barrel roll.

   
 The H'kaah "girls" were dressed in identically styled
petite satin halter-tops and matching shorts, the clothing's
color being the only variable. On their large rabbit-like feet
they wore dainty color-coordinated Roman-style sandals. Several had their human-long scalp hair pulled back and tied
with ribbons that matched their outfits, while others wore
their hair in braids or had it conservatively styled to accentuate their ears. Like rabbits, their skin was completely furcovered, and also like rabbits their fur came in different
lengths, colors and patterns, their ears differing slightly in
height and shape. Two of them were droop-eared French lops,
and one of the lops sported thick, silky, angora-length russet
fur, the tips of her ears and tail jet-black. All of them had the
most incredibly beautiful eyes he had ever seen.


    In his younger years Ross had visited the last of the world-famous Playboy Clubs, and he had been fascinated by the
"bunny girl" waitresses, sexy young women wearing clip-on
rabbit ears and powder-puff tails. Now, decades later, he was
facing a roomful of the genuine article, and he found them
to be undeniably feminine and sexy beyond the point of
merely exotic, yet at the same time they were disturbingly
alien. He noticed that he was beginning to sweat.


    What his fidgety audience saw was a middle-aged, light-skinned human male (the H'kaah had been amazed to find
that humans' skin color varied almost as much as their own
fur color) of human-average height and trim build. His short
head-fur was a pale, washed-out brown with gray mixed in it
just above and in front of the absurdly small ears, and the fur
on his arms was so sparse and light that it may as well not
been there. The exposed skin, the females noted, seemed
slightly weather worn, with a scattering of pigment imperfections humans called "freckles".


    Most aliens felt the flat, wide finger claws humans sported
were useless; at least, the females noted, this human's were
short and well groomed. Ross' eyes were an icy pale blue, an
eye color unknown among the lapin aliens, and a feature
that drew the females' attention like a magnet.

  
  Each one was carefully evaluating Ross, comparing what
she was seeing against known human standards. Knowing
that he was just as much "on display" with the females as they
were with him didn't help his nerves; it didn't lower his perspiration level, either.

 
   "Good morning, ladies," he said with what he hoped was
a warm smile. His voice, a solid and well-modulated baritone,
seemed to startle virtually all of his audience, and those with
upright ears oriented them in his direction; this made him
sweat all the more. I've gotta get a grip, he thought grimly.

  
  "Mr. Shapiro asked me to be Patrons' first client because,
as his long-time friend, he knows he can trust me. He even
agreed to suspend some of the rules that are supposed to
govern these meetings. All that means is that for this time
and this time only you will be allowed an extra measure of
freedom and choice. Unlike future client meetings in which
every word will be recorded, what we say in here today will be
`off the record', and any comments, complaints and refusals
you make will not go on your records." He looked at the non-human faces and easily recognized surprise on their softly
defined features. Maybe, he thought, this won't be as difficult as
I had feared.

 
   "I'll review the basic obligations both you and the company agreed to follow, along with the main points of the contract you and your patron will sign once an agreement has
been reached. If at any time during this you have any questions, any points that you don't fully understand, I want you
to speak up. OK?" He got a few ear-waving nods in response
so he continued. "This is the first time we humans have tried
a business venture like this with another sentient species. In
our past we've conducted similar programs with countless
other humans, yet in far too many regrettable instances we
simply used force to make other humans into outright slaves,
buying and selling them like animals, and often treating
them even worse." That got their attention! "Teddy Shapiro
comes from a race of humans that was terribly abused throughout much of its long and ultimately tragic history, and he
wants to insure that no such injustice happens to even a
single H'kaah, male or female."

 
   He paused to let that sink in and was gratified to see
that every alien seemed to accept his statement at face
value. He was doubly pleased because what he said about
Shapiro was true, although the part about the meeting
being "off the record" was an outright lie. Every word,
every gesture, every expression was being carefully recorded for study by Shapiro and his staff, but true to Ross'
word any negative comments by the aliens would not be
held against them. This was as much a learning experience for the Patrons staff as it was an educational experience for the H'kaah.

   
 For his part, Ross just wanted to get through it gracefully,
and he found his nerves calming down as he began reading
a clarified version of the multi-page form the aliens had
signed.

  
  "By signing the initial contract with Patrons," he read out
loud, adding comments on-the-fly, "(each of) you agreed to
allow Patrons to transport you to this planet (we call it Earth)
where you will have the opportunity to enter into a specific
two-planetary-year contract with a human family or individual
who will, in both name and fact, become your patron. That
specific contract requires your patron to first pay an agreed-upon fee that is collected by the company and held in escrow, to be split equally between the company and you upon
your completion of the specific contract. Your patron will
also pay an agreed-upon monthly fee to the company; the
company, in turn, will keep a stated percentage of that fee for
itself and pay you the remainder as a monthly salary. In addition to this money, your patron is required to directly provide
you with suitable living arrangements, ample food to your
liking, appropriate clothing and reasonable and necessary
personal items.

   
 "In exchange for this monetary and material compensation your contract directs you to live with your patron in the
manner and fashion he or she requires, and perform the
duties and light chores your patron specifies. You will not be
required to do manual labor in a factory or fieldwork on a
farm, but it is possible you may be required to work in an
office environment. It is also possible you will be expected to
perform normal housekeeping duties for your patron and/or help care for his, her or their children.

 
   "Any questions so far?" No questions. "Good." He paused
for a hard pull on his water glass before continuing. "Your
patron is required to use reasonable care in protecting you
from harm, and you will be contacted monthly by the company so that it may check on your welfare. Also, should there
be a family emergency on your homeworld the company will
do whatever is necessary to immediately contact you, and it
will provide suitable transportation to and from your
homeworld to allow you to deal with the emergency. During
such times of personal crisis the contract with your patron
will be suspended without penalty, or terminated at your
request. In the case of contract termination under these conditions the initial fee held in escrow may or may not be forfeited, depending on a binding judgment made by the company.

    
 "If at any time you believe that your life is in danger, or
that you are being abused, either physically or emotionally,
you have the right to terminate the contract with your patron.
Upon review and a favorable judgment by the company, you
will be offered the opportunity to either secure a contract
with another client or return to your homeworld. Under those
conditions and regardless of your decision you will keep
your portion of the initial payment along with the money you
had earned. However, if the company feels that you violated
the terms of your agreement with it, or the terms of the contract with your patron, the company will immediately return
you to your homeworld. Should you be returned to your
homeworld under such conditions you will forfeit the initial
payment held in escrow, but you will keep what money you
have earned during your contract period." He took a breath.
"Everybody OK with that?" More brief nods; this was really
nothing they hadn't already heard. Shapiro had worked hard
to be fair.

 
   Now we come to the difficult part, Ross thought with a fresh
stomach-flutter. "I'm sure you're well aware that we humans
have a...a fondness for your people that defies cold logic. Most
humans find you to be physically attractive, and those humans who have spent time in the company of H'kaah genuinely enjoyed the experience." He smiled, adding, "You make
us feel good." He let the smile fade before he continued
reading from the paper.

  
   "Patrons also knows that there are humans who find you
`attractive' in ways than are not considered proper by either
human or H'kaah moral/social standards. These humans
may try to force you to do things that you find offensive, and/or they may physically abuse you. This abuse may be of a
sexual nature, and while the company will do everything
possible to screen out such people it must be understood
that on occasion one may slip past its scrutiny. Should you
wind up with such a patron you are NOT required to submit
to ANY form of abuse, regardless of what your patron may say
or threaten you with. Civilized human societies do not condone physical or sexual abuse of any sort, nor do we force our
employees to do things that are contrary to the employees'
moral, religious or social standards. While living, working or
visiting here ALL non-human sentients will enjoy that same
level of protection. And should abuse of any kind take place,
mankind's laws will deal harshly with the abuser."

  
  He placed the paper on the table and paused to let
them chatter among themselves. Ross was fluent in both spoken and written H'kaah, but he kept that knowledge secret
for the time being. He really didn't need to understand their
language to guess the general content of the squeaking/chuffing/whistling/chittering comments bouncing among
the aliens. When it had quieted down he added one more
observation.

  
  "You females are the first companion candidates to arrive
here, but soon the company will expand the program to include qualified male H'kaah. They will be subject to the
same rules that govern you, and they will also be afforded the
same protections. Not all of our human sexual predators like
females." That set them to chattering among themselves with
a vengeance. Ross chuckled to himself and had another welcome drink of water.

  
  In time they quieted and he asked for questions; they
had none. He touched on a few more contractual points but
all too soon he was done with company business and it was
time to get personal. He began to sweat again, but knew that
delaying the inevitable didn't make it any easier. He had
conducted the "blackest" of operations under the most horrific conditions, torturing and killing people with his bare
hands when necessary, yet he'd never been more apprehensive than he was at this moment.

  
  "As you were earlier told I am the company's first client,
and I hope to leave here today as its first patron. By human
standards I am middle aged; I was married and we raised a
small family, now grown. My wife and I legally dissolved our
marriage six years ago and I now live alone in a comfortable
home here in the city. I don't smoke, nor do I have dogs or
cats so you won't have to worry about sharing a house with
pets that might look upon you as lunch." He momentarily
grinned, then quickly continued when he noticed they didn't
find the comment amusing.

  
  "Well. As my companion your duties will consist of light
housekeeping, preparing meals for the two of us within your
dietary and cultural customs, shopping for home supplies
and running errands. I expect you to help me with the occasional social and business events I host at my home,
and...and-" he stumbled, painfully embarrassed by what
he was about to say, "-and I'd like you to keep me company.
I'm, uh, lonely."

  
  Ross let them digest those remarks for a few moments,
then cleared the lump from his throat and said, "You will
find that I am probably more sensitive than most humans
to our two species' vast differences, and there's a reason
for that. I spent a brief period of time on your homeworld
as a civilian volunteer in a cultural exchange program,
and the group I was with dined with both your minister of
cultural affairs and your president." That surprised them
more than anything he'd said to up to that point. "I'm
proud to say I actually got through the meal without embarrassing myself or offending our hosts, something I don't
always manage to do in similar circumstances here on
Earth."

  
  He tried a small, careful grin, and after a moment's uneasy hesitation some of the females smiled, then after a few
brief chitter-chatter comments made the rounds of the table
they all laughed. Good, he thought, I think that finally broke the
ice. "Since most humans eat an omnivorous diet and H'kaah
are strict vegetarians, I can only promise you I will try not to
offend you by eating meat in your presence." Several of them
flinched, which he quietly noted. "Also, we've found that
since most meat eaters have a characteristic body odor that
members of some vegetarian species find offensive, I refrained from bathing recently, and I have not used a deodorant, a scent-masking chemical we apply to our underarm musk
glands to keep from offending each other. I want you to be
absolutely sure that my natural, unmuted scent does not make
you uncomfortable. On the other hand, I don't expect to
have that problem with any of you." He smiled.

   
 The females blinked, twitched their rabbit noses and
chattered a while, then Ross added, "Company rules allow
you to refuse up to five client contract offers before being
returned to your homeworld. Remember, though, nothing
you say or do today will be held against you, so if I happen to
choose you and you decide at the last minute you're not
comfortable with me, that refusal won't be counted." That
brought only a brief session of alien chitchat, then they all sat
still. Looking at him.

  
  Waiting for him to make the next move.


    "So. What would you like me to do? Should I walk around
and visit with each of you in turn, or would you prefer to do
this differently?" He stood, then spread his hands in confusion as he said, "Ladies, the next move is up to you."

 
   After a few moments of awkward silence the nearest
H'kaah, one with rich honey-gold, short body fur accented
with blonde on the lower face, neck, center chest and belly
(And where else? he wondered.) smiled and held out her right
hand to him. He noted that her silky brown human-like scalp
hair was pulled back into a long, lush ponytail.

 
    Bunnytail? he thought with a silent chuckle, then corrected himself with, Nope, that's at the other end, but I'll bet part of
it's blonde. Her smile radiated a friendly warmth that made his
chest immediately tighten. This is gonna be tough, he mentally
cried.

   
  She was the first, and as he went around the table in
rotation he was careful to treat each one in the same manner.
First he asked the female's name and he carefully wrote it on
his legal pad, then he followed it with notes and answers to
specific questions, all written in a personal shorthand that
he knew they wouldn't understand.

 
    Ross judged them on perceived personal hygiene; while
all appeared clean and none had an offensive odor, some
seemed more fastidious than others. He liked some fur coloration and patterns better than others; several had fur of a
single color while others had multiple colors with some of
those forming non-symmetrical patterns or spots. Body proportions varied only slightly. H'kaah females generally ranged
close to human average size in height and weight (except for
ears, and those varied); the same went for H'kaah males. As
in humans, breast size varied, but unlike some humans the
H'kaah females' breasts were never so large as to be pendulous. Hips/thighs/butt tended to be just slightly heavier than
those of comparable humans; the aliens were, after all, rabbit-based.

 
    Ross also carefully recorded their responses to him. He
made sure each one got a snoutful of his scent; in fact he
made a show of it, much to everyone's amusement. Also, if an
individual showed any revulsion to touching bare human
skin he knew that particular H'kaah would never be at ease
in mankind's world.

  
   Finally, he noted how well each one spoke the English
that had been hypno-taught them before they left their
homeworld. The Mn'rii had been the second of the twenty
six species we discovered, and shortly after the first awkward
meetings with our human explorers the otter-like aliens presented us with a comprehensive universal linguistics program that utilized computer training enhanced with drug-induced hypnosis. In less than thirty-six hours any member
of the twenty seven presently known species could acquire
competency in any other species' language. Another twelve
hours under the program would give the language student
passable reading and writing skills in the language they had
just learned to speak.

    
    All H'kaah companion candidates were required to speak,
read and write English, but Ross also judged the females on
how pleasant their voices sounded to his ear. On average,
H'kaah had slightly higher-pitched voices than humans, and
their teeth/jaw structure/bifurcated upper lip made certain human speech sounds difficult for them.

   
     When Ross finished his last interview he returned to his
seat, and after the candidates had settled down he gave them
final instructions. "Thank you one and all for being so kind
to this nervous human; at least none of you bit me or ran
screaming in panic from the room." He grinned widely, and
after a moment's shocked hesitation several of the females
first smiled, then giggled, then openly laughed. He carefully noted which ones did that, too. A sense of humor attuned to human standards was, he believed, vitally important
for an alien living in an alien-to-her world. Not displaying
overt terror at the sight of teeth bared in humor was a plus,
too.

     
   "What I'm going to do now," he stated, "is find myself a
quiet corner and look over my notes-and consult my heart.
What I'd like you to do is think hard about what I've told you,
along with what you've learned about humans in general,
and about me in particular. Talk it over or not, that's your
choice. Remember, if you wish to remove yourself from my
consideration it will NOT be counted against your five-refusal limit. Also, if any of you decide that this entire-well,
let's call it an adventure for lack of a better term-was a mistake, the company will courteously return you to your
homeworld. In a way I guess this really is an adventure for
you, and for us humans, too, but you must understand that
we're not forcing you into this. What it boils down to is, if
you're not happy, we're not happy."

 
   The females seemed comfortable with what he'd told
them so he said in conclusion, "I'll be back in one hour," and
he pointed to a conventional dial clock on the wall. "If you're
here I'll know you're still interested in having me as your
patron." And with that he left the room.

  
  But Ross didn't go to a "quiet corner" to think; he walked
down the hall to the employee lounge and bought a Coke
and a pack of cheese crackers from the vending machines.
After taking a measured ten minutes to enjoy his snack he
left the lounge, ducking around a corner and into a room
Shapiro had earlier shown him that was off-limits to the aliens.
Inside he met his old friend and was introduced to a small
group of staff members who were huddled around racks of
video monitors and DVD recorders. He drawled, "Well, folks,
how did I do? Should I make a reservation for this year's
Emmys?"

 
   "Hey, you're a shoo-in!" Shapiro rumbled to the accompaniment of chuckles and good-natured rude comments from
the room's occupants. The monitors showed numerous views
of the conference room, and there were clear audio feeds
coming from several microphones artfully hidden throughout the room. Although the females were chattering in their
alien tongue, all of the people in the surveillance room were
fluent in it.

 
   "You certainly got them buzzing, Mr. Ross," Russ Ayers,
Shapiro's assistant manager, stated.

That was the idea," Shapiro said. "Since these are the
first ones in the program it's vital to know if we need to make
any fundamental changes in our recruitment procedure."
What he didn't say, but knew everyone was worried about, was
the possibility of having to abandon the whole idea. These
were, after all, aliens. Maybe the Patron's idea had been a mistake, maybe not; that was what they were trying to determine.
They hated deceiving the H'kaah about their comments being scrutinized, but all the humans involved agreed that it
was necessary.

   
  "Any dropouts yet?" Ross asked.

   
  "So far," Ayers answered, "we have one who wants to go
home to mama and three who want to toss you back and see
what else walks through the door." There were a few snorts
and chuckles from the group, then Ayers continued, "None
of them are really critical of you personally, not even the
dropout; in fact they're quite impressed with your candor.
There are, however, several who've voiced some rather frank
questions about your, uh, maleness..."

  
   "W-what!" Ross sputtered.

 
    Shapiro laughed, saying, "Yeah, lets see-How's he hung?
How often does he like to screw? How long can he go before `losing it'?
How many times he can do it before getting tired?-that kind of
thing." With his face flaming with embarrassment, Ross was
thankful the room's lights were dim. "Jack, they may be aliens
but that's as `female' a bunch as any group of human women
I've ever seen."

 
    "Jeez," Ross muttered.

  
   "Two of them sound like they're really interested in you,
sir," Ayers commented, pointing out those individuals to Ross
who quickly made notations by the females' names on his
legal pad. "Some of the others are more or less simply curious or adventurous. I wouldn't recommend them for what
you want."

   
  "What in particular do you think I want?" Ross asked,
trying to keep his sudden anger out of his voice.

  
      He wasn't completely successful, though, and Ayers
quickly replied, "Hey, I didn't mean anything by it, Mr. Ross.
Mr. Shapiro told us you were divorced, and that you were
interested in getting a companion. As long as you don't abuse
her, as long as she doesn't complain about how she's treated,
what the two of you do is none of our business. Man, we appreciate the hell out of you helping us with this last-minute
fine-tuning."

    
    Ross cooled down, realizing he'd read meaning into
Ayers' off-hand remark that really wasn't there. Or was it? He
sadly realized that it really didn't matter, since plenty of
others would probably associate his choice of a sexy female alien to share his life as nothing more than a twisted
taste for strange.

 
       He took a deep breath, and after a moment to collect his
thoughts said, "No problem, Russ. Sorry I snapped at you; I
guess I'm a lot more nervous about this than I thought I'd
be."

    
    "Got any favorites yet?" Shapiro asked, carefully trying to
shift the focus of the conversation.

 
       "From my interviews and what you've showed me those
two appear to be my best candidates." He pointed out the
honey-gold and blonde-furred one with the brown pony tail
who was the first one he'd interviewed, as well as a leggy, lopeared and white-furred beauty who had jet black scalp hair
and eartips, and an intriguing black tip on her fluffy tail. He
checked his notes, then said, "Damn! That white one's drop-dead gorgeous, but for some reason I'm afraid she could be
a real handful." He thought for a few moments, then added,
"Something keeps pointing me toward the brown-haired
blonde. While she wasn't the first one into the room she
moved up and sat in the chair closest to me, so she's certainly
not shy. Also, unlike some of the others, she didn't flinch or
wrinkle her nose when she got a whiff of my `manly aroma'."
Ross sniffed under an arm, wrinkled his face and declared,
"God, I need a bath!" Everybody laughed.

 
   Over a minute went by without anybody saying anything,
then Ross stated, "Y'know, it's funny. Sometimes first impressions DO matter. That little `blondie' was the first one I interviewed, and I find that I'm comparing all the others to her. I
think I'll put the question to her and see how she reacts.
Right now, though, I gotta get rid of the Coke and all that
fancy spring water I've been swilling or they're gonna smell
something more offensive than my `manly aroma' when I
stroll back in there."

 
   He left the surveillance room to a round of applause
mixed with laughter, catcalls and whistles.


    In time Ross pushed open the conference room door to
face eight potential companions as well as an unforeseen dilemma. Until a short while ago he hadn't given much thought
to how he would announce his choice to the waiting group.
While all eight remaining H'kaah females were interested
in his offer, he knew that some were only moderately interested while several others were quite interested. Two were
apparently dead serious about it.


    How to avoid seven bruised egos-ah, that was the question! As he strode past the seated females on his way to what
he jokingly referred to as "The Hot Seat" he hit upon the
answer.


    "Ladies," he said with a wry smile after he settled into his
chair, "this has gone far better than I ever dreamed it could."
They twitched their noses and blinked in confusion, saying
nothing. "It's also presented me with a problem because I've
found all of you to be so incredibly delightful. However, the
company's rules allow me to sign only one contract." He stood
and deliberately swept his gaze around the room, ending
with the brown-haired blonde. After a pause he said, "S'leen,
would you be my companion?"

 
   Her reaction was everything he had hoped for: surprise,
disbelief, joy. The others showed various degrees of mild to
moderate disappointment, yet they appeared genuinely
happy for the one chosen. The "Snow Queen", as he'd mentally labeled the stunning white lop, quickly covered her
disappointment with a feline-like show of indifference to
Ross while she congratulated S'leen.

 
   "Are you sure you want to do this?" he asked S'leen again,
and she nervously replied yes. "Great! Why don't you gather
your possessions while you say goodbye to everyone, then
wait for me in Mr. Shapiro's office. I'll be down in a little
while to sign my part of the contract."

 
   She quickly left to gather her modest belongings from
the females' dormitory, and the remaining disappointed
aliens started to leave. "Ladies," he said, "please wait a moment." He began making the rounds of the table, personally
thanking each one of the remaining seven for allowing him
the opportunity to meet and spend some time with her. The
time-honored public relations tactic worked surprisingly
well, and as each female left the room he could tell that their
overall mood had brightened considerably.

 
   He saved the white-furred "Snow Queen" for last, and as
the one before her left the room he stepped over and closed
the door. The regal-looking H'kaah suddenly appeared apprehensive as Ross pulled two of the chairs around to face
each other, then sat in one while directing her to sit in the
other. Her fear changed to amazement when he smiled
warmly and reached out to gently enfold her downy-soft left
hand in both of his. "You really put me in an awkward position, C'maat," he softly stated. "Although I selected S'leen,
you were actually my first choice; I'd even chosen a special
name for you-`Snow Queen'-because you're so incredibly
beautiful." She couldn't believe what she was hearing; he
really did like her!

  
  His smile turned wistful as he shook his head, saying,
"Yet as I reviewed your answers to my list of questions I realized that asking you to be my companion would be terribly
unfair to both of us." To her sudden confusion he explained,
"Your interview answers tell me that you're adventurous and
athletic-more so, I believe, than any other female in the
group. However, I'm a middle-aged human who's past his
prime. I'm not in bad shape for my age, understand, but I
don't think pairing you up with someone like me would make
either of us happy. You need to set your sights on a younger,
livelier human, someone who'll keep you challenged and
entertained, someone who'll look good standing next to you."
He shushed her protests and added, "I'll make sure Teddy
Shapiro fully understands that, too." He absently chewed his
lower lip in thought for a moment, then said, "In fact, a
younger and more-athletic businessman I know just might
be the perfect match for you, and I think he'll find you absolutely irresistible. With your permission I'll suggest he make
an appointment to see you, and only you."


    At first C'maat didn't know what to say. Her bitter disappointment had been turned upside down; perhaps she
hadn't lost after all. Finally she said, "Yes, thank you, sir. If Mr.
Shapiro approves I would like to meet this person." She literally beamed at Ross, reaching her free hand to touch his
cheek.

 
   "Friends?" he asked, smiling.


    "Yes, I would like to be your friend," she said, meaning
every word.

 
   He released her hand and gently took the one she
touched his cheek with, brushing the white velvety fur on its
back with his lips. "If things work out I'm sure we'll meet
again socially, but for now you need to go say goodbye to
S'leen. Who knows," he said with a sly wink, "maybe it won't
be long before you see her again."

  
  C'maat stood and, smiling, hesitantly made her way out
the door. Ross stayed seated for a while, apparently working
on his notes. In fact, he was stalling for time while he calmed
down; he didn't want the hidden video cameras to spot the
conspicuous bulge in his Dockers.




    Once the paperwork had been signed and the farewells
said Ross led his new companion out to his elderly Corvette.
S'leen had never before seen such an outrageous vehicle
and didn't even know how to fold herself into its cramped
passenger side bucket seat, but once seated her ears stood
up well above the low windshield. Her two pieces of soft
luggage were a tight fit in the car's abbreviated trunk.


    He absently gnawed a fingernail for a moment, then said,
"I really didn't take into consideration what the wind would
do to your ears, S'leen. If you like, I'll put the top up. You'll
have to lay your ears down, or back or something."

 
   "I can hold them, Mr. Ross. They are very flexible and-"

 
   "Whoa, stop! S'leen, you don't address me as `Mr. Ross';
you're my companion, and I hope you'll soon become my friend.
I'd like us both to be on a personal-name basis, and my personal name is Jack. Ross is my family name, the same way M'faan
is your family name. OK?"


   "OK-Jack," she hesitantly replied.

 
   "Good, and I think I've got a solution to our problem."
He reached into the Corvette's glove compartment and produced a filmy, white silk scarf. "Tie this over those beautiful
ears and maybe the wind won't make them flap up and down
like a bird's wings." He grinned at her sudden look of surprise, then was relieved when she responded with a matching grin. Any budding relationship is better when humor
comes easily to both parties.

  
  Ross let her secure the scarf without his help. He was
well aware of the H'kaah attitude about touching one's ears
and tail, and he didn't want to begin their relationship by
being an insensitive clod. Once she was ready he showed her
how to buckle her seat belt, then he cranked the sports car's
powerful, high-strung V-8 engine.

 
   S'leen screamed!

  
  True to her rabbit heritage she really belted out the decibels. Ross was caught so completely off-guard he thought she
must be reacting to some kind of deadly assault. In one quick
motion he flipped the ignition switch off, punched the release on his seat belt and managed to make a full 360-degree
visual sweep of the area before the engine quit rumbling.

  
  His visual sweep, however, was made combat-style, peering over the sights of a nasty-looking .45 caliber Ruger semi-automatic pistol he had retrieved from a hidden waistband
holster.


    But there was no assault, no monster, no threat. Nothing.

 
   During that amazing high-energy squall S'leen had tried
to jump out of the sports car, but her seat belt held her in
place the necessary critical seconds needed for Ross to check
for danger and then turn his attention directly to her. What
he found was a heavily trembling, terrified ball of fur scantily
clad in satin clothing, but he could find nothing at all trying
to eat her.

 
   "WHAT! What? S'leen, what's wrong?" He ignored the
fact that she wasn't a human woman, and after quickly securing the pistol he reached across to hold her protectively.
Years of marriage and raising children had instilled in him a
reflexive response to comfort females in distress; his instinct
told him this female, strange though she was, certainly qualified for serious comforting. "Honey, you've got to talk to me.
I don't see anything wrong."

  
  She, in turn, had latched onto Ross; apparently H'kaah
reflexive responses were similar to humankind's. After a few
moments in which no further threat manifested itself she
got herself enough under control to release Ross, who found
himself reluctant to so quickly relinquish his hold of such an
incredibly sexy creature. Still, they were in a public place
and he didn't want to risk making a scene. He compromised
by keeping hold of her velvety hands, which were still shaking badly.

 
   She got her breathing enough under control to more-or-less speak, and what she said blindsided Ross almost as
badly as her scream had. "F-forgive me, J-Jack. I t-though a t-terrible, raging b-beast had c-caught us. I...I panicked." She
pulled her hands from his grasp and held them over her
face, bowing her head in shame.

  
  And she cried.

  
  Terrible, raging beast? Ross thought, confused. All I did was
start- Oh, right!

 
   In the most non-threatening voice he could summon,
Ross carefully asked, "S'leen, when Teddy Shapiro brought
you here what kind of vehicle did you ride in?"

 
   She added confusion to her embarrassment but eventually replied around hiccuping, sniffling sobs, "T-the only vehicle I h-have ever ridden in, other t-than the big electric-powered c-coaches and t-trains on my homeworld, is the coach-size s-ship that brought me to your w-world. We landed o-over
there," she pointed a trembling claw-tipped finger to the
distant corner of the small parking lot and the white, mini-bus sized starship sitting there. "In the f-five days I have b-been here I have not l-left the building."

 
   "Then you've never ridden in one of our automobiles?"
She shook her head no. "Oh-shit." His vulgarity caught her
so by surprise she jumped as if he'd goosed her, then she
looked at him with even more misery in her tear-swollen
eyes. "Dear, I am sorry!" he stated, fishing his handkerchief
from his right hip pocket and carefully wiping at the dark,
wet tracks in the fur under her eyes. "I had no idea you weren't
familiar with our `personal ground transportation devices';
we call them cars. The engine that powers this vehicle operates by rapidly-repeating internal combustion pulses; that's
what made the roaring sound you heard. Most modern cars
are much quieter and smoother than this antique model,
but many of us humans also find such modern, sophisticated
machines terribly boring. This one was built before I was
born, and part of its attraction to me is the raw power it exudes as well as the level of skill it demands to properly operate it. Contrary to what you might have thought it is not alive,
not in the sense that you and I are alive."


    "I...I am so ashamed, Jack," she said in a small, meek
voice. "You must think I am a fool to be so frightened."

 
   "Absolutely not!" he responded, embarrassed because
his thoughtlessness had terrified this delightful creature.
"S'leen, I am the fool for so quickly forgetting that all this is
new and...and alien to you. I don't know what else to do but
beg you to forgive me."

 
   He was reminded of just how alien she was when she
suddenly stared wide-eyed at him, and he realized with a
start that, despite all his military experience dealing with
foreign nationals, he couldn't read this foreigner's expression. Then she surprised him by stiffly stating, "A patron
does not beg forgiveness from his companion; it is not proper.
My ignorance-"


    "Your ignorance in this matter is MY fault," he interrupted
with a razor's edge to his voice, "because YOU, S'leen, are
now MY responsibility. This world has countless things guaranteed to frighten an unsuspecting visitor." His voice lost its
sharpness as he said, "Here, take this handkerchief and blow
your nose. I just have to remember that part of my job is to
keep those things from scaring you to death."


    **WHOOONK!**

 
   "And let's get one thing straight, young lady:" he added,
the edge back in his voice with a vengeance, "I'll beg your
forgiveness any damned time I please. If you can't handle
that then maybe we both made a mistake by signing that contract." That shocked her so much she jerked like she'd been
slapped, then she opened her mouth but no sounds came
out. After a few seconds Ross gently stated, "But just between
you and me, I don't think either of us would be that foolish.
Do you?"

  
  Several moments passed and then S'leen shakily held
her right hand out to Ross; he enfolded its silky-softness into
the solid comfort of his larger hand's leathery embrace.
    "No," was all she said.






Chapter 2

Where's The Beef? 
Jack Ross brushed his lips across the velvety tops of the
H'kaah's fingers before releasing them, then said, "Let's go
home."

 
   "Yes, please. I will try not to panic again," she said, but
when she saw him frown she hastily added, "but if that happens I believe you will know how to...to handle it."

 
   "Yeesh," he muttered in frustration, then cranked the
old Corvette again, this time without a repeat of S'leen's earlier hysterics. The engine rumbled and snarled impatiently
at a fast idle as it warmed to operating temperature, and he
refastened his seat belt and checked to make sure S'leen was
secure.

 
   "This vehicle requires constant physical input from the
person operating it," he explained over the mechanical din.
"We have a ride of about fifteen minutes to reach my-our-home, and during that time we will be traveling in close
proximity to many other personal and commercial vehicles.
It may look like they're about to collide with us, or us with
them, but that seldom happens so just try to enjoy the scenery. You'll probably attract the attention of humans in the
other vehicles; don't let their stares and gestures frighten
you. Most of them have only seen H'kaah in photos or television news programs, so attracting attention is something
you're going to have to get used to." He grinned. "It'll probably be a long time before the novelty of having people from
other worlds here on Earth wears off."

 
   A few moments later the car's powerful engine reached
minimum operating temperature and settled down to a
slightly less raucous idle. Ross blipped the throttle a few
times to make sure it wouldn't stall, then he slowly backed
out of the parking slot and headed for the street. He tried to
keep one eye on S'leen to make sure she didn't try to jump
out of the car, but she appeared much more relaxed and
seemed to be taking everything in stride. After he pulled out
into traffic he had to pay more attention to his driving, and
he prayed she wouldn't freak out again.

 
   As he had hoped, the silk scarf was enough to keep her
long ears from flapping in the buffeting wind that swirled
and tumbled over the short windshield, and true to his warning S'leen quickly began attracting the attention of drivers
and their passengers alike. Children plastered their faces
against car and minivan windows as they caught sight of the
H'kaah, and many of them frantically waved at her.


    "You're a hit with the kids," he said, laughing. "Most
of the adults are too busy driving to really stare. Go ahead
and wave at the kids if you want to; just be sure to keep
your arms, hands and head inside the car." She shyly returned some of the children's energetic waves, a courtesy
that seemed to delight the parents as much as their offspring.


    Occasionally a driver would crowd the Corvette in an
attempt to get a better look at its exotic passenger. When that
would happen Ross momentarily stretched the old sports
car's powerful "legs", leaving the reckless drivers far behind.


    "Can all cars move so rapidly?" S'leen shouted to be heard
over the convertible's noisy environment.

 
   "No, and that's one of the reasons I like this old dog;
goose her and she really jumps!"

 
   Semantics immediately reared its often-confusing head
and S'leen said, "Dog? She? But you said this was a...a machine-that it was NOT alive!" Once again his passenger began to look panicky.

 
   "Oh God, S'leen, I'm sorry!" he replied hastily. "Listen,
we humans frequently refer to some of our machines in living terms. Many machines, especially cars, can be terribly
annoying and demanding so we, uh, have a habit of referring
to them as, uh, females." He grinned again, this time embarrassed. "We even go so far as to jokingly claim they have personalities and independent life, but they're still only machines and, believe me, they're not alive. I've had this old car
for so many years she's literally become a family member."
Ross was relieved to see the light of understanding in his
passenger's amber-colored eyes as she finally appeared to
understand. Yet for the rest of the ride home he caught
glimpses of her stroking parts of the car's interior as one
would a living creature.




    True to his estimate they turned into his driveway a short
quarter-hour after leaving the Patrons parking lot. When Ross
had told the roomful of H'kaah females that he had a "comfortable" home in the city, he didn't really give them much
information. His "comfortable" home was, in reality, a small,
post-World War I estate in an older section of town that encompassed part of a coastal barrier island. Originally built
nearly a hundred years prior, it was surrounded by a six-foot-high concrete wall with an ornate and heavy electric gate at
the head of the driveway. Set well back from the wall was the
main house and a small-but-comfortable guesthouse, a large
four-car garage with a well-equipped workshop in the back
and a large in-ground swimming pool. Behind the garage
was a windowless building nearly two stories tall that had two
enormous doors on its front. The estate's landscaped grounds
covered six full acres, complete with sprawling old oak trees,
well-developed arbors and hedgerows, flower-lined pathways,
a clay-surfaced tennis court and an immaculate putting green.
A concrete-paved circular driveway ran from the front gate to
pass in front of the main house, with a leg branching off to
the garage area.


    "You must be very wealthy and important to live in such a
palace," S'leen said in awe as her gaze took in the rambling
two-story house. "None of the homes I saw on our way here
were anything like this."

 
   "Sad to say, Dear, I am neither very wealthy nor very important. What I am is very lucky." Ross laughed. "Many years
ago I collected some financial assets from a business deal,
and before I could reinvest them I learned that the owner of
this old estate had died. He left no family and no will; what
he did leave was lot of outstanding bills with no money to pay
them. He also left a small local bank holding the title to this
place, and there were property taxes past due on it, too."
S'leen was well educated in economics and perfectly understood the situation.

 
   "What follows is the classic story of doing everything right.
I was in the right place at the right time," he said, laughing
again, "and I had enough money to make the right people
happy." As he talked he helped her out of the car and, taking
her bags from the car's trunk, he led her up the short flight
of steps leading to the full-width open front porch. He
flipped aside an ornate cover to display a keypad, punched
in a quick five-digit code to disarm the security system, then
punched a three-digit code into the door lock's miniature
keypad to unlock the large solid wood door. After pushing
the latch lever down he nudged the door open.


    Jack Ross had brought his new companion home.

 
   As S'leen entered the old home's entrance foyer Ross
finished the story of how he lucked into possession of the
estate. "The former owner had secured a small home equity
loan to help pay outstanding medical bills, but then he died
before satisfying both the lien and his other obligations. A
number of creditors, including the county tax collector,
quickly lined up at the bank and demanded it sell the property so they could be paid. The bank was faced with the unhappy prospect of hurriedly marketing a run-down old piece
of property in an equally run-down section of town. That's
when I entered the picture with an offer to settle all the bills,
catch up the back taxes and penalties and pay off the bank
lien. In exchange for clear title to this place I demanded a
ten-year property tax moratorium and a highly-reduced future tax rate on it as long as it isn't sold." He grinned at her,
adding, "Since we're here, I think you know who won the
battle."

 
   During this time he left her two bags by the foot of the
stairs while slowly escorting the wide-eyed alien through the
spacious ground-floor rooms. "For about one-tenth of the
property's value at the time-and this was nearly twenty years
ago-I settled with everyone, got the tax concessions I wanted
and acquired something now valued at over fifty times my
initial investment." He showed his awestruck companion the
kitchen area with its combination of modern appliances
mixed with refurbished antiques. "I put many years of hard
work and a fair amount of money into rebuilding, and when
necessary, modernizing everything you see, and during that
time this part of town underwent a similar rebirth, making
this once-tired old neighborhood a rather nice place to live.
All in all, I think the work I did here was worth it."

 
   S'leen had never been in such a house; on her
homeworld private houses usually were small, single-story
patio homes. They seldom had more than one floor because
the ceilings had to be high enough to allow a ceiling fan to
comfortably clear a male H'kaah's eartips. Ross' house, built
before air conditioning was widely available, had very high
ceilings and large windows, as well as high-mounted ceiling
fans in nearly every room.

 
   Since the H'kaah didn't have much along the lines of
personal transportation they tended to cluster their houses
to make mass transportation feasible. Humankind's widespread use of the automobile allowed it the option to sprawl;
the massive scale of mankind's major developments and subdivisions, especially in North America, amazed many of the
alien species, H'kaah included.

 
   "Let's get you settled in; we can tour the guesthouse and
everything else later." Ross grabbed her bags and led her
upstairs where the four bedrooms and two more bathrooms
were located. Human-style stairs gave her trouble; her non-human feet didn't properly fit the short treads. As she
stumbled up the stairs Ross told her, "I had problems with
the stairs at first. The house's builder must have had very
small feet; even now, if I'm not careful some of my shoes trip
me or slip off the edges of the treads."

 
   Once upstairs she began poking her head in every room,
looking in every closet. Ross just laughed at her, commenting, "You sure you're not part cat? You're certainly curious
enough to be mistaken for one!" Not having felines on her
homeworld, S'leen didn't really understand the reference.

  
  "This will be your room," he said, leading her into one
decorated in light pastel shades and delicate fabrics. "This
room was my daughter's, and after she left home I kept it
pretty much the way she liked it. Nowadays when she brings
her husband and my granddaughters for one of her infrequent visits I simplify matters by putting everyone in the
guesthouse." S'leen had begun examining the translucent
lace curtains, and when she transferred her attention to the
ornate four-poster bed she suddenly realized that there were
stuffed animals literally everywhere in the room-perched
on the dresser, hiding in corners, sitting on the bed and
even on the fluffy pillows. While they varied widely in size,
form and pose, the majority represented a single species, and
what they signified almost shocked the H'kaah speechless.

 
   But not entirely. "These...these "stuffed animals" belong
to your daughter?" Ross assured her they did. "But most of
them look like-"

 
   "They're rabbits, S'leen. Remember what I told you; human children love rabbits. When we grow into adults we still
have a deep-seated love of rabbits. Now do you understand
our reaction to your people? We've been fond of rabbits all
our lives, and I'll wager that the program Patrons has begun
will be successful beyond everyone's wildest expectations."
He moved slightly closer to her, careful not to make her feel
threatened. "You see," he gently explained, "your people
really ARE welcome here, and unless something terrible
happens that nobody's foreseen the H'kaah will be welcome
here for many years to come."

 
   Discounting her ears S'leen was about half a head shorter
than Ross' six-foot-even, and she didn't have to tilt her head
back very far to look directly into his eyes. "Thank you, Jack
Ross. And I thank humankind for giving life to a dream my
people never truly had until we were contacted. Long years
ago we theorized there were other worlds with other kinds of
people on them, but without space travel we had no way of
knowing. Then your people showed up, and after we got over
our initial terror at meeting people different from ourselves you humans proved to us that our nightmares of
horrible invaders from the stars were just that, only nightmares." She stepped closer and warmly hugged him, which
of course forced him to respond in kind.

 
    But CAREFULLY.

  
   Don't overreact, Jack Ol' Boy, he thought in near panic. You
don't want to frighten her, and you DON'T want to take advantage
of her high spirits and gratitude; that way lies serious trouble!

  
   "We've had our own invasion nightmares, S'leen," he
softly rumbled since her big, translucent ears were so close
to his face, "and due to our naturally violent nature our nightmares have most likely been a lot worse than yours. The potential for us, ANY of us, being invaded by hostile aliens is
still very real, but the more friends we make out among the
stars the better chance we'll all have of surviving such an
encounter." He gave her a quick, gentle squeeze. "That is, if
such a thing even happens. We're hoping it doesn't."

  
   He noticed that he was sweating again. Must be all that
warm fur, he thought wryly, then released her after a light,
parting squeeze. "There are things we both need to do before it gets much later," he said after a deep breath, "and the
most important one on the list is to EAT. I don't know about
you, but I haven't had much of anything to eat since breakfast," he looked at his watch, "and here it is already three
o'clock."

  
   "It has been such an exciting time," she said, smiling,
"that food was easily forgotten. But I, too, am now feeling the
pinch of hunger."

  
   "Before I can eat, though," Ross said, backing farther
away from S'leen, "I need a bath and some fresh clothes.
Civilized humans bathe regularly, and as I told all of you this
morning I purposely refrained from my normal bathing
schedule to make sure everyone got a strong sample of my
scent. It's reached the point now that I'm offending myself,
so if you'll excuse me for a few minutes I'll take care of the
problem."

  
   She protested that his scent was not offensive but he just
laughed and told her to look around the house. "There's
nothing here that's off-limits to you EXCEPT the antique
weapons you'll see displayed in some of the rooms. I have
several modern firearms in my bedroom; you're not to touch
those either. We'll have a gun safety class after you've settled
in." When she looked apprehensive about the thought he
stated, "We live in dangerous times and I'm licensed to carry
concealed weapons; you saw one earlier when I thought we
were being attacked. Guns are nothing more than tools, Dear,
and by themselves they're not dangerous. PEOPLE shoot
people, and NOBODY lives in this house without knowing
how to handle them safely and effectively in an emergency.
Not even you."

 
   He left her standing mute in her room as he headed
toward his bathroom.




   Thirty minutes later a much cleaner, considerably better
smelling and far more casually dressed Ross emerged from
his room. He had checked his computerized voice mail from
his bedroom terminal and returned two brief work-related
calls. One of the seven other calls on the system had been
from Teddy Shapiro; replying to that one could wait. After
listening for a moment at the head of the stairs but not hearing any activity, he headed down to see about preparing a
late lunch/early supper. As he rounded the corner at the
foot of the stairs on his way to the kitchen, he came to an
abrupt halt; the tableau he saw was like something out of
sheerest fantasy. S'leen was sitting in a living room chair near
a window, enjoying the pastoral view as she watched an energetic pair of gray squirrels squabbling over acorns on the
grass near the driveway.
 
 
  Shades of `Alice In Wonderland', he thought with a wry smile.
Here's an intelligent, charming "house rabbit" being entertained by a
couple of tree-rats out on my lawn. A moment later she took notice
of him, and he grinned, saying, "Chowtime, kiddo!" Heading through the open doorway into the kitchen he commented, "I think I can scare us up some-" He stopped,
amazed at what he saw already waiting for him. "Well! Guess
I don't have to worry about going hungry, huh."

 
   That was an understatement. Properly arranged on the
little breakfast nook table next to a cheerful kitchen window
were two superb, large garden salads with fresh garlic and
herb dressing, two large glasses of white wine, a plate of cheese
and crackers and the correct silverware to deal with the occasion. Indeed!

 
   "S'leen, honey, where did you learn to set such a table?
I've eaten enough meals on your world to know that your
dining customs are a lot different from ours."

 
   She laughed as she joined him at the table, and he found
he really liked the sound. "Despite not knowing about your
automobiles, Jack, I am not an ignorant peasant. Besides the
formal schooling every child on my homeworld receives I
have taken postgraduate training on daily life here on your
world. Also, the five days I spent at Patrons were filled with
training on the things they thought we needed to know to
survive in your society."

 
   "And nobody ever thought to tell you about our cars," he
muttered darkly, then suddenly smiled, saying, "Dear, you
certainly appear to have stayed awake in class. Let's sample
your first project and see what kind of grade you've earned."

  
  They sat down to dine, and for the next half-hour they
enjoyed both the food and each other's company. Ross was
secretly relieved to see that she ate her salad with a fork; she
also seemed to relish the crackers and cheese. At least, he
thought with amusement, she follows the philosophy that milk is
good for more than feeding babies.
 
 
  When the meal was finished he wouldn't allow her to
help clear away the dishes. "You prepared the meal, I can at
least clean up the mess." When she protested he said, "Dear,
I didn't go to Patrons to find a servant, I wanted a companion.
Until the day our marriage ended my wife and I shared responsibilities whenever possible; even our kids pitched in
and helped when they were old enough. I've brought you
here to share my life, and I hope you find the experience a
worthwhile one."

 
   She looked at him with one of her unreadable expressions, and after a few moments of silence she ventured, "You
told us that you and your wife `dissolved your marriage'. Does
that mean you are divorced?" When he nodded she carefully
added, "Am I permitted to ask why you divorced?"

 
   He smiled, but the cautious H'kaah dutifully noted that
there was no humor in it. "It's no big secret," he began as he
scraped the dishes and loaded them into the dishwasher.
"My wife was a successful businesswoman, and she had her
circle of professional and social friends the same as I have
mine. Unfortunately, they were different circles. After the
kids (we had the socially-correct two) were finished with college and out on their own Maureen and I realized that in the
last years we'd just...just drifted apart." He looked so forlorn
that S'leen regretted the inquiry. "One morning s-she told
me she wanted a divorce," he added, "not because of anything I did or some new `studmuffin' in her life; she, uh, just
didn't love me anymore."

  
  His voice had gotten husky and S'leen realized he was
struggling to retain control. Still, she thought, trying to ignore the instinctual warnings screaming in the back of her
mind, this may be something I need to know.

 
   "When we divorced it was done on `friendly' terms," he
continued as he put away the last items and sat back down at
the table. Before she could stop him he refilled their wine
glasses and took a deep drink from his. "She took only what
she felt was rightfully hers; part of our investment savings,
her clothes, personal effects and her car. We agreed that I
would keep this place and a mountain vacation cabin to balance out some other co-owned properties she wanted. She
didn't want any part of the automobile dealership I inherited when my parents died in a cruise ship fire, even though
I had run it since before my parents' death. She didn't even
want any alimony-that's monetary support for the ex-spouse-since she made as much from her mortgage brokerage firm as I make from my dealership.


    "She...she just wanted out of the marriage."

 
   "You seem to speak of her always in the past tense," S'leen
softly stated. "Do you ever see her?" As soon as the question
was out of her mouth she sensed that she had made some
sort of blunder. She braced herself for an angry storm, but
what she got was far more terrifying than a scolding.


    "I-" Ross was fighting hard to hold himself in check, to
not lose control of his seething emotions, but handicapped
by the wine's effects he was slowly losing the battle. "I-speak
of her in the past tense because two years ago she...she was
murdered by a dirtbag who broke into her office late one
night and...and-" Ross was almost to the point of no return.
Almost.


    He took several deep breaths, clamping down hard on
his emotions. "He was a heroin addict; heroin's a type of
drug your people don't have-yet. Like all shithead dopers
this one needed more money to buy more drugs. Maureen's
office door didn't have much of a lock and he quickly popped
it, stormed in and was all over her before she could call the
cops." Ross paused to take several more breaths and another
drink of wine, his rage becoming more frightening as the
struggle to contain it progressed. "He...he cheerfully confessed to the murder after the cops caught him the next day;
he told them everything in explicit, obscene detail. Why
should he care, he reasoned, since all he had to do was plead
`drug addiction victim' and he was sure our suck-ass liberal
judicial system would give him free medical care and nothing more severe than a slap on the wrist." S'leen fought hard
to hide her shock at how quickly Ross' emotions and overall
demeanor had hardened. She was seeing, first hand, the
ugly, dangerous side of a predatory meat-eating species.

  
  RUN! her instincts kept shrieking, while at the same time
another inner voice said, FREEZE! Logic told her there was
no place to run to, so she did what her lapin ancestors have
done for millions of years when confronting death in all its
horrible faces; she didn't move, she barely breathed, her nose
didn't twitch, she didn't even blink.

 
   "But our knife-happy boy royally screwed up," Ross
snarled, oblivious to the effect his story was having on his
companion. "You see, during the last few years that our little
druggie roach was happily mainlining himself into doper
Nirvana the mood and tone of our judicial system underwent
a fundamental change, and we finally reversed the generations-long practice of cherishing our social sewage. Early last
year he received a brief trial-remember, he had already
confessed to killing my wife-and no appeal was permitted
due to his `voluntary admission of guilt'." Even though Ross
wasn't looking directly at S'leen during most of the story
she saw that his eyes had taken on an incredibly cold,
feral look. Despite her lush fur and the balmy springtime
Florida weather she felt a bone-deep chill, and contrary
to her instinctual paralysis she began to tremble in earnest.

 
   "For the cold-blooded murder of my wife he was given
the penalty of death," Ross hissed, viper-like. "Also, due to
those radical changes in our judicial system brought about
by the recent planetwide social upheaval (a gift from the
jumpdrive, you see) I, as her former husband in good standing with the court, was allowed to chose the method of his
execution. The court even allowed me the privilege of being
his executioner."

 
   He swung his icy blue gaze around to stare directly into
S'leen's huge, liquid eyes, and she unconsciously pushed
back in her chair-but she still didn't run. Somewhere deep
in her instinct she understood that the threat was in no way
directed toward her.

  
  "He slashed her throat for a lousy fifty dollars," Ross stated
in a perfectly normal tone of voice, yet one completely devoid of emotion. "The court let me cut his for free."


    She realized with another hard chill that Ross was someone she did NOT want to have as an enemy, but as yet another terrified shiver ran through her body she saw him take
a deep breath, slowly blink-and change. In a literal `blink of
an eye' Ross reversed the personality metamorphosis that
had, moments earlier, transformed him into the terrifying
monster who executed his wife's murderer with his own
hands. Within seconds his eyes lost their burning, deadly
glare, and that was when he realized that the inner beast all
humans keep chained deep inside themselves had once
more slipped its bonds, if only briefly.

 
   "Aww, S'leen, I'm sorry! I scared you again and I didn't
mean to, honest." He wiped his eyes and sniffed, which seemed
to break the last of the spell on her. As quickly as she had
come to fear him she also came to understand that while
there were things about this human that would forever remain alien to her, she was actually beginning to understand
him. True, he was an eater-of-flesh, a creature her deepest
instincts said she should mortally fear, yet on another instinctive level she felt she was completely safe in his company. Quickly forcing her overt fears into submission she slid
her chair back farther, then stood and moved to embrace
him. Ross also had stood and was holding out his arms for
her, both people wanting nothing more than to undo the harm
they feared they had done to their budding relationship.


    "Jack, I am sorry I asked you to open old wounds," she
stated.

 
   While at the same time Ross said, "Dear, I wouldn't hurt
you for the world."


    They reached for each other and Ross suddenly barked
a humorless laugh that was, in reality, much closer to a sob.
He dropped his arms and stepped back from the embrace, a
move that caught S'leen completely by surprise. "This...this
must look like something from an old "B" movie," he husked,
"and I know you don't understand what the hell I'm talking
about." An incredible look of sadness washed over his features and he sighed, then continued, "Still, I...I guess it was
best that you learned about that grim chapter of my life before you got too deeply involved with me." He swallowed a
lump in his throat the size of a Greyhound bus, then he
coughed and added, "I'll, uh, have Patrons send over a car to
take you back to the office, and...and I'll square things with
Teddy Shapiro so this mistake won't be counted against you."


    That was entirely the wrong thing to say! "Stop that!" she
yelled angrily, her short, delicate fingers curved into sharp-tipped claws. "We both have a lot to learn about each other,"
she declared, working hard to bring her voice back to a more
normal tone, "and because we are of different species there
are bound to be details that neither of us will like. That
doesn't mean I will run screaming every time-" she hesitated and Ross suddenly found that he had to fight to hold
back a smile, "-you do or say something that upsets me.


    "Jack, if what many of your scientists claim about H'kaah
origins is true, your ancestors ATE my ancestors." Ross
cringed, knowing that what she said was, indeed, all too true.
"And with your admitted fondness for animal flesh I...I have
no doubt that you personally have eaten my modern-day primitive relatives." True again. While on covert missions he had
more than once dined on roasted rabbit. "We H'kaah are
struggling to accept the terrifying concept of having to share
the universe with intelligent flesh-eaters, and we are not alone
in our struggle.


    "All of the sentient vegetarian species you humans discovered have struggled for thousands of years against animal
predators. Just because we H'kaah survived doesn't mean we
easily conquered the flesh-eating monsters on our world,
either. Time after time on many worlds it was a close battle,
and the mere thought of having to face flesh-eating monsters again gives most vegetarian species unspeakable
nightmares.


    "Several other species whose apparent racial ancestors
your people currently eat are experiencing the same kind of
cultural shock as we H'kaah. And then there are those socalled `civilized' species on other worlds that even now look
upon my people as...as FOOD!"


    Ross made sure his arms stayed at his sides. He feared
that any overt move by him at this emotionally charged time
might appear to be threatening, and he certainly didn't want
to make matters worse. Perhaps if he just stood quietly-


    S'leen, too, didn't know which way to jump. She still
wanted to hold Ross, to offer comfort and apologize for the
pain she had caused him, but she also didn't want to make
him angry with her. She feared she had far overstepped the
bounds of discretion when she reminded him of how upsetting his species' dietary practices were. Yet in her heart her
fear wasn't so much of him but of his species in general, and
of the horrible things she felt they were capable of doing to
nearly defenseless vegetarians.

 
   Ross stood very still, determined not to further spook
the one person his life was now centered on. Time passed,
mere moments really, but it seemed like eternity to both
people, and S'leen slowly relaxed, her own frustrated outrage
having passed. Reaching up a still trembling hand to his face
she carefully wiped at the sparkling tears that had tracked down
his cheeks. Bringing her hand back to her abbreviated muzzle
she touched a dainty pink tongue to her fingers-brine, just
like her own. She realized with a start that despite his physical
and cultural differences he was more like her kind than not,
yet she felt it had no doubt taken an extraordinary amount of
courage for Ross to ask her to be his companion.

 
   At that moment she believed she would stay with him at
least for the duration of the Patrons contract.


    Maybe longer.

 
   S'leen stepped closer to Ross and slowly, carefully embraced him. After his shower he had donned a pair of faded
blue Bermuda shorts and an old white cotton t-shirt, leaving
his feet bare since most rooms in the old house were thickly
carpeted. She was surprised to find his earlier rank human
scent so greatly subdued, and as her hands soothingly stroked
his back, shoulders and arms she noted that he had hard,
ropy muscles beneath the thin layer of fabric and relatively
furless skin.

 
   He gently folded his arms around her lushly furred body,
careful to restrain his own hands from their natural tendency
to explore her female human-like body. Her muted natural
lapin scent had a spicy musk undertone that he found surprisingly pleasant, and before he realized what the scent,
along with her exotic presence, was doing to him he felt a
responsive stirring in his shorts.


    S'leen felt it, too. Her soft breathing suddenly stopped
momentarily, and she tilted her head up to find him looking
down into her surprised expression.

 
   "Sorry, Dear," he rumbled with a wry smile, "but when
someone as attractive as you is this close I don't really have
much control over-that." He released her; she continued
to cling to him. "I cautioned you and your friends this morning that you may encounter sexually abusive humans," he
warned with a shaky breath, then added, "and while I'm not
that kind of person I'd hate it if fear of such a thing poisoned
our relationship."

 
   "We were required to study your social customs before
coming here," she softly purred. "My understanding is that
as long as no one is forced to submit, and that no one suffers
permanent injury, your laws permit consenting adults to
mostly do whatever they wish with whomever they wish." She
provocatively rubbed herself against him, causing his pulse
to pound harder behind his eyes-and elsewhere.

 
   "S'leen!" he squeaked, gently but forcibly moving her
out to arms length. "I just realized that I've never seen your
age listed anywhere. J-just how old are you?"


    "Old enough," she cooed with a coy smile. When she saw
that he would not accept that answer she added, "In my planetary years, ten." Ross' tanned Caucasian complexion paled
almost to albino. "Remember," she prompted, "compared to
my world, your world is much closer to a cooler star, and our
years differ by a factor of two." When his anxiety blocked his
comprehension she patiently explained, "In your years I
equate to an approximate age of twenty."


    Ross closed his eyes, nodded and breathed deeply, then
quietly prompted, "Please refresh my memory as to what age
you are considered grown, when you-"


    She tilted her head sideways, perplexed. "H'kaah reach
adulthood at an age comparable to humans. If you are trying
to ask when do we become sexually active-" she said laughing, then teased, "maybe you should look to your own youthful memories, Jack Ross."

 
   With that she pushed aside his arms and again snuggled
close to him, playfully rubbing her firm, well-formed breasts
against his chest while brushing her satiny ears against his
face. "This morning you claimed to have visited my
homeworld." She smiled up at him. "If so you must be aware
that, except for formal occasions or cold weather, we H'kaah
do not wear body coverings within the privacy of our homes."
Rub-rub. "It is certainly warm enough here, Jack." Rub-rub.
"Must I wear these `clothes' within the confines of your property?"

 
   "Eee, uhh, mmmm NO!" he eventually sputtered. "When
we're here alone you can wear, or NOT wear, anything you
want." Besides her ears tickling his nose S'leen's cat-like
whiskers were doing a number on his neck.


  When she was satisfied that she had sufficiently tormented him she slowly drew away, and he welcomed the respite to get his breathing under control. Unfortunately for
him that didn't last long. She turned her back to him and
made a show of trying to reach behind her to the bow that
secured her halter-top. "While we were living at Patrons," she
mused, "we helped each other with these silly things." She
didn't appear to be making much headway untying the bow;
considering the mood of the moment, that came as no surprise to Ross. "Jack, would you-?"


        "Oh my," he muttered, suddenly having breathing problems again.

  
      "What did you say?" she purred, backing more than close
enough for him to "assist" in unfastening the bow, which just
happened to be under her long, flowing brown ponytail.
While the texture of her cascading hair was different from
her soft body fur, human hair was almost coarse compared to
S'leen's silky, angora-like mane. Her tail fur, too, was thicker
and longer than the rest of her normal body fur, but Ross
tried to avoid touching it as he worked to untie the halter-top
bow.

 
       When the bow fell loose she reveled in the freedom,
whisking the light fabric off her curvaceous fur-covered
breasts and from around her neck, tossing it onto the table.
Yet she didn't turn around. Instead, she began fumbling
with the tiny snap in the back of her shorts, located above the
base of her tail. That simple feature allowed the H'kaah to
give their tails the comfortable freedom they needed, yet
they could don or remove the shorts without a struggle. S'leen,
however, appeared unable to unfasten the snap without help,
something she didn't hesitate to ask Ross to provide.

   
     His hands were shaking and he was having trouble getting a firm grip on the snap without pulling fur or touching
her socially off-limits rear appendage. She lithely peered
over her left shoulder and reverse-arched her back to thrust
her shapely rump hard against his fumbling hands. To further add to his difficulty she fully elevated her fluffy tail,
which served to hide the snap from his wide-eyed view. While
the upper part of her tail fur was the same rich honey-gold
color as her back, the fur on the underside of the tail matched
the lighter, creamy blonde fur found on her lower face, chest
and stomach. He suspected certain other parts of her body
were blonde-furred, too.


    "Is it too complicated for you?" she cooed, bouncing up
on her toes, which brought his hands into immediate, intimate contact with the taboo appendage.

 
   "Damn it, S'leen, is this what you really want?" Ross snarled,
abruptly spinning her around to face him. The startled look
on her alien face wasn't difficult to read, and he took her by
the shoulders in a grip that had the authority of a steel trap.
And while his gaze wasn't heartlessly cold or passionately
hot, she still found its intensity frightening as it bore directly into her fear-widened eyes. "You've known me a
total of maybe six hours, and you're already coming on to
me like...like an animal in heat." She finally realized that
he was simply angry, but in all honesty she didn't understand why.


    "But I thought-" Apparently she thought wrongly. "You
wanted me for-" Wrong again. With recognizable sorrow
beginning to settle on her unhuman features she softly asked,
"Am...am I not what you wanted?"


    After an eternally long stretch of heartbeats-his pounding like a triphammer and hers fluttering like the trapped
rabbit she all too closely resembled-Ross sighed, gently released her and said, "Let's go sit in the other room. We both
need to back off and come to a better understanding of exactly what's going on here." He held out a hand to her and
she embraced it with both hers, bringing it to her face and
rubbing it on her wide, fluffy cheeks. They moved to the
living room and he led her to one end of a large, overstuffed
and linen-upholstered couch near a window; there he proceeded to sit.

 
   When she started to join him he stopped her and gently
turned her to face away from him. Before she could ask what
he was doing he deftly popped the snap fastener above her
tail and said, "Now, make yourself comfortable, then sit here
with me.

 
   She wasted no time in skinning the dainty shorts off and
tossing them on the other end of the couch, then she turned
to face Ross. Yep, he thought with a guilty twinge, light blonde
all the way down and around. "Feel better?" he asked, and when
she solemnly nodded he patted the cushion to his left and
she primly sat down. She took another moment to doff her
sandals, then grinned with delight as she wiggled her rabbit
toes in the lush carpeting. Moving slowly so as not to frighten
her he began shifting both their positions and rearranging
small pillows for back support.

 
   "Don't get excited, S'leen. All we're going to do is talk,
but I learned long before you were born that this is the most
pleasant way to do it." When he was finished he was firmly
wedged into the big sofa's corner, his legs stretched out along
the outer edge of the cushion. The H'kaah was nestled into
the long "V"-shaped pocket between the backrest and his
body, his left arm a cushion for her head, her right shoulder
cradled against his chest, her long legs stretched parallel
with his.


    "Comfortable?" he asked and was pleased when she
swung her head to smile at him.


    "I have never reclined quite like this," she said, apparently enjoying the secure feeling.


    "When the room temperature's too high it gets old fast,
but under the right conditions it's one of the best ways for
two people to relax." When he was sure she had settled down
he began, "I'm sorry things kind of got of out of control in the
kitchen." She tried to comment but he wouldn't let her.


"Please, just let me talk for a minute. I promise you'll get
your turn.

 
   "Our societies, cultures and values have many similarities, but there are numerous details that can make the difference between an...an arrangement like ours working," and
he paused to smile and gently squeeze her right hand, "or
blowing up in our faces." She didn't offer a protest so he took
that as an encouraging sign and continued, "When two humans choose to live together it's often because they are seeking companionship, and that often includes sexual relations.
In my society if someone wants only to engage in sexual activity that person can hire a short-term sex partner; it's emotionally cold since there's no mutual feelings of love or compassion involved, and when the `customer' is satisfied they part
company."

 
   He reached his right hand over and gently stroked her
cheek. "Dear, whether you knew it or not that's exactly how
you were acting, and I did NOT hire a wh- No, let me rephrase that: I did NOT ask you to be my companion just so I
could use you as a...a `sex toy'. I'm asking you to share my life
and fill the empty spots, to laugh with me and help me cope
with a rapidly changing universe that, frankly, nearly scares
me to death. For me to try and find another wife at this stage
of my life would be, I think, just plain crazy. In our society
marriage is mostly for the sake of families, and I'm too old to
even think about starting a new family. As for me having a
human companion instead of an H'kaah, I've found most
unattached women near my age either want me to be their
`sugar daddy' and devote endless money and attention to
them, or they're too busy with their careers to be bothered
with a comfortable, caring relationship.


    "Frankly, my dear," he drawled in his best classic-movie
Groucho style, "if all I'd wanted was a pet I'd have bought a
dog."


    "But you bought me," she said, her face unreadable.

 
   "Wrong on all counts," he countered firmly. "You agreed
to be my companion for a limited time, and in exchange for
that companionship I agreed to support you in a `financially
responsible manner'. At NO time did I say or imply, and in
NO place is it written in the contract we both signed, that you
are my `property', nor are you expected or required to keep
me `sexually serviced'."

 
   She thought for a moment before asking, "You're saying
that you wish for me to stay with you, to live with you, even if
we...we never-"

 
   "That's correct. `Even if we never-'" He smiled warmly
at her, adding, "You could `never' wear only your beautiful
fur for me, `never' twitch your sexy tail for me, `never' do
ANYTHING beyond keeping me company and helping me
with the day-to-day things I talked about this morning. Anything else, anything at all, is strictly up to you."

 
   He let her digest that without further bodily contact,
and after a time she reached for his right hand and brought
it to her face. For an instant the screwball thought flashed
through Ross' mind that she might bite the hand that feeds
her, and he had to quickly stifle a giggle. She wiped his fingers under her eyes and he was surprised to find the soft fur
wet. The old house was angled to keep the hot summertime
afternoon sun from baking the living room portion of the
interior, and since it was still springtime and late in the day
the room had grown too dim for him to see her tears.

 
   "Dear, are you all right?"

 
   "I...I was terribly afraid I had disappointed you, and that
you were going to send me away. I like you, Jack, and I want so
much for you to like me." He gave her a smile and a gentle
squeeze with his left arm, and was surprised when she said, "I
never dreamed a person so...so powerful could have such a
gentle touch. Jack, I like it when you touch me, and...and
you are welcome to touch me wherever you wish and as often
as it pleases you." To illustrate that she took his right hand
and pulled one of her silky, translucent ears through his
fingers, seeming to find the experience quite stimulating.
He noticed that the bare, pink nipples on her breasts quickly
stood to attention, accompanied by her deep, pleasant sigh.

  
  Ross was aware of his own `standing' reaction, too, as it
began to push at the fabric of his shorts. He hoped that, for
the time being, S'leen hadn't spied his problem.

 
   She brushed her velvet lips across the back of his hand,
then stroked the hand slowly down her throat and over her
right breast. Ross' growing physical response was becoming
more of a discomfort, but still she didn't appear to notice as
she continued the carefully guided tour down her deliciously
feminine, fur-covered body.

 
   That's when he discovered that she had two more sets of
small, undeveloped breasts, complete with nipples, further
down on her chest and upper belly, totally hidden beneath
her lush fur. While they weren't noticeable under normal
conditions he found that their nipples responded in the
same manner as the ones on her primary breasts. Gentle
stroking induced them to become erect, and it also brought
forth a pleasurable reaction from their owner. As his fingers
worked their way down her torso they found that she had a
human-style navel under a dimple in her belly fur.

 
   "Mmmm, an `innie'," he rumbled, smiling. When she
made a questioning sound he explained, "There are two
kinds of belly buttons, Dear-`innies' and `outies'. You've got
the kind I like, an `innie'. They're the most fun to play with,"
and he twiddled a finger lightly around the depression's
furry rim, causing her to squeal. It tickled!

 
   Ross was experiencing something other than a tickle,
though, and he suddenly said, "Excuse me, Dear, but I've
GOTTA make an adjustment." He withdrew his hand from
its pleasurable activity and quickly slipped it down inside his
shorts to rescue a cluster of pubic hairs that his straining
erection was threatening to rip out by the roots. She seemed
genuinely impressed by the towering bulge in his shorts, so
he took her right hand and brushed it provocatively over the
taut fabric.

  
  "Many humans have at least seen photos of unclothed
H'kaah; can you say the same about us?" She slowly shook her
head, her eyes wide. "Unlike your males, our organs aren't
sheathed, and when aroused we grow in both length and
diameter. While I'm no `giant among men', I'm also no
`shorty', either. I'd uh, hate to see you start something that
you couldn't finish."

 
   The last comment was made along with a challenging
grin, and after a few seconds of stunned silence she responded with an indignant, outraged, "EEK!" It appeared
that sexual humor, along with good-natured insults, easily
crossed species as well as cultural barriers.

 
   S'leen thumped him firmly on his chest with the knuckles of her left hand, catching him totally by surprise, and
before he recovered from the blow she had eeled around to
crawl over top of him. In doing so she energetically dug hands,
elbows and knees (but amazingly, no claws) into various soft
parts of his body, invoking correspondingly startled grunts,
foul curses and heartfelt screams of pain from Ross. By the
time she made it to the floor-on her butt after finally being
tossed off him in mid-howl-he was curled up in a fetal position, moaning and groaning.

 
   "You are RUDE, Jack Ross!" she scolded after bouncing
to her feet. "You have no idea of my abilities, and like all
males you think with that little piece of flesh instead of your
brain!" Ross eventually rolled off the couch to land, still curled
up, with a thud on the thickly carpeted floor. "Quit acting
like a child," she challenged, "and perform your male function like the tough human you claim to be!"

 
   The "tough human" continued to groan, and showed no
sign of uncurling. After a few moments she frowned, then
stepped closer to see if she'd actually injured him. "Jack?
Are you all-YEEK!" *THUD!* He had let her come within
reach, then quickly snaked out an arm and swept her legs
out from under her, depositing her once again on the well-cushioned floor. While lying stunned, both from the fall and
from the shock at being so easily fooled, she was easy prey for
Ross as he quickly pounced on her, pinning her flat on her
back with his 165 pounds of bone and muscle.

 
   "`Tough human', huh," he snarled as she frantically
struggled in vain to escape. "You have no idea how `tough'
we humans can be when the need arises." Her instinctive
fear of being eaten soon gave way to a nervous giggle, and she
quit fighting him. Ross smiled, adding, "However, your bony
knee to my bladder a moment ago reminded me that before
my `need arises' again I've got to do something about all that
wine I had with dinner."


    Ross was still spread-eagle on top of her, with her legs and
arms firmly pinned against the floor. He carefully transferred
both her captive wrists to his left hand, he then worked his
right arm down between their bodies. After carefully positioning his right hand he stated, "I've gotta go pee-how
about you?" and he firmly pushed down on the area just below her navel. Ross was immediately deafened by a loud,
indignant scream. He deftly rolled away to escape her flailing claws and potentially lethal kicks, then climbed grinning to his feet once he was out of range.

 
   "You can use the toilet behind the stairs, or one of the
bathrooms on the second floor if you like; I'm going out to
water the flowers."

 
   Chittering what he secretly knew to be terrible H'kaah
curses at him, she bounced to her feet and almost hopped to
the toilet around the corner. As promised, he took care of his
problem outside and returned a short while later to find her
on the floor in the middle of the room, quietly kneeling and
sitting back on the heels of her rabbit-like feet. She had removed the ribbon that held her silky brown hair in a ponytail,
and the lush mane made a shimmering dark cape around
her shoulders and upper back, perfectly framing her breasts.
Her expression was solemn.

 
   "Seeing you sit like that makes my joints hurt," he stated,
then carefully assumed a similar position next to her. Her
solemn expression changed to a recognizable mix of apprehension overlaid with resignation. Without any explanation
she slowly rocked forward until her head was lower than her
hips, her eartips brushing the carpet and her flowing hair
completely obscuring her face. This left her rear suggestively angled with her fluffy, spade-shaped tail elevated to lie
in the small of her back. After admiring the blatantly provocative view for a moment he shook his head and said, "Well,
you've got me there; if you're praying it must be to a god I'm
not acquainted with." When she didn't move for a full minute
he sighed. "OK, I give up. Mind telling me what you're doing?"


    The shroud of her hair as well as the thick carpet muffled
her voice, yet he could hear a distinct tremble in it. "This is
how our m-males prefer us to r-receive them when...when t-they-"

 
   "HOLD it!" he barked, making her jump like she'd been
struck with a whip. "Sit up, S'leen. Now." She sat up, rocking
back on her heels, an openly frightened look on her face he
suspected wasn't entirely due to the commanding tone of
his voice. "You've flirted, you've teased, you've vamped and
you've all but raped me." He swiveled around on the floor to
sit facing her in a more-comfortable cross-legged position.


    He reached out and took her delicate, trembling hands,
saying in a much softer voice, "But it's all been an act, hasn't
it? Despite the jokes we humans make about rabbits screwing
every chance they get, I know that H'kaah society frowns on
what we humans call `pre-marital sex'." She looked even more
frightened. "And since Patrons is careful to bring only unattached H'kaah here for these jobs, that means most, if not all
of the females I met today are virgins." By this time her whole
body was trembling, and she looked like she wanted to run
and hide from what he was saying. "Am I right, S'leen?
Hmmm?"

 
   Tears began welling up in her beautiful eyes, and she
eventually said, "Y-yes-but it was NOT an act! I really DO
want you, Jack. All children have fantasies, and even as I became an adult I never dreamed I would actually m-meet someone so powerful, yet so kind and...and gentle."

 
   She blinked and sniffed, and Ross fished a handkerchief from the hip pocket of his shorts and said, "Wipe, then
blow, and sometime real soon you're gonna learn how to
wash all these snot rags you're using." He smiled warmly at
her and was pleased to see a momentary smile in response.
"C'mon, let's get up off the floor and act like we both have
some sense." He stood, then pulled her to her feet. She was
still trembling all over, still very unhappy.


    "But-"


    "`But' what?" he said.

 
   "We...we did not-You did not-"

  
  "What? Screw you `till your ears fell off?" She looked
shocked, then hung her head. He gently folded her into his
arms, but even as he tenderly stroked her hair she continued
trembling. "Getting upset about this isn't helping things,
S'leen. We're forming a very unusual, very special relationship, and you need to give serious thought to what you really
want out of it. For now, though, let's get comfortable on the
couch and see if we can get you to quit shaking."

 
   They stretched out once again on the oversize sofa, but
this time Ross prepared to cover them both with a light cotton blanket he took from an ottoman's storage area. "The
sun's almost down and it's getting cool in here. Your fur,
along with the blanket's insulation and the heat from my
body should do the trick." He suddenly smiled, then said,
"Stay where you are; I want to get out of these," and while she
watched in wide-eyed amazement he quickly skinned out of
his t-shirt and shorts, leaving only a pair of low-cut white briefs
between his skin and the world.


    In the dim light her acute vision picked out numerous
skin imperfections on his torso that she suddenly realized
were scars-lots of scars.

 
   "Always wondered how rabbit fur would feel against my
tender pink body," he said with a grin, "and this is as good a
time as any to find out." Quickly reclaiming his position on
the edge of the couch he spread the lightweight blanket
over them both. "Maximum contact works best, so snuggle
up close and make sure your legs are up against mine."

 
   "And then what?" she hesitantly asked, perplexed.

  
  "And then you relax. We're not playing games, S'leen,
and you're NOT going to shove a knee into my bladder again.
What you ARE going to do is lie there and calm down; as for
me, I plan to take a nap." Since the room was lit only by fading
sunlight and what little light spilled from the kitchen and
stairway, he quit talking, freed his left arm from under her
head and closed his eyes.

  
  And went to sleep.




   The evening progressed into night and over the next
hour S'leen did as she was told. Ross hadn't lied when he
said he planned to nap, and within minutes his steady breathing told her he was, in fact, asleep. A short time later he
began snoring quietly. It took a while before she recovered
from her emotional roller coaster, but eventually her trembling subsided. Ross' solid, secure presence helped, and
his suggestion that she think about what she wanted out of
their relationship helped, too.


    She was young, and like most of her species, actually
quite timid. She had been well educated on her homeworld,
but she was beginning to understand that in the interstellar
scope of things her education had massive gaps. It finally
sunk in that she was a long way from home, and completely at
the mercy of creatures that EAT the flesh of other species.

 
   She started trembling again.

 
   Ross turned slightly toward her in his sleep and buried
his face in the area between her shoulder and neck, his warm,
garlic-scented breath ruffling her fur. That simple, unconscious demonstration of absolute trust amazed her, and she
found it had an immediate calming effect. Ross' bare throat
lay only inches from her large, sharp rabbit-like front teeth,
yet he appeared totally at ease. Either he was crazy-which
she sincerely doubted-or he actually understood her turmoil better than she did herself. S'leen suddenly realized
that her affection for this nearly hairless alien male was growing with leaps and bounds.

 
   Then Ross farted like a horse, and while still asleep,
tried to turn onto his right side-and proceeded to roll right
off the couch.

  
  "UNGH!" and an intense stream of invective followed
the thud of his impact on the carpet, but it subsided as
S'leen's ringing peals of helpless laughter quickly tempered
his indignant outrage at winding up on the floor. In moments he, too, found the absurdity in the situation and snarled
in mock anger, "You enjoyed that, didn't you, fuzzybutt?" She
answered him with even more laughter. He squinted at his
watch in the faint light spilling from the kitchen, then activated the timepiece's internal light. "Christ! It's only eight-thirty." He peered at his giggling companion up on the couch,
then propped his arms and upper body on the edge of the
seat cushion next to her. "Well? Got yourself sorted out yet?"

 
   She was sitting cross-legged on the couch, and she
grinned down at him, her teeth startling white in the gloom.
"I have been foolish about a lot of things, Jack, but agreeing
to be your companion was not one of them. Here it is, our first
day and already we have, as your people say, `slept together'-yet I am still a virgin." She gently laughed and, reaching
down, cradled his smiling face in her hands. "While our
kind do not `kiss' in the manner of your people it is something I might want to investigate."

  
  "Right now the main thing you need to `investigate'," he
said wryly, "is your bedroom, since we still need to get you
unpacked and settled in." The look on her face prompted
him to add, "I made room in there for your things several
days ago. Whether you SLEEP there or not is entirely up to
you." That seemed to satisfy her for the moment so they got to
their feet, Ross turned off the light in the kitchen and they
headed upstairs.

 
   Ross let her go ahead of him. He really enjoyed the view.




    Once in her room it didn't take long to unpack her modest possessions. She had several of the lightweight satin twopiece outfits like she had worn home from Patrons. They came
in various colors and with dainty sandals to match, and she
also had a couple of one-piece filmy nightgowns. Personal
hygiene items made up a small part of her inventory, and she
had brought a small supply of necessary vitamin and mineral
supplements. As part of the service, Patrons would supply her
with more of them as needed.


    "I understand that scrubbing your pelt with soap as
often as we humans wash our smelly hides would lead to
all kinds of problems," Ross stated. "Still, I don't want this
house stinking like a rabbit hutch, and I don't want you
getting `skunky' on me." The last was said while she was
arranging items in a drawer, and when she wheeled
around to launch an indignant retort at him she found
him grinning and already ducking anything she might
throw at him. "Gotcha!" he laughed.

 
   "Jack, that was rude!" she wailed. "I bathe when needed
and brush my fur every day! These," and she held up several
bottles and plastic bags, "are oils and herbs that-"

  
  "Peace, S'leen! I was KIDDING, fur pity's sake! I know
just how fastidious you H'kaah are; I've been to your
homeworld, remember?" When he saw that she wasn't going
to brain him with anything he cautiously stepped closer to
her, then performed an exaggerated Oriental bow.

  
  Lightning-quick, she stepped to his left side and, using
one of her powerful legs, swept his feet out from under him.
Ross dropped like a rock, landing flat on his belly. S'leen
pounced on him to sit straddle on his back, but she was careful to avoid jabbing him with her knees and elbows.

  
  "Uncle," came the carpet-muffled voice from under her.

  
  "What? I don't understand."

  
  "I give up," Ross wheezed. "You win both the round and
the match. I'm tired of getting pounded into the floor. Any
more of this and I won't be able to move tomorrow."

  
  She climbed off his back and quickly danced out of his
reach. This time, though, he didn't try anything. Groaning,
he slowly got up from the floor, blood dribbling from his
mouth.

   
 "Yiii!" she squealed, leaping to help him.

  
  "S'awright," he muttered, fending off her offers of help.
"Just bit my lip when I hit the floor. No big deal."

  
  "Jack, I'm sorry! I didn't mean to-"

  
  "Hey, it's OK!" He grinned in a lopsided, ghastly way, his
teeth stained red like he had been dining on raw meat. The
visual effect looked so predator-like S'leen suddenly had to
fight back an instinctive urge to run.

 
   Ross saw that matters were about to take another bad
turn so he stepped up his efforts to soothe her. "This is nothing compared to the injuries I got while I was in the military,"
he stated casually. "Hell, I sometimes get banged up worse
than this playing basketball with my friends." He stepped
into the bathroom that connected two of the three smaller
bedrooms and washed the wound, then sprayed it with antiseptic. "See, just a cut and it'll heal in a day or so."

  
  S'leen still looked apprehensive but Ross brushed off
her concerns, saying, "You're making a big issue out of nothing, Dear. If this is the worst I get while roughhousing with
you I'll consider myself lucky.

  
  "But now," and he held out a hand and gently folded her
trembling form into a warm embrace, his powerful hands
caressing her head and massaging her tense shoulders and
neck, "I'm going to bed." As her fearful trembling subsided
he slowly glided his right hand down her sleek back. When it
reached her tail he continued the motion, gently stroking it.
She rose up on her toes and reverse-arched her back, which
simultaneously pressed her flat belly and firm breasts against
him while presenting her derriere for further attention.

 
   In time her anxiety was forgotten as more pleasurable
feelings gained the upper hand, and they eventually moved
out of her room and into his. As he turned off the lights he
muttered, "Something tells me I'm gonna be hurting a lot
worse in the morning."






Chapter 3

Rocky Road 
Soft chimes brought Jack Ross out of a deep, satiated sleep.
He listened for a moment, then manfully croaked, "Alarm
clock-OFF!" The melodious tones obediently squelched
their insistent noise and Ross cheerfully bounced out of bed
to greet the new day.

 
   Like hell he did!

  
  Every muscle in his body cursed him. Muttering darkly,
he in turn swore at everything he could think of, including the daylight streaming past the breeze-billowed window curtains. Still, putting off the inevitable would solve
nothing so he resisted the temptation to simply ignore
the morning's call and go back to sleep. Ross dutifully
commanded his tired, battered body to rise to the occasion.

   
 And when it failed to heed the order he commanded it
again. And again. And once more.

 
   Being battered, bruised and thoroughly spent, it steadfastly refused to do much more than shiver in the cool morning air.

 
   "S'leen!" he tried to bellow, but it came out more like a
whimper. "Where-?" Then he realized the lumpy sheet next
to his cold, naked body was something more than a pile of
fabric. The sheet moved slightly, then moved again in a more
determined fashion. Eventually a honey-gold furred arm
worked its way out to freedom from the FAR end of the pile.
Moments later something resembling a large, honey-gold
rabbit's foot poked out from the NEAR end of the pile, narrowly missing his head.

  
  "Hey! Knock it off before you knock my HEAD off!"

  
  A muffled, unintelligible chitter-squeak sounded from
the nether end of the bed, then it became equally muffled
English. "Jack? Where are you? Where am I-?"

  
  "Christ, S'leen, you've made yourself a nest in the bed
sheet." In a display of questionable judgment he reached
over and started pulling and tugging on various parts of the
sheet. "Quit kicking! You're gonna tear my head off with one
of those big mud mashers of yours. Just let me get you untangled and-GOD but it hurts when I move!"

 
   After a period of additional invective and struggling he
finally unwrapped her like a big, plush-toy Christmas present.
She appeared momentarily disoriented, then squinted at
the morning light streaming through the billowing curtains.
A few seconds later she yawned and stretched, lithe like a big
cat. During this display Ross watched her in silence, admiring her feminine curves and shapes and noting the obvious
differences that separated her from a human female. He
finally decided, a faint smile softening his worn features,
that his morning aches and pains had been well worth it.

 
   But after waiting patiently for her to take notice of
him he finally understood the coy game she was playing.
At that point he grabbed the foot nearest his head and bit
one of the big, furry toes.

   
  She screamed like a dying rabbit and tried desperately
to rescue her imperiled toe, but he had anticipated her reaction and held on bulldog-tight for two long seconds. When it
looked like Ross was in danger of losing his teeth he released the impressive, claw-tipped digit and quickly scooted
himself out of harm's way.

  
   "Ignore me at your peril!" he yelled over her outraged
squealing, then grinned evilly while she made a show of inspecting her insulted appendage. After determining that
there was no permanent damage she snarled at him, drawing back her lips to reveal an impressive set of teeth, complete with rabbit-like front ones, but he countered her
snarl with one of his own. "Don't threaten me with your
dental work, Dear," he growled menacingly. "I have a full
set of my own, and I know LOTS of places you'd rather I
not use them."

  
   They held the tableau for a few more seconds, then both
broke into cheerful laughter. "While your teeth are small,"
she said with a smile, "I fear they are capable of inflicting
substantial damage."

   
  "Mankind didn't become rulers of this dirtball by being
timid," he stated, "and countless trophy heads sporting fangs
far nastier than ours adorn our walls." He clacked his human-puny teeth at her.

   
  S'leen crawled across the king-size bed to where he was
now propped up on a couple of pillows, tightly cocooned
like an encapsulated moth in a light blanket he had retrieved
from the floor. "I'm freezing!" he griped. "I forgot to shut the
windows before we went to bed."

 
    "Would you like me to warm you?" she asked with a coquettish smile.

  
   "Hmmm, a nice fur coat would probably do the trick, all
right. Think I could borrow yours?"

 
    She deftly unwrapped his blanket and said, "Shall we
see if it fits?"




   It was mid-morning before they came downstairs to eat
breakfast. Ross was showered and shaved, and had on a clean
pair of khaki Dockers, a flowered sports shirt and his deck
shoes, minus socks; S'leen simply wore her fur, freshly
cleaned and conditioned with the mildly fragrant herbs she
loved.

  
  He wanted a big plate of steak and eggs, but in deference to his breakfast partner he made due with coffee and a
bowl of Wheaties in skim milk. After all, he wryly thought, the
previous night's performance proved he was still a `champion'. S'leen enjoyed a large orange, two slices of cantaloupe
and a cup of hot, sweet tea, refusing to try Ross' coffee. Most
alien species turned their assorted noses up at the roasted
bean beverage, one of mankind's favorite indulgences.

 
   When through eating, Ross portioned out a small handful of multicolored pills, dutifully washing them down with
more coffee. "Vitamins and nutritional supplements, Dear,"
he explained. "But if last night's any indication I'm afraid I'll
have to double my daily dosage of `powdered goat gonad';
otherwise you'll wear me out before our contract expires."

 
   The joke went completely over her head, but having to
explain it didn't, as he'd feared, completely ruin the effect.
In fact, she took him seriously at first, her eyes widening in
shock at the idea of someone ingesting such a substance for
any reason. When he could no longer hold a straight face
she suddenly caught on to the absurdity. Ross was unmercifully pelted with orange peels and melon rinds. Her aim was
quite accurate, too.




   Late morning found the pair strolling the estate's grounds
and enjoying the balmy Florida springtime weather. Seeing
the H'kaah's look of wonderment with each new detail of his
small corner of Paradise made Ross proud of the hard work
and money he'd invested in both his home and its newest
resident.


    But after a time he frowned, saying, "You like it here now,
but what happens when the temperature reaches the mid-to upper-nineties? Earth-native rabbits don't perspire to help
shed heat, which means you're going to stay hot most of the
time. Also, we have lots of bugs in this sub-tropical region,
S'leen, and every wild rabbit I've, uh, seen had more than its
share of `unwelcome passengers'."

 
   "According to your scientists we handle temperature
extremes at least as well as humans," she explained. "Under
moderate conditions my ears will radiate heat to help regulate my body temperature, and unlike your world's rabbits,
under severe conditions we H'kaah do perspire. As for pests,
I'm told one of the herbs I use on my fur has been proven to
repel every Earth-native species."

 
   "Except me," he said with a leer, gently nibbling her
arm. She squealed and danced away, showing off her lapin
heritage with the speed and grace of her movements.


    A short while later the electric driveway gate hummed
open and a minivan came cruising up the driveway, finally
stopping at the house's front door. In answer to S'leen's concerned look he said, "I have people come in once a week to
do general housekeeping chores. With both my wife and me
running our respective businesses we realized many years
ago that adding routine housework to our schedules would
leave precious little time for anything else. After she left I
found I still didn't want to face the chores." When S'leen still
looked puzzled Ross laughed, adding, "Don't worry, Dear.
You're not going to spend your days here pushing a rug
sucker or waltzing with a broom. You also won't have to concern yourself with landscaping tasks. A groundskeeping crew
keeps the greenery healthy and groomed during the growing season." After a moment's thought Ross added, "It
wouldn't be wise for you to try eating anything growing here,
though, since most of it's treated with chemicals."


    S'leen was admiring a cluster of violet hibiscus blooms
in one of several flowerbeds scattered along a walkway. Ross
carried a small folding knife clipped to his waistband, and
with a deft movement he snapped open its wickedly serrated
blade and removed a perfect blossom from the backside of a
bush. "But while you can't eat the flowers," he said, "nothing says you can't wear them. Let's see how this looks,"
and he inserted the trimmed stem into her hair just above
her left ear. "Perfect," he proclaimed with an admiring
smile, mentally noting that with the addition of the flower
she even closer resembled a beloved childhood Disney
character.

 
   Before they resumed their walk Ross reached into a
pocket in his shorts and retrieved a tiny black velvet box.
S'leen watched his actions, not knowing what he intended.
"For some strange reason," he said, "your people never discovered the art of gemstone jewelry. We humans treasure
certain finely-cut and polished stones, and we often wear
them as body decorations much the same way H'kaah wear
bits of colored cloth and ribbons." He made a show of opening the jewelry box, and inside S'leen saw a tiny bit of scintillating fire.

 
   "This is our most precious stone, Dear. We call it a diamond, and it is also one of the hardest substances occurring
in nature. This one is mounted as a pendent in a white gold
setting, and is suspended on a type of thin chain that
shouldn't snag your fur." He removed the pendent and chain,
then carefully fastened it around S'leen's neck. The chain
was just long enough to allow the one carat-weight stone to
hang below the hollow of her throat, where it caught light
and sparkled like a tiny beacon.

 
   "I...I've never worn anything like this," she said, holding the pendent in her fingers and craning her neck to peer
at the gem.

  
  "It's not something I give lightly," he stated, "and if it
pleases you, it pleases me."

 
   S'leen wasted no time in showing Ross just how much it
pleased her.

 
   They eventually worked their way back to the house but
Ross made her stay outside while he fetched her shorts and
halter-top. The cleaning crew had begun their work upstairs,
allowing Ross to snag the few pieces of S'leen's lightweight
outfit from where she had abandoned it in the kitchen and
living room the night before. "We're going to have to stash
you some clothes outside, just for occasions like this," he
said, grinning. "In our society it's considered bad manners
to greet guests in the buff, and even though the cleaning
folks are paid to be here they're still guests, and I'd prefer
that you were dressed." A few moments later they headed
upstairs to greet the two women who comprised the Dirty
Deeds Housekeeping Service.




    Over the next several weeks Ross got his alien companion
settled into a more-or-less comfortable routine. Monday
through Friday he was up by six a.m., at which time he headed
out to run a measured two miles through his neighborhood.
Rain or shine, winter or summer, Ross was a regular morning
sight as he made the circuit. Those who knew him, along
with those who didn't, could just about set their clocks to the
time he came pounding by their houses.

 
   It didn't take the residents of the sleepy old neighborhood long to notice that something about Ross' morning
run was different. Their clockwork-regular "morning man",
as they liked to call him, wasn't running solo any more.

  
  Jack Ross had a companion.

  
  To the familiar slap-slap-slap-slap of Ross' Reeboks had
been added a different sounding plup-plup-plup-plup,
S'leen effortlessly pacing his stride with her furry, sandal-shod rabbit feet. He wouldn't let her run barefoot on the
pavement; in fact, he didn't even like her running in the
lightweight sandals, fearing that unseen road debris could
punch right through the thin composite soles.

 
   A couple of phone calls to the right people can often
produce amazing results. Two days after S'leen began accompanying Ross on his morning runs a Reebok footwear
technician arrived at Ross' estate to take careful measurements of the H'kaah's non-human feet. He even shot video
of her walking, jogging and running, then had her walk, jog
and run down a thirty-foot-long sensor strip that was attached
to a notebook computer. The strip measured hundreds of
impact points for each step, giving the technician critical
engineering data to design an ideal shoe for the alien's fur-covered feet. A week later S'leen had a most-unusual pair of
custom-made Reebok running sandals.

 
   Once Ross planted the seed, the whole idea of a sexy,
jogging giant rabbit-morph struck the international shoe
company as perfect for a major advertising campaign. In exchange for supplying S'leen with several pair of the special
running-soled sandals, the company got to base an advertising campaign on her early morning runs with Ross. Their
advertising agency had the campaign up and running in less
than two weeks, and it was an instant hit. It was so popular, in
fact, that two weeks later Reebok paid her a cash bonus of fifty
thousand New Millennium dollars, far more than her cut of
the contract inception fee Patrons was holding in escrow.

 
   Their morning runs didn't take long, and they returned
to the house to shower and eat breakfast. Ross drove to his
dealership around eight-thirty, and unless she took a taxi to
the dealership to meet him for lunch S'leen was on her own
until sometime between five and six in the evening, at which
time Ross would come cruising up the driveway. With extensive Internet-based library resources as well as other on-line
services, the alien had a lifetime of exploring available to her
without leaving the safety of their home. She didn't worry
about intruders since the electric gate had both a keypad
lock and a video camera monitoring it. Ross' vehicles had
transmitters that opened the gate before he reached it, but
all other visitors had to either use the post-mounted keypad
or call the house through the adjacent intercom.

 
   And she was very careful whom she allowed in.

 
   Before a month had gone by Ross introduced S'leen to
his collection of "lethal toys", his euphemism for the eclectic
hoard of firearms and edged weapons stored in various places
around the old house. He had promised her firearms training, and like it or not, firearms training she got.

 
   The edged weapons were a whole different matter.

 
   "We have guns on my world, Jack," she informed him
when he stated it was time for her training. "The males who
comprise our military and security forces receive training in
such things; females never touch them."

  
  "We're not on your world, S'leen," he dryly stated, "and
on Earth males AND females serve in both our military and
our domestic police forces. In this country as in many others,
civilians are allowed to own firearms for both sport and self-defense. I required my wife and both children to be reasonably proficient with the guns I kept on hand, and that requirement still stands for anybody who lives here: Know how
to handle them, know how to shoot them, know when to shoot
them."

 
   She looked at him, genuinely puzzled. "But why?"

  
  "This is not as genteel a world as yours, S'leen," Ross
carefully explained, trying not to frighten her any more than
necessary. "Here, people hurt people, sometimes for money,
often without apparent reason. I don't intend to become a
victim to violence, and I'd hope that you would feel the same."

 
   "I...I just don't think I could shoot someone, Jack."


    "Not even if the dirtbag was trying to hurt you?" He
paused for a moment, then added, "Or me?"


    He spent long evening hours teaching her the basics of
firearm safety; how to handle them, how to load and unload
them, where and where not to point them when they were not
ready to be fired. Early one Saturday, when he was satisfied
she knew enough to keep from accidentally shooting herself
or him, Ross packed a cross-section of rifles, shotguns and
pistols into his company-furnished Chevy Blazer.

 
   "We're going to the police firing range," he informed
her. "You've already met a few of the local cops, but today
some of the ones you haven't met will be out there. I belong
to an organization that supports law officers, and as part of my
membership I have full use of the facilities."

 
   She didn't look very pleased, asking, "Won't it be terribly
noisy?"

  
  He grinned and reached inside a utility bag, removing a
small nylon pouch. From it he produced a pair of large,
strangely shaped silicon rubber blobs connected by a short
coiled cord. "That's why I had these special ear plugs brought
here from your homeworld," he said, holding them out for
her inspection. "I know those big, beautiful ears of yours are
extra-sensitive to loud noises, and these are what your own
people use for protection."

 
   They were like nothing ever used in a human ear, yet
they perfectly fit the long H'kaah ear canal, sealing tightly
like a flexible tub stopper. "Most of the sound you'll hear
while wearing these will reach you through bone conduction. The guns will still be noisy, but they won't damage your
hearing." He pulled out a much smaller pair, obviously designed for human ears. "My hearing isn't as good as it was
thirty years ago, so I have to be careful, too." Ross also handed
her an unusual-shaped pair of clear acrylic safety glasses,
specially designed to perch on her abbreviated muzzle and
hug her head. "These will protect those incredible amber
eyes," and he winked at her.
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An hour later found the couple parked at the firing
range, located well outside of town. Much to the amazement
of the small group of officers already on one of the four firing
line bays, S'leen dutifully helped Ross unload the equipment from the Blazer, competently handling the weapons
like she'd been doing it all her life. A short time later the
cops were astonished when Ross began live-fire training with
his alien companion, who proved to be an adept, attentive
pupil.

  
  He started her out with .22 caliber pistols and rifles,
since they were non-intimidating and relatively easy to shoot.
Within an hour he had graduated her to medium-caliber
pistols and rifles, finishing the session with a few rounds
through a short-barrel 12-gauge shotgun. He wouldn't subject her to his high-powered rifles or large-caliber pistols; he
wanted to train her, not punish her.

  
  And the training went well. Once she got the feel of
each particular firearm she impressed everyone with her incredible accuracy. Ross had suspected she would do well at
this; S'leen had superb balance, keen vision and a delicate
touch.

  
  She  also enjoyed being the center of attention. In time
all of the officers drifted down to the firing bay where the
H'kaah was shooting, and they gladly contributed various
tips on proper form and shooting techniques.

 
   Everyone eventually took a short break for sodas and
snacks, then Ross and his cop friends began an intense session of tactical combat shooting drills against human-silhouette targets. Even though he was older than any of the officers there, Ross was still in good physical shape; his special-ops
military training, daily exercise and regular firearms practice kept him on par with men half his age. After a half-hour
of watching the men jump, roll, feint and dodge in the simulated confrontations with their cardboard adversaries, S'leen
shocked the cops with a request.

 
   "I would like to try that," she asked with a smile that
melted any lingering resistance that might have been hiding behind some of the cops' tough-guy demeanors. Ross
had to clamp down hard on himself to keep from laughing at
the men. Until that morning most of them had only seen
members of the exotic alien species in news videos and photographs. They had no real idea just how charming the
H'kaah could be, and within moments they were competing
for her attention like schoolboys hovering around a prom
queen.

 
   Ross let them stumble and mumble for about five minutes, then said, "OK, guys, I think you've proved to the young
lady that you're all prime macho studs-" They immediately
began protesting and denying his accusation. "-But for now
she needs to concentrate on the fundamentals. We'll leave
the exotic stuff to you, the guys who're paid to `dance with
the wolves'."

  
  S'leen didn't understand the comment so Ross said,
"Cops have to be able to outwit and outfight the bad guys, the
`wolves'; that's their job. You, on the other hand, just need to
know how to keep yourself from being `eaten' until help
arrives." He got quick, grudging agreement from several of
the officers, so he stepped back and let them begin instructing her in the basics of double-tap, multiple-target drills.

  
  To everyone but his surprise, S'leen proved to have lightning-quick reflexes, and she could feint and dodge better
than an NFL quarterback chasing a new contract. It didn't
take long before she was running, jumping, rolling and
bouncing through increasingly complex simulated combat
drills faster than even the seasoned cops, all the while deftly
punching bullet holes in the centers of her targets.

  
  After a time Ross called a halt to the activities. "People,
it's after one o'clock, and while I can't speak for any of you I
know that I'm hungry!" They were all sweaty and dirty, too, so
with only token grumbling the group began to pack up their
equipment. In less than thirty minutes the range was deserted, and cops and civilians headed their various ways, either to enjoy the rest of the perfect late-spring day or to prepare for work. Ross knew another hurdle in human/alien
relations had been passed, and word of S'leen's firing range
exploits would soon be circulating far and wide throughout
the law enforcement community. In a few short hours the
H'kaah female had acquired the respect of members of one
of the most cynical and clannish groups of people on the
planet.

 
   "Not a bad morning's work," he told his unusually quiet
passenger a few minutes into their drive home. "These guys
will spread the word about you, and should you or any other
H'kaah in the area ever need a cop's help you'll find they're
the best kind of friends to have."

  
  But she looked at him with an expression he couldn't
quite decipher, then said, "Jack, you are the best friend I
have. I have entrusted you with my life."




    Learning how to shop in a human-style grocery store was,
at times, both amusing and stressful, depending on whom's
point-of-view one followed. It was both amusing for Ross and
very stressful for S'leen when she discovered that animal flesh
was sold in such places, and was even proudly displayed in
all its raw, bleeding obscenity for shoppers to peruse. He
accompanied her on her first two nervous trips to the supermarket he liked to frequent, then let her tackle it alone while
he chewed his nails, waiting in his office at the dealership
for either a panicked phone call or for a cryptic message to
appear on his voicemail pager.

 
   Time passed and he received neither phone call nor
page, and that caused him even more anxiety. What if she
freaked out and bolted from the store? he silently mused. What if
some damn fool made a scene? What if she made a scene and got
arrested? What if...if she-? S'leen was under strict orders to
call him the minute she got home from the store, and several
hours after she was supposed to leave home for the supermarket via taxi the receptionist buzzed him over the intercom.


    "Mr. Ross. S'leen, line three."

 
   He snatched the handset from the cradle and stabbed
the blinking button in one continuous move, but paused a
trio of heartbeats to get control of his voice. When he spoke
it was as if he had not a care in the world. "Jack Ross. Oh, hi,
Dear! How was your first solo shopping trip? Ah, that's great!
Really? You're kidding! They were? No! She did? Ha! That's
funny! No, I wasn't worried a bit; you're a quick study and you
had a good teacher-me-to get you over the rough spots.
Ha! Well, I'm glad everything turned out well, and you can
tell me all about it this evening when I get home. No, I won't
tell you what to fix for supper; surprise me! You know what I
like, Sweetheart, and as long as you don't try to poison me
with beets or Brussels sprouts I won't complain. I still might
have to beat you, but that's another matter. Ha-ha! Yeah, right;
you know it's so. Love you, too. Bye, now."

 
   When he hung the phone up he just sat in his chair, his
face lit by one of the widest, happiest smiles the newer members of his staff had ever seen on their oftentimes-dour boss.
Those employees who had known Ross in earlier, happier
times-before his ex-wife had been murdered, even before
their marriage had gone down the proverbial drain-were
pleased to see the recent improvement in his attitude. Those
with even the slightest bit of comprehension knew the reason behind the improvement, and even those few who
were still nervous around his alien companion were pleased
at the effect she was having on him.

 
   Several of his self-styled macho salesmen were even jealous, wondering what their middle-aged boss had going for
him that they were lacking-besides money and social status, that is. Still, there was surprisingly little social animosity
directed toward either Ross or his H'kaah companion. Even
though they were situated deep in the traditional heart of
bigot country, the people normally prone to frown or raise
eyebrows at mixed race couples seemed to have no problem
at all with this particular mixed species couple.

  
  After all, most people rightfully reasoned, the aliens were
really nice people, and it sure was great having them around.





   Few things better showcase independence in a country
than private transportation. The personal automobile-motorcycles, boats and small aircraft of all kinds notwithstanding-remained an international symbol of that stubborn independence, and Americans did the lion's share to keep
the global industry healthy.

 
   The world had undergone tremendous change since
the advent of the jumpdrive, and among the drastic economic
revisions was the breakup of most of the business monopolies and mega-mergers that threatened to destroy independent businesses, not only in America but world-wide. In
America, the automotive dealership mergers and buyouts
that were relentlessly forcing independents like Ross out of
business had been summarily dissolved by congressional
decree. Even the cutthroat Internet automotive price shopping had for the most part stopped when dealers everywhere
realized that it was ultimately destroying their livelihood. All
this kept Ross' dealership profitable and his employees
happy, something he had promised his father he'd try to do
as long as possible.


    At the end of S'leen's third month on Earth Ross decided she was ready to take the next step in independence,
and few personal social achievements proclaim independence better than acquiring a driver's license. Having a member of an otherwise meek and passive species achieve that
level of self-sufficiency was, Ross knew, more than an individual achievement. S'leen would be an example to her
people, and Ross hoped she would be an incentive for other
H'kaah to strive for a similar measure of personal and species independence.


    Over S'leen's rather strenuous objections he wisely decided to have her professionally trained at a driving school
that specialized in teaching foreign nationals. He had to
give them an "A" for attitude; when he told them just whom
he wanted them to train they never balked.


    "Mr. Ross," company president Alfred Brenner told him
over the phone, "A-B Driving Academy has successfully trained
over twenty five hundred foreign nationals. Some of these
people had never ridden in a modern automobile before
coming to the States; some had never `driven' anything more
demanding than a donkey." He laughed at his own joke,
then finished with, "You put her in our hands and we guarantee she'll have her license by the time her class is over or
you'll owe us nothing."

 
   If the school was successful, Ross knew, the not-so-modest price quoted him for the course would be nothing compared to what it stood to make from a successful training
session and the subsequent advertising campaign. A-B Driving Academy: we trained the first non-human to drive, what's YOUR
excuse? He was just relieved not to have the dubious pleasure
of being her instructor; teaching his two children to drive
had been worse on his nerves than running a covert military
operation in enemy territory.

 
   Two weeks later Ross used his personal starship, Jane, to
ferry S'leen to the driving school, a discreet residential campus located in Great Neck, on the outskirts of New York City.
Most of the flight was spent pushing their way through the
thin upper atmosphere, but it was still a far quicker means of
travel than anything else available. It was also the first time
S'leen had been in a starship since being brought to Earth by
Patrons, and she spent most of the three hours the flight took
asking questions, lots of questions.

 
   "I'll make you a deal," Ross finally stated after trying unsuccessfully to explain airplane flight dynamics versus the
self-sustaining jumpdrive effect as it applied to their small
craft. "You get your drivers' license and prove to me that you
can handle an automobile in a responsible manner, and I'll
see to it that you receive flight training as it applies to
jumpdrive-powered ships."


    "You would trust me to...to pilot Jane?" she asked, disbelief written all over her face.

  
  "One step at a time, S'leen," he said with a smile. "First
you learn to drive, then we'll see about teaching you to fly."

 
   He was more apprehensive than the H'kaah when it came
time to leave her in the hands of company president Brenner,
but he knew she would be safe and well guarded. The academy was the school of choice for foreign nationals, including
high-ranking politicians and people with world-class financial clout. They liked it because it offered secure on-campus
lodging along with its own private security team.

 
   S'leen would get the best of care; Ross was more worried
about how HE would manage without HER.

  
  "Dear," he said with forced cheer as he prepared to leave,
"I want you to enjoy yourself, and call me every night before
you go to bed, regardless of how late it is. OK?"

 
   From the beginning of their relationship Ross and S'leen
had agreed it would be best for them to use discretion in any
public displays of affection. While that agreement had, at
times, been difficult to abide by, they both believed it to be a
major factor in the public's acceptance of their unusual relationship. Still, as Ross prepared to leave the H'kaah for the
first time since they had met, they both wanted very much to
break that agreement. They compromised with a quick hug
and Ross' immediate departure.

 
   He didn't want anybody to see him cry.




    A-B Driving Academy delivered "the goods", on time and
exactly as promised. Brenner had stated it should take no
more than three weeks to train the H'kaah, after which she
would take and hopefully pass the test and receive an international driver's license, and to the day that's exactly how
long it took.


    That those were also three of the longest weeks in Ross'
lifetime, nobody-not his friends, not his employees-doubted in the least. As promised, he talked to S'leen every
evening, but as he had feared, talking to her on the telephone wasn't the same has having her with him every night.

 
   His office at the dealership was in a second-floor loft,
and it had a large window that overlooked the expansive,
glass-walled showroom. Ross liked the idea that customers
could see that "The Owner" wasn't a faceless, unseen entity,
and while the office had vertical blinds that could be closed
for privacy, they seldom were-

 
   -Except for the three weeks S'leen was gone. Partway
through day one of her absence Ross rose from his desk, and
after standing forlornly at the window for ten quiet minutes
he rolled the blinds shut. The sales staff on the showroom
floor, long used to being casually observed by The Big Guy,
suddenly found their moods chilled, their casual, often biting banter muted. None of them knew that Ross' H'kaah
companion would be gone for a time, but several speculated
out loud on possible reasons for Ross' gloom.

 
   "I tell you," rookie salesman Daryl Polk stated with conviction after various opinions had circulated for the better
part of the afternoon, "his little blonde boink-bunny's hopped
out on `im. He wanted `strange', he shoulda bought hisself a
dog; at least when you feed `em they're loyal." He brayed with
laughter at his own crass joke.

 
   "Polk, you're an asshole!" senior sales rep Lisa Thomas
snapped. Her heated response raised eyebrows all around;
she was normally far more genteel, having made it plain,
early on, to all her male co-workers that she didn't appreciate
crude language and comments. "I've had about all your
twisted macho-crap I can stomach," she snarled. "You don't
have any business talking about Jack and S'leen that way.
He's a decent man and she's a sweet person-who happens
to be a lot more cultured and better-educated that you, buddy-boy!"


    "Aw, Lisa," Polk whined, knowing full well that he'd royally screwed up. The other salesmen had told him on his first
day at work that if Lisa Thomas blew up in your face you were
probably one step away from the unemployment line.

 
   "Don't `aw-Lisa' me, wise ass. You're so far out of line
you're likely to find yourself heading out the door with Jack's
size 10 shoe up your butt." She looked at the other men now
standing mute and chagrined, and she softened and lowered her voice, saying, "Terry Bernhard and I were here when
Jack went through his divorce, and we also saw the effect his
ex-wife's murder had on him." She frowned, lost for the moment in her thoughts. "Right now he just looks `lost', not
devastated the way he'd be if S'leen had taken a hike. If in
fact she's gone I'd bet she's either back on her homeworld-family emergency, family celebration, something temporary
like that-or she's away on business here on Earth. You
know-like that Reebok ad." Before anyone could bombard
her with questions and comments Thomas added, "Understand, I don't know anything for sure; just call it an educated
guess."


    She turned and walked toward a potential customer who
had just pulled into the parking area. "That's also the end of
my speculation for now," she tossed over her shoulder, "and
I'd suggest we all cut him some slack. Besides the fact that
he's our boss, Jack's also a damned good guy. He deserves
better than this."

 
   Rumors and gossip surged and ebbed over the next two-and-a-half weeks, but Ross would volunteer nothing concerning his H'kaah companion beyond confirming that she was,
indeed, "away". His mood, while not cheerful by any stretch
of the imagination, quickly settled into one of dogged endurance. He was polite yet distant, he laughed at jokes but
offered none, nor did he smile when he was not being observed. Like a man suffering through a restrictive diet, Ross
had a hunger that could not be satiated.

  
  And so the stoic man immersed himself in the day-to-day
business of running the auto dealership that bore his name,
dealing with cranky customers, brainstorming with advertising representatives, solving the never-ending multitude of
mini-crises that blew in with the hot summer breezes. Near
the end of the third week, though, his mood began to lift. It
was noted that he had taken interest in some sort of personal
project, details of which he apparently wouldn't share with
anyone.

 
   Except Lisa Thomas.

 
   "Please close the door," Ross told her as she entered his
office in response to a summons over the PA system. Not
knowing why she had been summoned really didn't worry
the woman. She and Ross had enjoyed a solid friendship/working relationship for many years; she did her job well and
in a professional manner and he and his managers basically
left her alone to do it, not routinely subjecting her to the
weekly pep talks and motivational meetings required of the
other sales staff.

 
   When you're constantly the top sales representative you
get rewards beyond a fat commission check.

 
   Thomas noticed that Ross appeared nervous, and she
worried that he had gotten some sort of bad news about
S'leen. That worry changed to delight as he began outlining
details of what his personal project involved, and the part he
wanted her to play in it.




   Ross brought his private starship down through a layer
of low clouds over New York City, carefully avoiding the restrictive air travel lanes and equally restricted no-fly zones
scattered about the area. The small mini-motorhome-sized
ship was a visual copy of the campy, cartoon-like space ship
from the old science fiction movie Flash Gordon. What Ross'
ship did not do was drone like a propeller-driven DC-3 airliner (which the movie version did), nor did it shoot sparkler-type pyrotechnics or wispy smoke from its fake rocket
engines (as was done by the movie version).

 
   Inside, the ship (named Jane for reasons Ross would not
divulge) was nothing like its movie sibling. Instead of barebones appointments it had comfortable low-back captain's
chair seating taken straight out of a mini-van (two chairs in
the front, two in the middle and a fold-down bench seat in
the third row), a complete RV-style galley and an enclosed
zero-gravity toilet. Plush carpeting covered the floor and automotive-type-padded upholstery covered the other surfaces,
including the roof. The controls, while in no way as complicated as a modern airplane, were logically arranged across a
wide, wood-trimmed dash panel.

 
   Instead of a conventional windshield with windows all
around, a trio of flat, wide-screen video displays stretched
across the front wall of the cabin. Fed by three forward-looking high-resolution video cameras, the displays could quickly
be switched to live feeds from any of seven other cameras; aft,
sides, top and bottom. The movie version of the ship had few
external windows, and Ross wanted his copy to be as visually
accurate as possible.

 
   All vital operational systems were doubly redundant, and
that including the jumpdrive module itself. Electrical power
was provided by a small bank of sealed gel-cell batteries, which
were augmented by solar panels mounted in the top of the
hull. Ross had built the ship with the help of his dealership's
body shop crew, and everyone who worked on it got to fly in it
at least once. Their signatures were engraved on a brass
plaque permanently mounted on the aft bulkhead.

  
  Jane was an expensive, indulgent toy, but one that triggered appreciative grins from old movie buffs that recognized the distinctive shape. Ross flew her with pride.

 
   The parabolic flight path from Ross' north Florida home
was calculated to bring Jane back to Earth literally in the A-B
Driving Academy's secluded parking lot. As the ship slowly
descended like a silent helicopter the final few feet Ross
found himself far more excited than he had been on his first
visit to Patrons. At that time his companion was only a concept;
now she was a living, laughing person who meant the world
to him, and he felt like an anxious teenager picking up his
dream date for the prom.

 
   He had told S'leen he would arrive around four p.m.
that Friday, and as Jane drifted over the surrounding trees
and buildings Ross saw the green-clad alien start jumping
joyfully and waving as she caught sight of the absurd-looking
ship. Alfred Brenner was standing a safe distance away from
the excited H'kaah, a restrained smile on his thin face. After
an uneventful touchdown Ross quickly secured Jane's controls and leaped the short distance to the rear hatch. Once
Ross unlocked it and swung it open he didn't bother unfolding the steps; he jumped down literally into S'leen's welcome embrace. Their parting had been carefully restrained,
but their reunion was far less so. Ross reasoned that if Brenner
had a problem with it, it was Brenner's problem, not theirs.

 
   "I believe she's glad to see you, Mr. Ross," Brenner dryly
said, then broke out with a genuinely happy grin that matched
Ross' own. "I know it sounds trite but I say this with all sincerity: I wish all our students were as delightful and talented as
S'leen."

 
   "When word of this gets out, Mr. Brenner, you'll probably
wind up with more non-human students than you can
handle," Ross stated. "I'll personally see to it that a referral to
your school is added to the Patrons brochure." He returned
his attention to S'leen, saying, "Well, young lady, let's see it."
When she looked momentarily puzzled he added, "The license. You worked hard to earn it; don't you want to show it
off?"

 
   She squealed with joy and quickly reached into her small
green nylon fannypack, pulling out a shocking pink wallet
that was just big enough for a VISA card, a few new millennium dollars and a brand-new international driver's license.
"See?" she said while thrusting the laser printed plastic card
to within an inch of Ross' nose. "It even has a photograph of
me, but it cuts my ears off."

 
   Carefully taking her hand and moving it far enough away
for his middle-aged eyes to focus on the small colored image, Ross deadpanned, "Doesn't it hurt when they do that?"
When S'leen again looked puzzled he added, still in a serious tone, "I'd hate for somebody to cut my ears off, even if
they glued them right back on."






Chapter 4

Party Animal
"I still can't believe how quickly you caught that joke," Jack
Ross commented to the cheerful H'kaah as she leaned over
the back of his chair, her arms draped possessively over his
shoulders. She played with his shirt buttons and the sparse
hair on his chest and nuzzled his neck, clinging to him like
a furry second skin. Despite S'leen's pleasurable distractions
he was having no problem piloting their ship toward home.
"I also can't believe that you bit me in front of Mr. Brenner,"
he said, incredulously. "And that he laughed!"

 
   They were well into a high parabolic arc on their way
back to Florida, Ross' little movie-reproduction starship, Jane,
cutting through the thin stratospheric air like a meteorite.
S'leen playfully nipped Ross on his left ear, and when he
quit yelling she said with a mock pout, "Such a big baby! I
didn't even break the skin on your arm, yet you acted like I
was trying to...to eat you." She nipped him again on the abused
ear, apparently in the same tender spot.

 
   "YEOW!" he screamed, jumping so violently he jiggled
the flight controller joystick, which instantly caused the aerodynamically challenged ship to bobble precariously in its
supersonic flight. S'leen squealed, then prudently danced
out of his reach, but to her apparent disappointment he
didn't give chase. Instead, he spent the next few moments
working intently on the ship's unconventional flight controls, which mainly consisted of a Toshiba notebook computer that was clamped to the dash panel and connected by
a thick, shielded cable to the jumpdrive module. A track ball,
a fancy video game joystick and two small banks of toggle
switches and rheostats were tied into the computer, and were
secured to the panel where they could be easily reached by a
seated pilot. A dozen conventional VDO dial gauges mounted
nearby in a small rack displayed current internal and external physical environment information as well as performance
readouts.


    Natural rabbit curiosity soon brought her back close
enough to see what Ross was doing, but all she saw was his
fingers flying over the little computer's keyboard, its color
display flickering and flashing in response to his input.
"And-" a few more keystrokes, a final display change, "-NOW I don't have to worry about you crashing us," he stated,
flashing the H'kaah a benevolent smile. "This thing doesn't
have an `auto-pilot' feature the way many conventional airplanes do, but that doesn't mean the Ol' Maestro here can't
improvise."

 
   "I...I don't understand," she said, obviously at a loss as to
what he was telling her.

  
  "In your driver training didn't they teach you NEVER to
mess with the driver of a car when the car's in motion?"


    "Yes, of course," she said, still puzzled. "Distracting the
driver can cause a crash, but we are not in a car-"

 
   "Ah, but THIS ship is, for all intent and purpose, a `flying car'," he stated, and was pleased to see her eyes widen in
sudden comprehension. "And while these controls are different from a `ground car', and the techniques and physics
behind its operation are worlds different from, say, my old
Corvette, it's still similar enough that if you mess with the
`driver'-that's me, by the way-while the vehicle's in motion,
the results can be the same. BOOM!"

 
   "Jack, I'm sorry!" she cried, again jumping away, her teeth
bared in terror. "I didn't realize-"


    Ross flipped a latch on his chair's pedestal, allowing
him to swivel it around and face the frightened H'kaah. Smiling wryly, he motioned for her to sit in his lap. When she
hesitated he said, "Oh, come off it! You know damned well
I'm not going to hurt you. You're not in trouble-not yet,
anyway-and unlike some people I know, I won't bite without
provocation." Again he motioned for her to join him. "Now
that I've fixed this thing so it can fend for itself for a few
minutes I can pay better attention to you." She gingerly approached to within his reach, and when he made no threatening moves she carefully curled up in his lap, her head
nestled on his shoulder.


    "You don't know how much I've missed you," he rumbled
softly into a velvet ear while lovingly caressing her soft, fragrant fur. "And knowing that our time together is limited
makes that time all the more precious to me."


    Snuggling and cuddling in an RV-style captain's chair is
awkward at best, and S'leen soon tried to lead him to the
much wider back seat. But Ross resisted, saying, "As much as
I'd like to curl up with you back there, I can't." To counter
her hurt expression he explained, "We'll be home in a little
over two hours, and I really don't want to start something that
I'll have to stop so soon."


    "But-why must we stop?"

 
   "Remember when I told you that I host occasional `social
events'-they're really nothing more than low-key parties-and that I'd need your help with them?"


    After a moment of surprised silence she pushed away
and sat up straight, her expression unreadable. Eventually
she said, "I remember, Jack, and I will of course do whatever
is needed to help you with your party."


    "You didn't let me finish," he said, grinning. "This isn't
my party, it's yours." Her expression slowly changed, this time
to one of bewilderment. He carefully enfolded her into his
arms again, stroking her dark, silky hair and nuzzling her in
ways he knew she liked. "To celebrate your accomplishment
as well as welcome you back to our home, Dear, I've invited a
few friends over for the evening. Some of these people you
already know, but there'll be a few new faces-hmmmm,
maybe even a surprise or two waiting for you."


    Ross was relieved to see her face light up with delight,
but then she frowned again. "But the work, Jack! There is
food to prepare, equipment to set up, supplies-"


    He gently clamped her muzzle shut with a finger and
thumb, saying, "No. Once we land the only thing you have to
do is step out that door and enjoy yourself; everything has
been taken care of." He slowly caressed first one tapered ear,
then the other, and finished with a light thumb-stroke across
one of her satin-covered erect nipples. She shuddered, a
passionate intake of breath hissed through her clinched
teeth. "And later tonight, after the guests have gone home,
I'll take special care of you."




   Jane came in low and slow, making two tight orbits above
Ross' small estate before coming to rest in the driveway in
front of the house. The "few friends" Ross had spoken of
turned out to be over a hundred friends, associates, neighbors, employees-and even more "surprises" than Ross had
planned for. Dozens of cars, trucks and a small cluster of
motorcycles were parked on the grass just inside the driveway gate, and other vehicles lined both sides of the street for
several blocks. Knots of people were gathered around tables
of food and refreshments that were stationed in strategic
locations under trees, while groups of people wandered the
estate's grounds.


    It had been nearly four months since S'leen became
mankind's first alien companion, and during that time the
Patrons facility had placed over seventy five young H'kaah
adults into mainstream human society, with many of those
residing in northeast Florida. It was inevitable that the aliens
would meet others of their kind at social events and the like,
and Ross made sure to have a few of his guests who had aliens
in their households bring their exotic companions along.

 
   The party got interesting shortly after they landed.

 
   S'leen couldn't get over how happy everybody seemed to
be to see her. Even people who'd never met her wasted little
time before congratulating her on acquiring her driver's license. "Jack," she nervously whispered during a brief lull in
the accolades, "I don't understand. Almost every human I've
ever met has a driver's license. Why are they so pleased that I
have one?"

 
   "You have to remember," he softly muttered near one of
her ears, "you're the first non-human to earn the privilege.
Also, since most humans really like your people I guess, well,
maybe we're just proud that you're meshing into our society-crazy as it often is-so well."

 
   Lisa Thomas, who, like most of the partygoers, was dressed
in Florida-summer-casual attire, interrupted their momentary privacy. "S'leen, congratulations!" she said, taking both
of the H'kaah's hands in her own, then warmly embracing
her. Out of the scores of people at Ross' auto dealership,
Thomas had been the alien's solid friend from the first moment they'd met.

 
   When the two females broke from their hug Ross asked
Thomas, "Are we ready?"


  "Whenever you are, boss," she said with a mysterious
smile directed toward the H'kaah, and when he nodded the
woman melted into the crowd.

 
        To S'leen's confused look he would only say, "You'll find
out shortly, Dear. In the meantime why don't you walk around
and visit a little." He gave her a quick squeeze and slipped
away, leaving the puzzled alien momentarily standing by herself.




        H'kaah ears literally stand out in a crowd of humans, and
Ross was pleased to see several sets among the numerous
groups of partyers. One nearby set of ears belonged to a
muscular, solid-white-furred male who had become a recent
addition to local Realtor Maria Whitfield's solo household.
The group she was in appeared to be having a lively conversation so Ross passed them by with an amiable wave as he
headed toward the multi-car garage behind the main house.
There he met Lisa Thomas, and they ducked through a side
door.

  
       "I can hardly wait," she said, giggling like a youngster.
Ross wasn't much more composed, his wide grin threatening to do permanent damage to his face.

 
        "I don't think I've had this much fun with a surprise
in...in hell, I can't remember when!" he said, laughing. Give
me time to move Jane to her hangar-say, ten minutes-then
bring it around. I'll make sure S'leen's ready."

  
       He slipped out the door and made his way back to the
front of the house where he quickly moved the little starship
to its special storage building. He hurried back to the front
of the house and momentarily ducked inside, returning with
a battery-powered bullhorn. Standing on the front porch he
triggered the switch, then said, "Ladies and gentlemen, humans and H'kaah, would you please gather round. I have an
announcement I think you'll want to hear." The guests began congregating in front of the porch almost immediately,
and Ross motioned for S'leen to join him at the top of the
steps.

 
   Several of the guests knew what Ross had planned, but
they had been happily sworn to secrecy and would only say to
the uninformed, "You're not gonna believe this!" and "Just
wait-it's worth it!" In a few minutes all of the guests were
assembled, and those who knew the secret were easy to spot;
they all had matching, infectious grins.

 
   Ross put the bullhorn down, no longer needing the boost
in volume. "All of you know that my lovely companion S'leen,
here, has become the first H'kaah to earn a driver's license."
The crowd broke into spontaneous applause, which further
added to her discomfort. When it died down he said, "I
thought that achievement was worth celebrating with a party-" 
applause mixed with cheers and whistles interrupted him
momentarily, "-but I wanted to do a little something extra
to mark the occasion."

 
   Ross put an arm around S'leen and gave her a brief hug,
smiling at her obvious embarrassment. "And so I thought,"
he continued, "`What would be more fitting for someone
whom we all agree resembles a rabbit than to have a Rabbit of
her very own to drive!'" A few of the crowd didn't immediately pick up on Ross' play on words, S'leen among them.
Those who did roared with laughter which quickly became
cheers when, as if on cue (which it was) a raucous European
car horn beeped several times from behind the house. The
crowd then heard a small car's engine crank, then rev up,
and moments later a compact, bright yellow convertible
rounded the side of the house and slowly worked its way
through the laughing, cheering crowd to stop in front of the
steps. Lisa Thomas killed the car's engine, then beeped the
horn one last time before climbing out from behind the steering wheel and tossing a small key ring up to Ross.

 
   "In case you don't recognize it," Ross shouted to the
enthusiastic crowd, "that little yellow car's a Volkswagon Rabbit convertible! It's been many a year since VW made them,
but Larry Dinkens, my used car manager, found this little
jewel last week. He says it actually belonged to-are you ready
for this?-a little old lady, and you can see that from the fine
condition it's in she must have driven it only on Sundays.
Honest!" The crowd roared with laughter.

 
   S'leen was speechless; actually she was teetering on
panic. Ross said with a flourish, "Young lady, I'm pleased to
present you with the keys to your very own car," and as he did
so the crowd broke into spontaneous cheers, whistles and
enthusiastic applause. She momentarily froze, which
prompted Ross to gently urge her down the steps and toward
the little car's driver side door. "Go on, get in," he urged.
"Unlike you, THIS Rabbit doesn't bite!" The crowd hooted
and whistled. "Still, it's pretty lively, and I think you'll find it
just about perfect for hopping around town."

 
   But S'leen didn't follow his instructions, at least not right
away. Instead, she slowly walked around the car, studying the
sunny little convertible from different angles. When she got
to the back she spied Volkswagon's stylized running rabbit
emblem on the abbreviated trunk lid; that made her smile in
wonder. She was having a difficult time believing all this was
happening (even though it was) and that this group of humans-enthusiastically led by her patron, Jack Ross-was
actually doing all this to honor her. S'leen's chest momentarily tightened with emotion as the gravity of the situation
sunk in.


    She was loved.


    Many of the guests had cameras. Some of them were
poised holding tiny video cameras, three people happily
fiddled with the latest in sophisticated digital imaging devices but most still used simple film cameras. All were impatiently waiting for S'leen to open the driver side door and sit
behind the wheel. When she decided everyone had waited
long enough she swung the door wide, then folded herself
behind the steering wheel of her car.

 
   And grinned!

 
   Cameras whirred, clicked, flashed, hummed and buzzed
as the guests recorded the event for posterity, but cheers and
applause drowned the electro-mechanical sounds out. A few
people, Ross felt sure, would offer their photographic evidence to the local newspaper; others would post images directly to the Internet. After all, he reasoned, this was a genuine  event,  something never before seen on Earth. He just
hoped, like rabbits, such events would multiply.

 


    Since it was getting dark S'leen really didn't mind postponing her inaugural drive in the unfamiliar little car, so
after the last photos were shot she unfolded from her car (a
concept she found most incredible) and drifted back into
the crowd of partygoers.


    The evening was Florida-warm but relatively bug-free,
and the guests were scattered in loose groups wherever there
was a pool of light. Ross had discreet outdoor lighting almost
everywhere on the estate, so small clumps of people could
be found even in the out-of-the-way places. One of those
places, a tall hedgerow cul-de-sac, held a solitary pair of
H'kaah; a low-walled one nearby was occupied by a quite
different couple, both pair intent on matters most personal.

 
   Ross had a chilled malt Scotch and water in his left hand,
and was unconsciously using it as a shield between himself
and a stunningly tall, mostly snow-white, lop-eared female
H'kaah. Although the night wasn't terribly warm, Ross was
sweating more than the cold glass of whiskey-and with good
reason. He had dubbed this H'kaah the "Snow Queen" the
first time he'd seen her, and if anything, she looked even
more regal now that she was dressed in a wispy black, form-hugging dress that had a plunging neckline that dropped to
a point well below her navel.

 
   "Well, C'maat, was I right?" he asked with a careful smile.
"Is Tony everything I said he was?" Tony was Tony Wilson, an
aging former NFL running back who had retired a few years
earlier from the Jacksonville Jaguars after helping them win
yet another Super Bowl championship. Wilson was also a
reasonably wealthy, astute businessman with his own line of
distinctive menswear. Still very trim and athletic, his skin was
so dark it almost hurt one's eyes to look at him. Wilson's
contrast with C'maat's snowy whiteness was like a yin-and-yang painting, and in the months they had been together
the striking couple had cut a flashy swath through both the
social and sports world scene.


    C'maat reached a white velvet-furred hand up to delicately stroke Ross' cheek. For several heartbeats she said
nothing, only the low party noises and trilling crickets broke
the evening's serenity. Then she smiled, softly saying, "At
first I didn't understand your enthusiasm for Tony. He is such
a contrast to you, and not only in the color of his skin and the
texture of his head-fur." She stopped stroking Ross' slightly
scratchy cheek, but then didn't seem to know quite what to
do with her hands.

 
   "A lot of people think Tony's nothing more than an over-the-hill jock," Ross offered, "but those people don't know
the person behind the public image."

  
  "True," she said with a sudden smile. "He often makes
me laugh, Jack, and that is something I never expected a
human to be capable of doing." She took a sip of the wine
cooler she was holding, the glass bottle awkwardly clinking
on her four rabbit-like front teeth. "Maybe some day I'll be
able to drink from a bottle like this without making noise."
She winked and rabbit-twitched her nose at Ross, catching
him completely off guard.

 
   "Ha!" he barked in surprise. "I think some of his humor
is rubbing off on you, C'maat. When I first met you, God you
were stiff! I figured if Tony couldn't loosen you up, nobody
could." He grinned at her, adding, "And I really think you've
been good for each other." Ross nodded toward a source of
booming laughter a dozen yards away. "I haven't heard him
laugh like that in a long time."

 
   "The death of his wife in a starship crash," she quietly
said, "left emotional scars that still cause him pain." She
looked at Ross with an expression he couldn't read, then
said, "While I have never seen a photograph of her, I am told
she was a light-skinned human like you."

 
   "Yeah," Ross said, "and even though their mixed-race
marriage caused them both a lot of grief, he damned near
worshipped her." He grinned at another booming laugh from
Wilson's direction. "Something just told me that the two of
you would hit it off, and you don't know how glad that, for
once in my life, I was right."

 
   C'maat stepped closer to Ross, using her drink bottle to
brush aside his glass of Scotch. "Are all human males as fierce
as Tony, yet so gentle in their-personal relations?" Her intoxicating musky scent was different from S'leen's; where
Ross' H'kaah companion favored subtly aromatic herbs,
C'maat leaned more toward nose-tickling cinnamon.


    Oh God, not now! He thought as something other than
panic began to rise in his trousers. "C'maat, I-"

   
 Angry words in a familiar, non-human language broke
through his consciousness and his head automatically swiveled to the source, apparently coming from the high-walled
hedgerow cul-de-sac nearby. C'maat, too, had zeroed in on
the unhappy alien dialogue, her droopy ears showing that
they were sensitive despite their French lop appearance.

  
  Two H'kaah voices-one male, one female-had not yet
reached the shouting point, but Ross feared they weren't far
from it. Luckily, none of the other party guests seemed aware
of the problem, but he knew that could change momentarily.
C'maat's wide peripheral vision caught a blur of movement,
then Ross' form had ducked through a hole in the high
shrubbery wall and was sprinting away from her like it had
been shot from a catapult. He was literally gone before his
drink glass hit the ground.


    Since he was familiar with every inch of his estate's
grounds he knew what section of the man-high shrubbery
wall would allow him to push through to the small open area
where the two H'kaah were arguing. The aliens were so involved in their confrontation that they didn't hear Ross' arrival, which allowed him precious moments to evaluate the
situation. He didn't like what he saw.

 
   The young white-furred male H'kaah was impressive,
with a broad-shouldered physique like that of a professional
football player, and he had both of S'leen's much smaller
arms in a vice-like grip that she would never be able to break.
While no physical assault had apparently taken place Ross
felt certain that, due to the harsh tone and insistent nature
of the male's demands-and by the unmistakable bulge in
the front of his blue satin shorts-it would only be a matter of
moments before matters got completely out of hand.

 
   "That's enough!" Ross barked in perfect H'kaah, catching
both aliens by surprise. "She told you no, and you damned
well better accept it!"

 
   Without releasing his grip on S'leen's arms the wild-eyed male H'kaah snarled wordlessly and jumped straight
up, twisting at the waist and snapping a wicked side kick
straight at Ross' head-but the foot only connected with thin
air. Ross had studied the lapin aliens' fighting methods, and
his own combat-trained reflexes had automatically kicked
into high gear the moment he perceived the H'kaah as hostile. He lunged directly toward the alien while, in the same
smooth motion, dodging the large sandal-shod white foot.
As the male dropped awkwardly back to the ground Ross
delivered a swift, perfectly executed rabbit punch to his
assailant's unprotected left kidney. The immediate pain of
the blow shocked the alien into releasing S'leen's arms, and
Ross used his own muscular legs to sweep the off-balance
male's feet out from under him, dropping him flat to the
ground on his stomach. Ross dropped to his knees directly
on the H'kaah's back and grabbed the long, sensitive rabbit-like ears, pulling back hard on them like big white reins.

 
   Only a few seconds had passed, but C'maat, who arrived
directly behind Ross and had poked her head through the
wall of shrubbery, had seen the entire lightning-quick exchange. Even though she was horrified by the violence, she,
like S'leen, had remained absolutely silent during the few
seconds of the battle. Ross, however, wasted no time as he
barked, again in fluent H'kaah, "You two block the entrance
and make sure nobody comes in here! Move it!"

 
   They jumped as if they'd been goosed with a cattle prod,
neither of them stopping to question his orders. The females weren't naďve, but they momentarily let their instincts
guide them as they scurried the thirty-odd feet to where the
cul-de-sac opened into the main garden, there to pause and
whisper intently. Those who saw them observed two beautifully contrasting female H'kaah engaged in an animated conversation-and saw nothing amiss.

 
   Ross' "conversation" with the male H'kaah, however, was
far more animated, and anything but pleasant.

 
   "You will give me a good reason why I should let you
live," he snarled in H'kaah, "or I'll tear your throat out with
my teeth, gut your carcass with my bare hands and roast you
for my dinner!" He punctuated his threat with an added tug on
the terrified alien's abused ears.


    "ERRGGG!" was all the stunned, weakly struggling male
could manage while his head was pulled back at such an
acute angle. Ross snaked his left arm around the H'kaah's
throat and released his ears, quickly grabbing and folding
the stunned alien's right up arm behind his back. This
brought the human into much closer contact with the terrified H'kaah, who was now able to breathe but could also feel
Ross' hot, Scotch-scented breath ruffling the fur on the side
of his face.

 
   "What was that, stud-boy?" Ross grated. "You had something to say?" When the wide-eyed H'kaah didn't respond
right away Ross tightened his hold around the alien's neck.
"Well? I'm waiting, but I think your time's about to run out."

  
  "P-please! Please let me go!"

  
  "Now why should I do that, stud-boy?" Ross growled. "You
weren't going to let S'leen go, now were you?"


    Several tense seconds passed before the male stammered,
"But-she is...is-it is her season, and-w-we-I-want-"

 
   S'leen's in heat? Ross thought in amazement. So that's why-The weakly struggling male in his iron grip brought his
thoughts back to the unpleasant task-at-hand. Ross snarled
and further tightened his neck hold. "So all you wanted to
do was rape her, is that it?" The male responded by squirming, which did him absolutely no good. "As I see it," Ross
grated, "it doesn't matter how much fuck-me-now pheromones
she was radiating; she told you NO and you didn't listen."

 
   The male tried to say something, then he tried again.
Both times he couldn't get anything intelligible past his terror. But just when he thought he couldn't be any more frightened, Ross showed him how wrong he could be.

  
  "Son," the man began, his voice dripping venom, "I know
for a fact that sexual assault is as serious a crime on your
world as it is on mine. But by trying to fuck with MY companion
you REALLY screwed up, so as far as I'm concerned your
fate's in MY hands now." Ross momentarily tightened his
neck hold for emphasis.

 
   "Still, I'm a fair man," Ross stated in a voice cold and
merciless as steel, "so I'll even let you decide your own fate.
Choice number one: You'll be sent back to your homeworld,
and there you'll explain to your government, your family,
your friends-and S'leen's family and friends-the reason why
you're back home before your contract was fulfilled." The
alien's fear was so intense his struggling had fallen off to a
faint quiver, and Ross began worrying that the male was going into shock. He loosened his arm hold on the H'kaah's
neck and the terrified alien turned his head to stare directly
at his captor's fearsome, snarling countenance. Ross continued, "Or choice number two: You can stay right here-and I'll
dine on roast H'kaah tonight!"


    Even the human's alcohol-numbed nose could smell the
sour, musky reek of the alien's naked terror, and the man
suddenly worried that he'd overplayed his role. He was trying to use fear to overwhelm the male H'kaah's raging hormones; hopefully the brutal return to sanity would help focus the alien's understanding on just how serious his transgression had been. Or actually had almost been, since the
assault had luckily been interrupted before any sexual encounter had taken place.

 
   What Ross did NOT want to do was scare the poor creature to death!

  
  The human released his hold on the cowed alien and
moved to stand blocking the only obvious way out of the cul-de-sac, his arms folded ominously. For over a minute the
H'kaah lay on the ground, his fright-widened eyes watching
Ross the way a paralyzed rabbit watches a snake.

 
   "Don't you think it's time you stood on your own two
feet?" Ross softly asked in the alien tongue. "Up to now you've
acted more like an obnoxious child than the mature adult
you're supposed to be." The alien gasped several times, then
swallowed and coughed. He was so weak he had trouble climbing to his feet, and when he finally stood he was trembling
like an old man in the final stages of Parkinson's Disease.
Ross motioned for him to sit on the nearby wooden bench,
then he firmly administered the punishment's final lash.

 
   "I think I'll add a third choice," Ross stated matter-of-factly. "I'm going to walk down that pathway and ask S'leen to
come back in here, and if she's in a generous mood you might
have a chance to beg her forgiveness." The alien blinked
several times, at first not understanding what his human adversary had said. "And if you're exceptionally lucky your intended victim could conceivably show you some undeserved
mercy, stud-boy, so if she gives you a chance to beg I'd advise
you to give it your best shot." As he turned to walk away he
added, "Oh, and remember-if she turns you down we still
have a couple of other choices." And with that he left the
male with his unhappy thoughts.

 
   By the time Ross strode the short distance to the cul-de-sac's opening he had straightened his clothing and put a
cheerful smile on his face. In fact, his smile wasn't completely
bogus since he was quite pleased with the male H'kaah's
reaction. He thought there might be hope for the young
buck after all. "Are you two OK?" he asked the pair of female
aliens in fluent H'kaah.

  
  C'maat's mouth hung slightly open in surprise, leaving
S'leen to voice one of the questions they both had been discussing. "Jack, when did you learn our language? How long
have-?"

 
   He laughed, gathering both of them in, one to an arm,
with a friendly hug as he said, in English, "Sorry, I keep forgetting that I'm not supposed to understand H'kaah. I'll just
have to ask you to kindly keep that little secret among us
three-OOPS, I guess among us four, counting stud-boy back
there in the bushes." He released the confused females,
then became serious as he spoke to his companion. "S'leen,
I hope I did the right thing back there, but I've put that
male's fate more-or-less in your hands. If you're not too upset
or frightened to do it I'd like you go back in there and talk to
him-or maybe just be a good listener.

 
   "What he says and what you do will decide how this is
handled. We all know what he did was wrong, and if you feel
it's for the best I'll see that he gets shipped back to your
homeworld." Her eyes widened with shock; she knew the
gravity of that punishment. "Or, if you feel he's learned his
lesson I'll see that the matter ends here." She looked toward
the forlorn, ghostly figure seated in the enclosure. The male
was gingerly rubbing his abused ears.

  
  She quickly hugged Ross, whispering in his ear, in
H'haah, "I think I am very proud of you, Jack Ross, but we
have much to discuss-later." She nipped him on his ear,
causing him to yelp and jump. She danced out of his grasp,
then strode down the shrubbery-lined corridor to settle a
young male H'kaah's fate.

 
   As they watched her walk away, C'maat carefully said, "I
won't ask where you learned to fight that way." Ross just looked
at her, his expression neutral. C'maat added, "Tony has shown
me time after time how incredibly violent humans can be."

 
   Ross was suddenly very serious as he softly asked, "He's
never been violent with you, has he?"

 
   "No," she soothed, "exactly the opposite, Jack Ross. I
could not ask for a more kind and gentle companion. But I
have seen some of the video recordings of the...the football games he played, and the brutality and violence upsets me. I find it almost beyond belief that the same person who is so wonderful to me was so...so ferocious to those
other humans."


    Ross relaxed and smiled at the beautiful lop-eared
H'kaah, saying, "Although we humans claim to hate war, violent sports give us an acceptable means to engage in battle.
In Tony's case it gave a talented young warrior-athlete the
chance to earn enough money and fame to carry him over
into the business world once he was too old, or too wise, to
battle the younger ones."


    "But from what he tells me, you never played in a `professional' sport, yet you move like a true warrior! I saw you defeat
and subdue one of our large, strong males as if he were a
mere child!"


    "I was a warrior before you were born, C'maat," he explained. "Still, with proper combat training and the motivation to use it, that young buck sitting in there could have
broken me into little pieces." To her shocked expression he
added, "His mistake was that he saw me as merely an annoying interruption. What I saw from my warrior's point of view
was simply a big, soft target. The `fight', what little there was
of it, was literally over before it began."

 
   Ross grinned evilly at her, saying, "And when I got his
attention I told him he had three choices. He could go back
home, or he could beg S'leen's forgiveness, or-"


    When he didn't finish the sentence C'maat prompted
him. "Or what, Jack? What was the third choice?"


    He clacked his puny human teeth at her and said, laughing, "I told him I would tear his throat out and eat him- cooked, of course!" To her horrified reaction he added with
glee, "And the boy believed every word of it!"

  
  From the sudden frozen look on C'maat's face she believed it, too. Her eyes showed white all around the dark gray
pupils and she began slowly edging away from Ross. He realized that, once again, he had frightened someone that he
really didn't want to scare, and he said with exasperation,
"Oh for pity's sake, C'maat, that was an ACT! The first thing I
had to do was get his attention, then I had to scare him badly
enough so maybe, just maybe, he'll think twice about ever
doing something that damned stupid again."

  
  She halted her retreat when understanding took hold,
and as tension melted away from her lithe form C'Maat hesitantly closed the gap between them. "You...you really would
not have k-killed him, Jack? Not...not eaten him?" It hurt Ross
to see that her questions were serious.

 
   "Good God, no!" he cried. Then in frustration, "I'm sorry,
C'maat. I...I guess I really can't have it both ways, on one
hand scaring the shit out of gonad-heavy boys while on the
other hand expecting you girls to understand that we humans actually want to help, not hurt you." He took her delicate, trembling hands in his, stating, "Dear, I've never raised
a hand against S'leen, and if I ever find that Tony has hurt
you I'll-" He paused, and his expression hardened enough
to frighten her anew, but she clamped down hard to hide it.
"Let's just say that if I ever come for him his `NFL warrior'
skills won't even slow me down." His pale blue eyes were as
pitiless as a viper's, and in that brief moment, a chill skittering down her back, she understood a little more about what
makes humans such deadly enemies-and such wonderful
friends.

 
   She rose up on her toes and gently nuzzled Ross' lightly
stubbled cheek. That broke the tension, instantly softening
his demeanor. He released her hands and smiled warmly,
saying, "Yeah, and I think you're pretty special, too, but if we
keep this up we're both gonna get into trouble." He stepped
back, cleared his throat, and then said, "I haven't heard any
more harsh language from our two young combatants. Maybe
it's time we checked up on them."


    On the wooden bench in the seclusion of the garden
cul-de-sac the two formerly antagonistic H'kaah sat in quiet
conversation. Ross and C'maat slowly approached them, and
C'maat was amazed at the male H'kaah's reaction when he
noticed the human's approach. The alien jumped to his
feet and stood at rigid attention until Ross and his companion-of-the-moment reached the area of the bench.
Then the male H'kaah nervously said, "Honorable Mr.
Jack Ross, m-my name was L'niik, of the family D'naal,
but...but now that I have shamed my name and m-my family I...I am no longer worthy of them, nor can I lay claim to
m-my life."

 
   Oh? Ross thought, surprised. Now what? Do I have to adopt
him into my household? Yeesh! Ross looked to S'leen for some
sort of guidance but got no help; one look at C'maat told him
that she was apparently as clueless as Ross.


    "I have asked forgiveness of S'leen for my terrible crime
of passion," the male continued, "and she has been most
kind in granting it." He swallowed, then stated, "Still, I feel I
owe both her and you, honorable Mr. Jack Ross, a further
debt." S'leen's expression remained completely neutral, so
Ross had to continue standing stoically while he waited for
the H'kaah male to make his point.


    "While you, honorable Mr. Jack Ross, offered me three,
uh, choices for my f-fate," the now-trembling H'kaah said, "I
feel only o-one of them is f-fair." The alien swallowed again,
and Ross was suddenly very careful to show absolutely no
emotion. "T-to avoid additional distress for S'leen, and f-further shame for m-my family back on homeworld, I, uh, have
decided to yield m-my life to, uh, to y-you." The poor creature was trembling harder now, and Ross wondered how much
longer he would remain on his feet.

 
   After taking several shaky breaths the H'kaah finally said,
"While my b-body is yours to do with as you wish, I beg f-for
your m-mercy in...in ending m-my life as...as quickly as p-possible." Tears were beginning to make damp trails down
his face, and he closed his eyes, raised his chin to expose his
throat and began taking deep shuddering breaths.


    Ross had seen a lot of incredible things in his life, but he
had never seen anything like this. He didn't know which he
would do first, laugh uncontrollably or scream in outrage.
Instead, after a few pregnant moments of silence he matter-of-factly stated, "Well, I don't know what anybody else wants,
but I get the first serving of his liver."

 
   Before either of the females could react the male H'kaah
collapsed in a dead faint.

 
   "Shit!" was all Ross could think to say as he quickly knelt
down to try and revive the comatose alien. The females had
far more to say, none of it complimentary, but after a few
moments of their invectives he said, "Enough! You've made
your point, now make yourselves useful and help me get him
up on the bench. He'll come to in a few minutes and I'm
sure he'll be shocked to find that he's still alive."


    The nature of outdoor parties is such that people tend
to wander as they mingle, and some people like to explore.
So it happened that a mixed trio of Ross' neighbors chose
that time to check out the activity they could vaguely hear
coming from the little garden cul-de-sac. What they found
was their host and two female aliens working to revive one
unconscious male alien, and when Ross spied them he immediately commandeered their small plastic tumblers with
their chilled liquid contents, one of which contained only
plain Perrier. This he summarily dumped over the male
H'kaah's head, while the less lethal-smelling of the other
two cups he placed to the alien's mouth. He actually managed to get a few sips of the potion down the H'kaah's throat
before the harsh alcohol made him cough it back up.


    "Folks," Ross said in his best businesslike manner while
the alien was busily barking like a manic dog, "I'm thankful
you showed up when you did." He began herding them away
from the aliens, quickly moving them down the short pathway to the cul-de-sac's entrance. "And as you can see, our
young friend here is going to be just fine. He got a little
overheated; too much partying mixed with all that warm
fur, I'd guess, so I'd appreciate it if you'd give him some
privacy while he gets himself back together." In a final
conspiratorial stage whisper he added, "The more people
who know about this the more embarrassed he'll be, so
I'd be eternally grateful if you don't mention it to the
other guests. Thanks!"

 
   In moments Ross had the trio headed toward the outdoor bar to replace their drinks, and he quickly returned to
see how the male was doing. When he got back to the bench
he found the alien mostly over his coughing spell, but when
the male noticed Ross standing there he looked apprehensive and tried to get on his feet.


    Ross put a firm hand on his shoulder and made him stay
seated, saying, "Didn't like the taste of my fine Scotch whiskey, I see." When the trembling alien didn't understand Ross
smiled and told the two females, "Ladies, I think-L'niik,
right?-and I could use something cold and refreshing to
drink. Perhaps a couple of chilled wine coolers would be
nice, hmm?" They looked apprehensive but Ross added,
"We'll be right here, sitting on the bench and talking about,
um, maybe the weather. I'm sure we'll think of something.
Now, be good girls and scoot!"

 
   Casting worried glances over their shoulders as they left,
the females headed toward the cul-de-sac's entrance.
"Couple of really sweet girls, those two," Ross commented.
"Too bad they're both, shall we say, `involved' with their human companions at the moment." He made a show of wearily
sitting down on the bench to the right of the H'kaah. "Hell of
an evening, son, but I don't think it's been a total loss." He
looked at the bewildered, trembling alien. "Do you?"


    L'niik looked wide-eyed at Ross, and after a few false
starts finally said, "W-why...why am I still alive? I don't understand-"


    "No, I guess you probably don't," Ross said with a weary
smile. He placed a firm, friendly hand on the alien's trembling shoulder. "Son, the first thing you need to do is get
yourself under control. Now, reach over with both of your
hands and take hold of mine," and he held out his right
hand. The alien's grip was kitten-weak, and Ross said in his
best evangelical voice, "Feel the strength of my hand on your
shoulder, and also of the hand in your grasp. Let that strength
flow into you, let it fortify you, let it calm you." The H'kaah's
eyes lost their panicked glitter, and Ross could feel his trembling subside.


    "As powerful as you know I am, understand that you are
even stronger," Ross stated, "and I want you to also remember
that tonight you learned several valuable lessons."


    When L'niik still looked puzzled Ross stated evenly, "You
let your gonads do the thinking for you, and they almost got
you killed." The alien closed his eyes in shame. "Open your
eyes, L'niik!" He did. "That was lesson number one: Always
let the large chunk of tissue behind your eyes do your thinking; those two little balls between your legs only think of one
thing, and it doesn't have anything to do with common sense."
He smiled at the alien and got a weak smile in response;
Ross felt he was making progress.

 
   "Lesson two: Don't EVER start a fight that you're not absolutely sure you can win. I'm over twice your age and in no
way am I as strong or as fast as you, but I'm a seasoned warrior
from a violent species that celebrates warriors." The alien's
eyes widened in budding comprehension. "In ten fights out
of ten I could kill you so quickly with my bare hands that you'd
never know what hit you." L'niik saw the shadow of the beast
lurking behind Ross' eyes, and he understood.


    "What you have to realize is that there are many worlds
full of creatures far nastier than us weak, slow, clawless humans. If your people and the other vegetarian species truly
want to survive you've got to learn how to deal with those who
would actually do to you what I merely threatened." Ross reclaimed his hand from L'niik's grasp, and after a final brotherly squeeze on the H'kaah's wide, furred shoulder he stood.
Seconds later S'leen and C'maat came down the pathway
with the cold beverages Ross had requested.

 
   Giving one bottle to L'niik, Ross took his own bottle
and drained half of it before coming up for air. "Damn,
that hits the spot!" L'niik carefully sampled the liquid,
then took a longer swallow, licking his thin, non-human
lips and smiling at how pleasant the fruit-flavored drink
tasted. He quickly drained the rest of the bottle, then
looked puzzled at Ross' feral grin.

 
   "Unless you're well experienced with alcohol, son, I give
you about five minutes before that knocks the starch out of
your ears. That particular brand of drink tastes great but has
a kick to it that's somewhat more lethal than yours."

 
   Ross gathered the two females in a friendly embrace,
then began walking them back down the entrance pathway.
"I'm going to ask you both to give us more time alone. We've
still got some important things to talk over. Thanks." He released the bewildered aliens, then returned to stand next to
the seated H'kaah.

  
  "I'm going to venture a guess at something, L'niik, and
speaking male-to-male, I'd like an honest answer."

 
   "Honorable Mr. Jack Ross, I will-"

 
   "HOLD it!" Ross interrupted. "Leave off that `honorable
Mr.' crap, understand?" When the alien slowly shook his head
in confusion Ross said, "I may be a lot older than you, but
you're supposed to be an adult, and you're here with your
patron because she's a friend of mine. Since you're her companion, that means, by association, I consider you to be a friend,
too." When the H'kaah looked surprised at that statement
Ross added gently, "Friends don't go around killing friends;
they try to keep them from being killed."

 
   When the alien didn't make the connection Ross patiently explained, "If you had succeeded in one or more of
your, um, `endeavors' tonight, it wouldn't have been long
before somebody, I or someone else, probably would have
killed you, and for good reason." It took a few moments, but
Ross finally was rewarded with the light of comprehension in
L'niik's eyes.

 
   "Do you mean-?"

  
  "Yes, L'niik. Remember, I said that you learned several
valuable lessons tonight. I don't generally make it a habit of
killing my students. Or my friends.

  
  "And my friends call me Jack."

 
   The H'kaah stood, then momentarily swayed and blinked
in confusion as the alcohol he'd consumed made itself
known. He surprised Ross, though, with how quickly he shook
it off. L'niik faced his recent adversary, then paused in confusion, not knowing exactly how to express himself in a human-society-appropriate way. Ross smoothed over the awkward moment by saying, "In this part of the world males who
are on friendly terms usually greet, part company and express congratulations by shaking hands. Tonight, friend
L'niik, I'm congratulating you on reaching a new level of
maturity." Ross grasped the alien's big, furry hand and was
pleased to find the grip now as robust as its owner.

  
  "I still have something I want to discuss with you before
the females wander back over," Ross stated matter-of-factly.
"I'm tired, though, so let's sit." They got comfortable and
Ross finished his Seegram's cooler. "You've been Maria
Whitfield's companion for about two weeks, right?" L'niik nodded, curious. "And during that time she's-well, I guess
there's no way to be delicate about this." He sighed. "She's
known to be somewhat wild and adventurous, so I'm going to
guess that she's asked you to have sex with her." L'niik looked
shocked, then he looked away, embarrassed. In time he nodded.


    "And while she's not in bad health for a middle-aged,
chronically-overweight woman," Ross observed, "I'm going
to further guess that you found her about as sexually appealing as this bench we're sitting on. Right?"

  
  Bingo! L'niik jumped like he'd been zapped with 110
volts of electricity, and he stared at Ross as if the man were a
mind reader. Now that he had scored a direct hit with his
supposition, Ross knew he had to follow through.

 
   "You have to think about basic biology, son, and about
the factors that trigger a male's desire. With most creatures
there is little male/female sexual interest until the female
enters her breeding cycle. At that time the female produces
special odorless triggers called pheromones that attach themselves to the female's normal body scent. Those scent triggers serve to tell the male that its time to `do his thing'."
L'niik nodded. As an educated adult he all-too-well knew
what had been behind his earlier shameful actions.

 
   "We ape-based humans no longer have sensitive enough
noses to detect our females fertility pheromones, though,"
Ross explained, "so to compensate for that we're pretty much
capable of arousal whenever the opportunity presents itself.
Also, our females don't exhibit obvious physiological changes
when they're fertile; hell, son, a lot of human females don't
even know when they're at risk! Therefore we live and love
more from visual and social stimuli than anything else, and
we all have our personal standards of what we find attractive
in a female. For example, I'm not attracted to heavyset women,
but I don't like the stick-thin, flat-chested ones, either."

 
   He paused and looked away for a moment, then looked
at L'niik with an intensity that momentarily frightened the
alien. "And I, like many other humans," Ross stated, "think
H'kaah females are just about the sexiest creatures alive.
L'niik, that's why we're trying to be so damned careful with
this placement program. If we slip up there's a risk that your
females, as well as you males, will wind up as...as nothing
more than sex toys. Loving your people as a species as much as
we do, we...we can't let that happen."

 
   He paused for a moment, then continued. "But getting
back to your problem-Besides not looking like `your kind'
of female, Maria doesn't smell right, does she?" L'niik again
looked embarrassed for a moment, then grew somber.


    After a moment he shook his head. "No, Jack. I...I am a
terrible disappointment to her in that I have been unable to,
as you say, have sex with her. She has tried many things, and
some of them have even been fun." He sighed, then added,
"Still, I am unable to pleasure her in the most fundamental
way, and I fear she will soon grow tired of me and send me
back to Patrons, and Patrons will send me home."

 
   Ross looked off into the night sky for a moment, then
ventured, "I've known Maria for a lot of years, L'niik, and
while she's undeniably horny I doubt that she chose you
simply because she wanted a fur-covered bed warmer. As long
as you do the things you contracted to do-and I happen to
know that stud service was not included in your contract-she's not going to send you away." He grinned at the H'kaah's
shocked expression. "Still, what do you think would happen
if Maria smelled like a female H'kaah in estrus? I think you
said you were ready to rape S'leen earlier tonight because it
was `her season', or something like that."


    The alien looked so crushed Ross thought he would cry
as he said, "Jack, I...I'm sorry! I've been so upset and frustrated and...and I j-just lost all control when I got too near
her. From the moment she arrived I knew it was her season.
Her scent made me tingle all over and my head started feeling strange and...and as the evening wore on it got worse.
Then, before I knew what I was doing I-" And then he did
cry great wracking sobs that shook his muscular, unhuman
frame.

  
  "L'niik, that's in the past now," Ross soothed, "and I'm
satisfied that you and S'leen have made your peace. Here-" The man fished out his handkerchief and the H'kaah
honked his small, pink button nose on it. "What matters now
is that I think I may have the solution to your problem. I
would guess most other H'kaah males will experience the
same problem you've confronted when faced with a lusty
human woman. After all," he said with a grin, "females can
easily fake interest, but there's one thing we males can't fake
at all." L'niik honked his nose again and looked closely at
Ross, who simply raised an extended finger. L'niik ventured
a weak smile.

 
   "Human females," the man began, "enjoy wearing artificial scents; we call such scents `perfume'. I don't see why we
couldn't synthesize H'kaah female estrus pheromones and
incorporate them into a perfume that women with male
H'kaah companions could wear when they're `in the mood'."

 
   The male H'kaah stared at Ross for nearly ten seconds,
then suddenly broke into a wide grin, exclaiming, "If that
can be done I think I would be able to make Maria very happy!
Jack, you're not only a great warrior, you're a genius!" And
before Ross could stop the H'kaah, L'niik had grabbed him
in an embrace and was squeezing the (almost) defenseless
man for all he was worth.

 
   "Gaaah!" Ross squawked, fearing for his ribs' safety. "Save
your congratulations until after we test my theory. This might
not work; you still might not be able to `get it up' for a female
who doesn't have big ears, a fluffy tail and a plush fur covering."

 
   L'niik finally release Ross from the crushing hug, then
almost pumped his hand off while saying, "I think your special perfume will work, Jack. You see, Maria has already tried
wearing H'kaah-style ears and a tail; she even dressed in
what your people call a `fur suit'. But with the addition of the
pheromones I think my inability to please her will be solved!"

  
  The mental image of the very rotund Maria Whitfield
decked out in an anatomically correct bunny suit sent Ross
into spasms of hysterical laughter.






Chapter 5

Public Secrets
The hour was late and the evening's festivities were winding
down. Many of the guests had already left, but not without
securing promises from S'leen to take them for rides in her
bright yellow convertible. She, in turn, got promises from
many of the motorcyclists present, both hard-core Harley-Davidson bikers and luxo-touring GoldWing enthusiasts
alike, to take her for rides on their two-wheeled steeds. Jack
Ross knew that fitting her non-human head with a suitable
motorcycle helmet would be far more difficult than procuring her a custom pair of Reeboks. He also knew that he would
find a way to do it.

 
   Less than an hour earlier, Ross and Teddy Shapiro managed to arrange for a few minutes of conversation out of earshot of the other guests. Had they been overheard, the subject matter of their conversation would have caused more
than just raised eyebrows.

 
   "Hell, Tzvi, we had to start somewhere, and with somebody!" Ross stated over a glass of aged malt Scotch whiskey as
the party was winding down. "I'm just glad my little honeyblonde bunny is so incredibly gutsy. She hasn't really balked
at anything I've thrown her way. But if she'd turned out to
have no backbone at all-God, I don't know what I've have
done."

 
   Shapiro took a long pull on his drink, peering for a time
at his longtime friend and current business associate over
the glass' rim. "You'd have figured out something. All the
years I've known `Black Jack' Ross, he's never settled for failure, never turned his back on a challenge. Sure, there've
been setbacks and snafus; life's full of `em. You, chaver, must
have had a Jew hiding somewhere in your family tree, because only a Jew is so damned stubborn, so bull-headed. When
you decide you're going to do something or help somebody
there's no rest for anyone until it's done." He toasted Ross
with his glass, adding, "Maybe that's why I like you so much,
you're really a Jew at heart!"


    Ross grinned at his friend. "Tzvi, you are so full of shit
you could bag it and sell it for fertilizer. Oy! And another
Shapiro money-making enterprise is born!" They both
laughed.




    It was a few minutes after midnight, and Ross and S'leen
stood arm-in-arm on the floodlit front porch, waving at the
last carload of guests as they drove out the gate. Once the car
was clear, the gate's vehicle sensor closed and securely locked
the ornate steel barricade. He gave her a squeeze and said,
"Whew! That was fun, but I'm glad it's over." When she looked
askance at him he added, "Hey! It's been a long time since
we've been alone together, and no, those few hours you spent
teasing me in the ship on the way here don't count."


    She bit him. Hard.

   
     Once he quit yelling she primly declared, "I'll have you
know, Jack Ross, that time spent with me always counts."

    
    Before even her hair-trigger H'kaah reflexes could react Ross had seized both her arms, similar to the way L'niik
had grabbed her earlier in the evening. However, unlike
that unhappy occasion, this time there would be no powerful rescuer bursting through the shrubbery to "save her
honor". At this point "being rescued" was about the furthest
thing from her mind.

  
      "The caterers won't be here to clean up until mid-afternoon," he stated, "which means that we won't be disturbed
for quite a while." Also different from the earlier situation,
she wasn't struggling to escape this male's gentle-firm grasp;
this contact was welcomed.

     
   "Are you suggesting we spend the night outside, Jack?"
she cooed, then her teeth clicked together as she tried, unsuccessfully, to nip him on the arm.


        "Jesus!" he exclaimed as he twisted his arm out of range
of her impressive dental work. "I wondered why you got `bitey'
a couple of months ago, and tonight I found out that's a
characteristic of H'kaah females in heat, just like you are now!"

  
      "That's a rude way to put it," she said, pouting. "My fertility cycle happens about every sixty of your days, Jack, but I
don't think I cause you any undue problems." She tried to
nip him again, and again her teeth clicked together in thin
air.


        "Damn it, S'leen, QUIT!" When she looked hurt he
stated, "When you first started that biting shit I told you I
don't have a covering of fur to cushion against your sharp
teeth; there's no way to hide the cuts and bruises you give
me." Once more her teeth clicked in the air above his bare
right arm. "Don't DO that!"

  
      When she still looked hurt he explained, "Honey, there
are, well, things I don't do out of consideration to you. Can't
you grant me the same courtesy?"

 
   "What `things'?" she demanded, the spirit of the evening
along with her estrus-influenced emotional condition making her, perhaps, a little too reckless.

 
   It had been nearly four months since S'leen had come
into Jack Ross' life, and in all that time, even with all they had
done and been through together, they had never shared a
human-style kiss. In the first minutes of that Saturday morning, standing under muted yellow bug lights on the front
porch of his house-and to S'leen's total, wide-eyed surprise-he corrected that oversight.


    With interest.

 
   In the early moments of their first passionate kiss he
learned four important things: One, her mouth was not that
of an animal, and certainly didn't taste like carrots; two, kissing her soft, velvety lips wasn't anything like he'd imagined
kissing someone with a mustache would be like; three, her
bifurcated upper lip simply added another fascinating dimension to the experience.


    And finally, he really liked kissing her.

 



    Ross woke to the outraged, always-changing cacophony
of a nearby mockingbird. He realized most of his body was
cool and slightly damp, and when he pried his gummy eyelids open he discovered he was lying on his back in the thick
grass near the edge of a large hibiscus bush. He was as naked
as the day he was born, and a few brave black ants were inspecting his left hand, which was perilously close to their
modest anthill.


    S'leen, equally undressed but, due to her natural fur
covering, not as naked as he, was curled up on the soft cedar
mulch under the hibiscus, her sleek, furry back and wonderful fluffy tail pressed solidly against his right side. He carefully reached his right arm down her body, his hand coming
to rest on her firm rump. Resisting the urge to do something
rude, he instead gently patted her rear, saying, "Rise and
shine, fuzzybutt. It's a brand new day." He wearily took stock
of his abused body, muttering, "And I need a bath, along with
a big box of Band-Aids, before the day gets much older."

 
   Climbing to his feet was a feat in itself, and as he stood
naked, blearily looking around, he hoped that he had remembered to kill most of the outdoor lights last night before- Well, he just hoped nobody had been watching, or
videotaping, from the top of the perimeter wall.


    Vague, confused mumbling emanated from the golden-furred body still prone under the bush, then S'leen twisted
her head around to peer bleary-eyed up at Ross as he stood
unsteadily nearby. She coughed, then sneezed, and Ross
asked, "Are you OK? Sounds like you're catching a cold."

 
   "I'm not sick," she said after another sneeze. "I...I think
I have bits of mulch and a few tiny bugs in my nose," and she
sneezed again, "but other than that I am all right." She blinked
several times, peering more intently at Ross. "Jack, are you all
right? You do not look well."


    He laughed dryly. "There's nothing wrong with me that
a hot shower and some antiseptic won't cure, but," and he
pointed out numerous small lacerations and bruises all over
his body, "now do you see one of the reasons why I don't like
it when you bite me? Besides it hurting like hell, it makes me
look like I fought with a runaway Weed Eater-and lost!"

 
   His whining didn't impress her, though, and she stated
primly, "I might have sympathy for you, Jack, if you didn't
`give' at least as much as you `take'." S'leen was exceptionally
limber, and after she rolled out into the lush grass she made
a show of inspecting various parts of her body, some of them
very personal parts. As she did this she pointed out a multitude of `transgressions' he was apparently responsible for.

 
   "Well, in the spirit of the moment maybe we both got a
little carried away," he admitted, "but for now we need to
carry ourselves inside and spend some serious time with soap
and hot water. You, my love, smell like a rabbit."

  
   "And you are a stinky monkey!" she retorted, bouncing
to her feet and quickly skipping out of his reach.

  
   "No doubt," he muttered, "but I'm going to do something about my problem right now. Care to join me?"




    Lunchtime found them feeling and smelling much more
presentable; Ross, however, still looked much the worse for
wear.

  
   "I'm going to have to lie to people, S'leen, about where
I got all these wounds," he stated, scowling around a peanut
butter and banana sandwich. "Luckily there's a large rose
bush next to the porch, and I can maybe get away with telling
them that, after everyone left, I got drunk, became overbalanced and fell into it." He looked dejectedly at the multitude of obvious bite marks, then added, "Maybe I should say
I fell into it twice."

  
   "Do you really think your friends will believe you?" she
said, pausing as she attacked a large salad. "Have you done
anything like that before?"

  
   He frowned, then smiled wistfully. "Will they believe me?
No. Accept my explanation? They'll have to. Then they'll
spend the next week trying to figure out just how I actually
got all these little cuts and bruises. The obvious reason, that
my companion BITES when she's horny, will, I'm sure, be
politely overlooked."

  
   After worrying his sandwich a few moments more he
added, "And, no, I've never had to lie to people because of a
tooth-happy lover, either."

   
  "That is because," she stated matter-of-factly around a
mouthful of salad, "you never had an H'kaah lover."

 
    After a time she ventured, "Jack, do you remember me
telling you last night that we have much to discuss?"

  
  He sighed, saying, "Yeah, I wondered how long you'd let
me skate on that." He finished his sandwich and washed it
down with a tall glass of milk. S'leen patiently continued
munching on her salad, and in time her patience was rewarded when Ross began to talk. What he told her, however,
brought her lunch to an abrupt end. Ross spoke of terrifying
events and top-secret government details, and he told her of
things that only a few people alive knew.

  
  Things, in fact, she never even dreamed of.

 


   "Before I even begin this, S'leen, I want you to keep in
mind-keep this in the front of your mind!-that I really,
truly love you with all my heart." He surprised her with the
intensity of that statement, but before she could bask in its
warmth he continued. "And with that said I'm now going to
tell you that I am not the person you and almost everyone else
thinks I am." She paused with her loaded fork halfway to her
mouth, but before she could comment on his statement Ross
added, "In fact, when you discover just who I am, what I am,
you...you probably won't want anything more to do with me.
In-" and he hesitated as a terribly sad expression momentarily darkened his features, "-in that event I'll see to it that
your contract with me is voided entirely in your favor, and if
it's your wish you can start over with...with another person-a better person."

  
  "Jack!" she barked, spraying salad bits across the table, "I
don't EVER want to hear you say such a terrible thing again!
I love YOU, and after knowing you this long I can't think of
anything you could say that would change that."

  
  He shook his head and looked away for a moment, muttering faintly, "You have no idea, no idea at all," and such was
his emotional distress it appeared for a time that he would
be unable to continue. But after nearly a minute had passed
he got himself back under control, and when he looked back
at her his gaze bore straight into her eyes. Looking back on
that moment from a comfortably distant time in the future
S'leen would only say she believed that she looked straight
into the nightmare realm the humans call Hell.

  
  "Never let your emotions make definitive statements for
you, S'leen," he warned. "Such statements have a way of coming back to haunt you when you least expect it." He frowned
for a moment, then firmly declared, "And with that said, I'll
begin by telling you that I am a killer. At this point the only
sentients I've killed have been my own kind, humans of virtually every race and both sexes. However, many years ago I
came to the sad conclusion that some of those I killed probably didn't deserve that fate. And what's worse, there's a chance
that in the future I'll have to kill again, and once again some
of those I kill may not deserve the ultimate punishment."

  
  S'leen knew that Ross had, with his own hands, executed
his ex-wife's murderer, yet his blanket admission of killing
others, possibly some who should not have been killed, rattled
her to her lapin core.

   
 "The Jack Ross you know is a businessman, and has the
honor of being Patrons' first client. You've heard me claim
that military service gave me combat training, and you've also
heard me say that I've taken pride in maintaining my physical conditioning since my separation from the military. You
with me so far?" She nodded, having heard nothing new in
the statement so far. "It's true that I'm a successful businessman, and it's also true that I received military training. That,
however, is where your knowledge of the `real' Jack Ross stops.
You see," he said, "keeping myself in top physical shape is
the only thing that's kept me alive." S'leen blinked but said
nothing. Waiting.

 
   "Shortly after my basic military training ended," he continued, "I was offered a chance to enter the highly secret and
often terribly illegal world of military covert operations, and
being young and full of piss and vinegar and blind idealism
I gladly accepted. They gave me extensive training in all
forms of deadly mayhem and I faithfully served my country's
interests for almost eight years, traveling the world over and
seeing the underside of humanity's rocks and rotten logs."


  Ross paused for a moment, then stated, "I killed or helped
kill a lot of the nasty, disgusting `bugs' that you find wiggling
and squirming when you turn over sociopolitical rocks and
logs, S'leen. But one of the things, the important things, that
it took far too long for me to learn is, no matter how many
monstrous `bugs' you kill there's always plenty more where
those came from. And in killing the `bad bugs', you often
squash some `good bugs' in the bargain." He paused to study
her reaction, but the only thing he saw was that she had gotten very quiet. He figured that was her instinctive rabbit responses taking control: Be still, be quiet, maybe the danger
will go away. Ross, however, had no plans to go away, at least
not yet.

  
  "During that time period," he finally continued, "the
horrors of what I was doing eventually forced me to look
elsewhere for answers to the questions I dared not ask my
bosses. Religions seemed to hold the answers until I pried
open the many doctrine-sealed doors, behind which I discovered that that organized religions are, as they have always
been, little more than smoke-and-mirrors. They mainly deal
with social control of their followers, not the sociological and
political problems I was facing at the time. And I also came to
realize that, contrary to what I'd been told, my own government was often no more `humane' or `moral' than the various governments and individuals I was working against."
S'leen had become quietly attentive, Ross noted, and now
showed no indication of wanting to jump and run. He took
that as a positive sign.

 
   "During this time I began reading various kinds of literature, both fiction and non-fiction," he continued, "looking for thoughts and ideas that might relate to the issues that
were literally tearing my soul apart. One basic concept kept
showing up in literature from virtually all societies, and from
all ages: Given the opportunity and economic and/or 
political justification, an advanced, aggressive
human society will overwhelm a
less-advanced society.


    "Throughout the entire span of human history there are
no long-term contradictions, yet for a time I honestly believed
my country was `above' such a petty thing. I...I learned the
hard way that I was wrong, so very wrong."

 
   S'leen had been letting her self-preservation instincts
keep her from showing overt reaction to Ross' terrifying
revelations. Yet she couldn't help but feel the hurt and anguish that, even more than twenty years after the fact, still
haunted him. She also remembered that he had warned her
that she really didn't know him, and it gave her a chill to
realize how much of an understatement that warning had
been. Ross wasn't just a warrior, he was a murderer.

 
   "S'leen, I read lots of speculative fiction stories of alien
monsters invading Earth and doing terrible things to `poor,
defenseless humanity'. Yet there were just as many, if not
more, stories of just the opposite, of wonderful, gentle species
of non-humans suffering unspeakable horrors under the
yoke of mankind's rule. In time I came to realize that, in
reality, should we ever make contact with such beings-" Ross
stopped,  momentarily unable to speak. He coughed,
sniffed and wiped his eyes, then said, "I knew-I knew-mankind would inevitably follow that second scenario.
S'leen, regardless of what the aliens looked like, regardless of their society's sophistication or art or culture-WE
would be the horrible, murderous alien monsters."


    He stopped again, emotion and deep anger briefly choking him. "It's our very nature to destroy other civilizations!
We've done it for thousands of years, why should we stop
now? Humans have to feel superior to every other living thing,
and unless a non-human species exhibits technology superior to ours AND is tougher, meaner, and-" he laughed, but
there was little true humor in it, "-and proves to us that it's
willing and able to kick our butts back to the stone age, we'll do
everything in our power to annihilate it and claim it was our
`moral duty' to do so."

 
   This was a brutally cold side of humanity, and of Jack
Ross, that she'd never known of, and true to his statement,
never imagined. She was as much frightened by it as she was
fascinated by what he was telling her. In flashes of sudden
comprehension a multitude of off-hand comments and statements Ross had made to her in the past four months took on
new meanings, and despite her species' pacifistic nature
she finally began to understand what Ross had been doing to
her, with her, literally from the moment they had met.

 
   He was conditioning her to survive.

 
   S'leen forced herself to break free of her instinctual
`freeze, be still!' response, and she timidly ventured, "Are
you trying to turn me into a...a carnivore, Jack?"

 
   "Oh God no, S'leen!" he cried. "The thought of you, of
ANY H'kaah, eating...eating meat makes my skin crawl," but
then he added, a strange expression on his face, "and yet, on
occasion certain varieties of your Earth-born rabbit cousins
DO eat meat." To her horrified reaction he stated, "It's the
honest-to-God truth; it's just that most people have never
seen it, and I really doubt that any modern-day H'kaah does
such a thing, either." Her question had shocked him, but he
was also pleased that her intellect wasn't running entirely on
instinctual autopilot.

 
   "What Patrons is trying to do," he explained, "is give your
people a fighting chance in a universe populated by predators. But to survive in such an environment you have to understand how predators think, what motivates them and what
their weaknesses are." He sighed, then wistfully smiled. "This
is another part of my deception, S'leen. You see," he gently
said, "I'm not only Patrons' first client, Patrons is my baby, my
idea-and MY company. Teddy Shapiro is Patrons' `front man',
the public head of the company, but Teddy actually works for
me. Yours truly, Jack Ross, is the driving force behind Patrons."

 
   She thought she was beyond surprise, beyond shock.
She was wrong, and for several moments S'leen couldn't
speak; she could barely even breathe. Finally she sucked in a
lungfull of air and expelled it in a wordless, ear-splitting
shriek. But once she had vented her outrage she fell quiet,
and after Ross quit cringing and got both of his eyes focusing
again he continued his explanation.

  
  "After the jumpdrive began changing our world I thought,
`What if we really DO find aliens out there, and what if the
aliens really ARE less-advanced than we are?' At that time I
was a good two decades removed from the covert black operations lifestyle, but I'd still maintained my contacts in both the
national and world governments. I voiced my concerns to
some key people and I was overjoyed to find that I was not
alone in my fears that we, as a species, would most likely harm
or ultimately destroy any less-advanced species we discovered. Over months of secretive, high-level meetings we
hashed out scenario after unpleasant scenario. I even brought
science fiction and fantasy writers into the discussions in
hopes that they could show us that we were wrong, but the
writers gave us little hope for the survival of our hypothetical
alien species should they be confronted by a technologically-advanced humankind."

 
   To Ross' most pleasant surprise S'leen not only appeared
to be following his explanation, her look of amazement told
him she approved of what he'd done! He quickly continued.

  
  "And then, as they say in movies, it happened! While
poking around in his ugly little `tin can' of a starship, a lone
human explorer by the dubious name of Filbert Ashwhistle
stumbled across the cluster of stars that contained your world
as well as dozens of others, each inhabited by a different
sentient species. Ashwhistle kept a level head, exploring
just enough to determine that this discovery was WAY bigger
than he could handle. He hurried back here with the news,
and before anyone in authority could do anything there were
dozens of Earth ships making "first contact" visits to your
homeworld, among others.

   
    "The news had been incredibly exciting, yet humanity
had already been thrown into terrible social instability by the
advent of the jumpdrive itself. Before irreparable damage
could be done concerning relations between Earth and the
various non-human governments, the United Nations put
strict flight restrictions into place, and then they contacted
me.

   
    "We knew we had to do something," he told his wide-eyed
companion, "but nobody really had a viable solution to the
problem of how to keep our own aggressive people and our
crazy-quilt cultures from overwhelming all these non-humans.
My God, by that time human groups had already tried colonizing distant worlds, and more times than not they'd had
their butts literally chewed off by the harsh conditions or by
hostile alien monsters, or even more deadly microorganisms." He paused to shakily pour himself another glass of
milk, then drained half of it in one gulp.

   
    "And then there were the various fringe elements we
had to contend with," he said around a wet burp. "Not only
did we have the religious zealots, most of whom either wanted
to save your souls or nuke your worlds to dust so you wouldn't
spread your `ungodliness', we also had a small but worldwide faction of people known as furries who desperately hungered for contact with sentient anthropomorphic-style non-humans. That fancy scientific term covers those species that
appear to be based on animals native to Earth-the H'kaah,
the Mn'rii and the Ruug'h, among many others-but have at
least limited human-type physical and social characteristics.
A small, idealistic segment of the furries crowd dreamed of
some kind of `magical' process that could physically transform them from their unhappy human lives into an existence where they could BE just like these non-human anthropomorphic beings. And...and here's the punch line to the
whole miserable joke: They felt that when such a thing took
place, however it was supposed to happen, everything under
the sun would be just...just wonderful."

 
   Ross stopped talking, his look of incredulity speaking
more than words could say. S'leen, too, was somewhat in shock.
She'd had no idea that people of any species could delude
themselves that way.

  
  Even talking about it upset Ross, and to burn off some of
the nervous energy he began pacing around the kitchen;
S'leen's undivided attention followed him. His rage was
frightening as he said, "The stupid bastards had NO CONCEPT of what such a thing-even if it could be done-would
really mean!" His voice started breaking down with emotion
as he said, "It just gets crazier and crazier, S'leen! They
thought-they thought everyone would just live `happily ever
after' in...in some kind of idyllic fantasy world!

 
   "When we humans found you H'kaah, along with all the
other sentient alien species `out there'," he continued, his
rage building, "each of you were safe-and isolated-on your
own private world. The furries simply thought that...that
people whose apparent ancestors were wolves, bears, rabbits,
deer, sheep-sheep, for God's sake!-tigers, lions-They...they thought you all could just simply get along. Ignoring all logic and common sense, they believed you could
basically throw natural mortal enemies together and...and
everybody would just be friends! Try as we might, we couldn't make
those poor misguided fools understand why we were working so damned hard to keep the predators and their prey
apart!" At that point Ross finally, completely broke down and
cried, his great wracking sobs of anger and frustration backing him into a corner and eventually crumpling him into a
hopeless ball on the floor.

 
   S'leen didn't know what to do, but since the one person
she cared most about was hurting she left her chair and sat in
the corner with him, enfolding him into her warm, musky
embrace. He cried on her shoulder like a heartbroken child,
years of anguish, guilt and frustration finally breaking free in
one overwhelming flood. It took him nearly ten minutes to
get it out of his system, but when he did he showed S'leen
that there was even more to be shocked about.

  
  "We humans are all the same species," he finally began
after wiping his eyes and blatting his nose on a paper towel,
"but we have minor racial variations, kind of like your fur
color/pattern/texture/ear differences. Yet we happily enslave, torture and butcher each other, and have done so
since...since there've been humans. I know how bad such a
nightmare can be, S'leen; I was right in the middle of it for
years!" His haunted look made her want to run, but instead
she hugged him close, rubbing her lush-furred cheek against
his own stubbled one.

 
   "It took some radical thinking," he said, "but eventually
we came up with the Patrons concept, hoping to...to `condition' some of the young members of all the various species,
aggressive and non-aggressive alike, to the concept of peaceful coexistence with each other.


    "There are dangerous times coming for us all," he
warned, "and if we don't get our respective acts together
there's a chance none of us will survive." Ross' voice had
taken on a hard, no-nonsense quality, and he said, "You
H'kaah are the first, and the hope is that when you eventually return to your homeworld you'll take with you the
seeds of change. Show your people that it can be done,
that it is possible to live alongside those you once would
have called your enemy."

 
   Ross' anguish had mostly subsided, and he explained,
"You already knew some of this, S'leen, but your government
knows the entire plan. I spent almost two years making trips to
yours as well as other species' home worlds, hammering out
policies, working out details, learning some of what your
people and other species could do, and what they were incapable of doing." He suddenly grinned, adding, "And I still
missed obvious things, things that were right in front of my
nose."

  
  She pulled away and looked at him, puzzled. "What do
you mean, `missed'?"

 
   "Well, I knew that unlike the Earth rabbits we believe to
be your ancestors, the H'kaah don't mate indiscriminately.
Your people have very strict social codes, and pre-marital sex
is absolutely forbidden. That's why I was sure you were a virgin, Dear. By Patrons rules you had to be unmarried, and your
marriage customs are very close to ours; therefore you were
most likely `untouched', and I knew your aggressive sexuality the first day we met had to be an act. OW!" She had snarled,
then bit him, and it wasn't a love bite, either! "Damn it, S'leen,
just because it's true doesn't mean it's fair to take it out on
me."

 
   Her snarl softened, then melted into contrition. "I'm
sorry, Jack, but it's just so-embarrassing." He nuzzled her, stroking her hair and ears in a way that made her croon.

  
  "The thing I missed was that I didn't realize your males
were so completely, biologically tied to estrus pheromones.
While we human males are completely independent of
them-we happily screw every chance we get-your males
apparently can't. Just before the party I learned that Maria
Whitfield's H'kaah companion had been totally impotent
with her, and my source said that he's not alone with this type
of, um, `problem'. I had hoped to have a private talk with him
about it during the evening, but as things worked out, well,
our `talk' started out on a more basic level."

 
   "I thought you were going to kill him, Jack," she carefully
ventured, "but-"

  
  He laughed. "When I saw him giving you trouble I made
and discarded at least five different action plans in the span
of two seconds. What I wound up with is what we call a `work-in-progress' since I was revising things on the fly. When I
confronted him he snarled and immediately attacked me;
that's when I realized he was completely irrational. That
forced me to first neutralize him as a threat, something the
military taught me to do very well. Then I began using a little
specialized psychological warfare, another `gift' courtesy of
my military training." Ross grinned a predator's toothy grin.
"Once I had him in a position to listen I told him I would kill
and eat him as punishment for his crime; his confused excuse for his behavior was that you were in estrus. Combine
anxiety, fear, frustration and an overwhelming dose of enhanced hormones; it's enough to make anybody lose his
mind. Still, I kept up the pressure by first offering him two
choices: Be killed and eaten, or be shipped home in disgrace; either way he knew he was doomed. Then I offered
him a third choice, one that was really an `escape'; he could
throw himself on your mercy and beg your forgiveness. Then
I waited."

 
   "Jack, he poured his heart out to me; I could not refuse
his apology."

  
  "Yeah," Ross said, sighing, "that was pretty much what I
expected would happen, but then he threw me a curve. The
young fool offered himself up for seppuku!"

 
   "What?"

 
   "We Americans call it `hara-kiri', but seppuku is the proper
Japanese term for `self-murder', to atone for an unbearable
shame brought upon one's self or family. That was another of
the damned important things I'd missed! Except for not
having a violent history your whole society is very much like
our Japanese." He missed a sudden look of panic in her eyes
that was quickly repressed. "I had no idea how honor-bound
your young males are," he stated. "In this case L'niik had,
due to his dishonorable attack on you followed by an equally
dishonorable attempt to kill me, brought upon himself an
intolerable shame. He felt the only honorable solution to his
problem was for me to actually kill and eat him."

 
   Ross could feel his companion tense up in his arms, and
he said, exasperated, "My god, S'leen, I could no more eat
one of your people than I could one of mine, and despite all
my sins I'm no cannibal! When I saw he'd reached the point
of seppuku I knew he'd broken his pheromone and stress-related madness; unfortunately, by this time he was so engulfed by fear and shame he fainted when I cracked that
dumb joke-and don't you bite me again! After we got him
revived I sent you and C'maat to get us something to
drink; that gave us time for a nice long talk-about a lot of
things."

 
   Ross' gaze took on a distant look for a moment, then he
added, "You know, he's really a nice young man, er, male.
That incident taught us both a few things that I think will
help the whole project."

 
   Her panic under control, she nuzzled Ross for a while,
loving him even more for being so determinedly compassionate. "One thing I don't understand, Jack," she eventually
said, "is why you called me into the house right after that,
and-"

 
   He interrupted her, laughing. "That's all part of the
puzzle's solution, Dear. To help boost L'niik's self-esteem I
had to come up with some way for him to `perform' when
Maria wanted him. H'kaah estrus pheromones are the key,
and they're something that should be easily produced in a
biolab and can be discreetly distributed to your males here
on Earth. But last night we needed a quick fix, and I came up
with something that I'm sure will work like a charm! I got one
of my wife's old makeup power puffs, then called you into
the house and had you rub it over your scent glands, the one
under your chin and the two on your inner thighs- remember?"


    "How did you know about-?"

 
   He was grinning, but this time it was a cheerful one.
"Humans have them in the same basic places monkeys do,
and while I can't detect pheromones I knew your scent glands
mirror those of your lapin ancestors. I was confident enough
of your pheromone-rich scent would transfer to the puff to
be effective, so after you did what I asked I sealed it in a
ZipLock sandwich bag and gave it to L'niik. Maria likes her
wine, and when she's been drinking she tends to get horny.
I felt sure she'd had enough wine at the party to be feeling
plenty horny by the time she got home. I told L'niik to take
the puff and, as part of their foreplay, caress her with it- everywhere he would expect to find the pheromones."

 
   S'leen looked at Ross with an expression of absolute
shock. "But-that would mean he was...was-"

 
   "Look, Dear," he soothed, "if I find you a helluva lot more,
um, `desirable' than Maria Whitfield-and she's one of my own
kind-then imagine how poor L'niik feels. Giving him a little
of your `help', letting him trick his hormones long enough
to make his portly patron happy-hey, we guys have to look
out for each other!"

  
  It took her a few minutes, but she eventually smiled,
then laughed. "He really is a nice male, Jack. I'm glad you
didn't hurt him."

  
  "Yeah," Ross said smugly, "but I told him that if he ever
poked you other than in his fantasies I really would have to
kill and eat him. S'leen, don't you bite-YEOW!"

 
   As promised, the caterer's clean-up crew showed up mid-afternoon, and by six o'clock Ross and S'leen watched the
trucks as they headed out the gate. Except for a few patches
of trampled grass and some tire ruts in the lawn near the
gate, the estate was little worse for the wear.

 
   "The day's almost over, S'leen, and you still haven't tried
out your car." His voice sounded concerned as he asked,
"Don't you like it?"


    She warmly nuzzled the side of his face, then ever-so-gently nibbled his right ear. "I love it, Jack," she cooed, then
said, "but Saturday is the busiest traffic day of your week."
Before he could comment she added, "I am applying your
firearms philosophy to this: Become familiar with it in a low-stress
environment, and in an emergency you will handle it without hesitation. I'll take my first drive in the car tomorrow morning,
when I won't have to worry so much about other people on
the road."

 
   Ross blinked in surprise, then held her at arm's length,
a look of delight on his face. "Oh my," he gently said. "You
really have been paying attention. I'm so proud of you, S'leen,
I...I really don't know what to say."

  
  "Then let me say this, Jack," and she leaned forward and
took his head in her velvet-soft hands, and she kissed him,
human-style.

  
  When they came up for air Ross muttered, "Mmmm. I
like the way you talk, Dear. Care to tell me more?"




   Even though it was the weekend, Ross and S'leen decided a jog through the neighborhood would help work the
kinks out of their abused bodies, so before darkness began
settling in they hit the pavement.

 
   "I managed to run almost every evening at the school,"
she told him as they began the first leg of their neighborhood loop. "The property was fenced and patrolled, but Mr.
Brenner insisted that a guard accompany me while I ran."

 
   Ross smiled as he settled into a steady rhythm with his
companion. "Did you have an athletic studmuffin as a jogging partner? I know he has a few on the staff."

  
  "He actually had two guards accompany me," she said,
matching her stride with his. "The man was older than you
and had a big stomach, and his partner was a large-hipped,
strong-featured woman I think you would describe as `butt-ugly'."


    He was amazed, saying, "And they managed to keep up
with you?"


    "They had no trouble," she replied, smiling. "They rode
in an electric golf cart, and to be polite I stayed on the paved
roads that wound through the property."

 
   "You're a far nicer person than I am, S'leen," he said,
laughing. "I'd have led them on a cross-country run just to
hear them complain."

  
  They said nothing else for some time as they pounded
through the old neighborhood, often surprising
homeowners who were startled to see Ross and S'leen running in the early evening, and on a Saturday, too. Unrestrained,
aggressive dogs and inattentive drivers worried Ross any time
the duo made their circuit, but to date Ross had only been
forced to use his tiny pepper spray canister on one obnoxious dog, and the traffic had not been a problem.

 
   While still some distance from home S'leen ventured,
"Are you jealous of L'niik, Jack?"

 
   He stumbled, then barked a slightly forced-sounding
laugh before replying, "What brought that on, Dear?"

 
   They plodded on for a few moments before S'leen said,
"After the incident you were careful to keep him under observation whenever he was near me, but neither C'maat,
F'haan nor D'loon, the other H'kaah females present, rated
such attention when he was near them."

  
  This time his laugh wasn't forced as he explained, "None
of the other females happened to be in estrus, Dear, so I
knew their `virtue' was safe with him. You, on the other hand,
made him very nervous whenever you were standing upwind
from him, and being the only male H'kaah at the party made
him easy to keep track of."

  
  "How do you know they weren't in estrus, Jack? You've
already stated that your system cannot detect H'kaah female
pheromones."

 
   "Nope, your scent is the same to me, regardless, but not
to L'niik. He told me you were the only one who was `in
season'." Ross grinned. "He also explained more of why your
people are so strict about pre-marital sex." Now it was her
turn to stumble a step or two, but she recovered without saying anything, so he continued. "I found out that while male
H'kaah aren't interested in mating with females unless
they're in estrus, when it does happen it almost always results
in a pregnancy. And since your people never developed any
form of birth control other than abstinence, and your religious codes absolutely forbid abortions, your social rules have
to be strict to the point of inflexibility. Anything else and
you'd breed yourselves out of room to grow food."

 
   "Do our sexual practices shock you, Jack?" she asked
after a lengthy pause.

 
   He laughed wryly, saying, "I guess it shocks me more that
you've made the system work so well, and for so long." He
shook his head, adding, "Such a system wouldn't work with
us humans, though, but probably not because of what you're
thinking." When she didn't offer a comment he stated, "It's
not that we're terminally horny, even though we are." He
started to grin, but his mood suddenly took a dark shift. "Humans practice numerous religions, and some of those absolutely DEMAND that their followers produce as many children as possible, with no regard as to available food. If the
population outstrips the resources, something that happens
on a regular basis, they just shrug their shoulders and say
`God will provide!' Inevitably, when their particular god doesn't
come forth with a miracle hundreds, even thousands of children die of starvation." S'leen looked at Ross in horror and
saw that his face had become an open mask of rage. "That's
right, Dear. Children DIE on this world every day, all because
of mindless religious ideology. And what REALLY grates is
when their economic infrastructure fails, as it often does in
third-world countries, they simply shrug their shoulders and
say `It is God's will!'"

 
   She was so upset she stumbled again and tried to get
Ross to stop running, but he snarled, "Keep moving, S'leen,
because if I stop while I'm this upset I'll have to go find some
particular people I know living nearby, and my society frowns
on what I'd probably do to them." When she tried to ask him
whom he was talking about he only replied, "You don't really
want to know."

 
   They finished their run without further talk, but once
they returned home they took another long, relaxing shower
together. After a light supper the two curled up on the oversized living room couch, relaxing, talking about a variety of
things and simply enjoying each other's company.

 
   Rabbits, like cats, are infinitely curious, and S'leen was
close enough to a rabbit to share that innate curiosity. "Do
you like C'maat, Jack?" she asked after about an hour of innocuous conversation. "I saw the two of you talking on several
occasions last night, and she told me how you arranged for
your dark-skinned friend to have a private meeting with her
at Patrons. They signed a contract and she left with him that
same day, but she still speaks very highly of you."


    Ross knew the H'kaah was fishing for information, but
he also didn't know if she was actually jealous or merely curious. Still, he knew he had better be as diplomatic as possible.

   
 "C'maat is an attractive female; she wouldn't be here if
she wasn't. Still," he said evenly, "she's not `my type'." He
hugged S'leen and smiled, and he sweated just a little.

 
   "And am I, a person of an entirely different species from
yourself, `your type', Jack?" she asked, a bit too casual for
Ross' comfort.


    "You're here with me, S'leen, and C'maat's not; that
should tell you something." He hugged her again. "I don't
regret my decision. Do you?"


    She pulled slightly away from him, then said, "After what
you told me today, Jack, I...I began to fear you viewed us more
as-I believe your term for such people is `aborigines'." When
he began an indignant protest she quieted him, then said,
"Yet after a lot of thought I have come to realize that you do
not see us as `primitives', but as `innocents' thrust into a
dangerous universe."

 
   "That's the very thing I've been telling you all along," he
began hotly, but she silenced him with a claw-tipped finger
on his lips.


    "But `telling' and `convincing' are two different things,
Jack, and until I gave it a great deal of thought this afternoon
I wondered if what you were `telling' me wasn't simply what
you thought I wanted to hear."

 
   "And now?" he inquired after a thoughtful pause.

  
  She looked directly into his eyes, and several moments
later she simply said, "I am convinced."





Chapter 6

Dead Right There
Midnight had long rolled by and for more than an hour Jack
Ross and S'leen had been dozing on the couch. The day had
been filled with stress, emotion and the kind of revelations
that drain the spirit more than the body. Ross' honking snores
woke them both, and they grudgingly decided to begin working their way upstairs to bed. But before they could put that
plan into action a muted but shrill-pitched electronic alarm
began warbling, and in the middle of the ceiling in each
room of the house a tiny red light began a once-a-second
pulsing.

 
   Human and H'kaah blinked foggily for a few moments,
then Ross sprang into action-and fell flat on his face, his
feet tangled in the lightweight blanket that had been shielding them from the ceiling fan's draft. S'leen still didn't understand what was happening but she hurried to help untangle Ross.


    "Nelly-BINGO!" he barked, and the alarm obediently
fell silent, the pulsing warning lights went dark. By that time
he had gotten to his feet, and after a quick visual sweep of the
dimly-lit room he again barked into the air, saying, "Nelly-STEALTH!" Every electrical device in the house, other than
the AI security system itself, immediately powered down,
which plunged the interior into total darkness; no lights, no
fans, no air conditioner, no refrigerator. Virtually everything
electromechanical that hummed, whirred, glowed or moved
quickly died, and within seconds they could hear night
sounds normally masked by the sounds of a living house.

 
   Still, Ross knew that it would be critical minutes before
his vision would dark-adapt, during which time he would be
virtually blind. S'leen, on the other hand, had larger, much
younger eyes, and her hearing was far superior to any human's.
Taking advantage of her keen senses, however, would not be
easy; she had no idea what was going on.

 
   "Jack!" she cried. "What is wrong? I've never seen you act
this way-" But with a guilty start she suddenly realized that
wasn't correct. She had, in fact, seen him react in just such a
manner the morning they had first met. At that time S'leen
had screamed in terror when Ross started the engine in his
antique Corvette, and in the literal blink-of-an-eye she saw
him change from a pleasant middle-aged businessman to a
potentially-lethal warrior.

  
  As, after a groggy, uncoordinated start, he had done once
more. This time, however, S'leen understood that the unknown threat had to be far more than an unexpectedly noisy
engine, and while she was momentarily confused she trusted
Ross enough to follow his lead.

 
   Although the house was tomb-dark inside, Ross seemed
to know exactly what he was doing. Quickly taking the H'kaah
by the hand he whispered, "The security perimeter that surrounds this place has been breached. We have at least one
intruder on the property, and now all that weapons and self-preservation training you've been getting might just help
keep you alive. Even though the cops were automatically
called the instant I gave Nelly the `bingo' command, we're
going to have to fend for ourselves until they get here. Right
now we need to move as quietly as possible toward the foot of
the stairs. I've got a couple of special pistols hidden in a false
bottom of the magazine table there."

  
  S'leen was a credit to her rabbit heritage as she silently
crept in Ross' wake. By this time a full minute had passed,
and both human and H'kaah were beginning to gain a degree of night vision. While the night had no moon to brighten
the dark sky, there was also no layer of clouds or fog to mute
the canopy of stars, and the feeble glow they produced sifted
through the closed, lightly curtained windows. S'leen could
faintly see Ross' pale form as he tripped a hidden latch under the table, and moments later he pressed a cold, black
object into her trembling hands.

  
  "I have a suppressed .45 caliber Ruger autopistol," he
softly told her, "but what I've given you is a modified version
of the .22 caliber Browning Buck Mark autopistol you practice with on the firing range. This one has a flash and noise
suppresser on the end of the barrel, and it's loaded with subsonic jacketed hollow points. Fired inside the house it'll still
be loud but it won't deafen you. The suppresser will also
keep the flash of light from the muzzle from blinding you if
you have to shoot it in the dark.

 
   "And along with luminescent tritium night sights," he
continued, "your gun, like mine, has a laser aiming aid. Nothing will happen until you put light pressure on the trigger;
do that and a tiny red laser beam will project from just under
the barrel. Squeeze the trigger a little harder and the gun
will put a bullet a half-inch above where the laser's red dot is
located. This whole system will allow you to pre-aim using
the glowing night sights, then use the laser to make any final
aiming adjustments the instant before you spoil the bad guy's
day." She could see the white flash of his feral grin, and although she experienced a momentary chill from the knowledge that Ross had once again shifted to "predator mode", a
part of her psyche she never realized existed found that it
appreciated his deadly humor.


    Still, humor couldn't disguise the gravity of the situation. This wasn't one of their practice sessions against lifeless, 2-dimensional cardboard targets; he was telling her that
in mere moments she might actually have to shoot a living
person! She began shaking in earnest.

 
   Ross whisper-barked another order to the computer-controlled security system. "Nelly-OMEGA!" The nearby front
door's electric latches snicked off. "All the other doors and
windows are locked tight," he softly explained, "so there's a
good chance our intruder will try the path of least resistance-and we'll be waiting." He clicked his pistol's safety off, then
squatted at the foot of the stairs where he would have a clear
view of the front door. He had S'leen crouch on the far side
of an overstuffed chair that was positioned well out of any
probable line-of-fire. He saw a pure red laser dot momentarily illuminate a spot down low on the far wall, then he was
pleased to hear the soft click of her pistol's safety as she
clicked it to the fire position. She crouched low, laying her
light-colored ears back so they wouldn't show against the
dark wood paneling.

 
   And then they waited, listening for any telltale sounds
and straining their eyes for possible flashes of light-but the
night was quiet. Too quiet. "Listen," he whispered. "The crickets and frogs that live around the front porch aren't raising
hell like they normally do. I'd say our `guest' has arrived."


    He saw her mobile ears momentarily rise and orient toward the front door, and a few moments later he heard the
faint squeak of the lever latch as it was slowly depressed.
"Showtime," Ross barely hissed behind his raised gun as the
door began to swing inward. It glided fully open on silent,
well-oiled hinges, but the view into the starlit night showed
nothing silhouetted against the opening. Several moments
passed, then they both noticed a small shape snaking around
the bottom of the doorway-a long-barreled pistol! It was followed almost immediately by a dark head shape that seemed
to make a quick visual sweep of the entrance foyer, then it
withdrew.


    Ross didn't know if its owner had seen him where he was
squatting, and he waited to see what the intruder would do
next. "Next" proved to be a dark, upright form that quickly
stepped through the open doorway and then to the side,
blending almost invisibly into the woodwork. For several seconds no additional movements or sounds came from the
figure, then a painful, blue-white beam of light leaped from
a 4-cell Mag-Lite the intruder was holding-and it centered on
Ross!

 
   "NellyLIGHT!" Ross yelled, and the entire house was
suddenly bathed in a harsh glare as all available lighting
switched on at full intensity. The intruder, though, remained
a lumpy, hard-to-see figure dressed in a flat-black full body
suit, complete with masked hood. Yet despite Ross' watering
eyes one unpleasant detail was all-too-easy for him to see; the
intruder was armed, and was aiming a black, suppressed
autopistol his way.

 
   Ross cranked a pair of hastily-aimed shots at the dark
form's chest but was dismayed when the intruder only
coughed and staggered awkwardly back against the wall-and didn't fall. The two heavy, sub-sonic hollow point rounds
apparently did little damage, and his dismay turned into
horror as the intruder was quickly joined by two more dark-clad figures in the open doorway, each pointing identical
suppressed autopistols at him.

 
   And then the trio opened fire.

 
   From Ross' point of view the next few seconds seemed to
last a painful, lethal eternity. He felt each bullet's agonizing
shock as it slammed its way into his flesh, the multiple impacts to his body sounding far louder to him than the strangely
dull CLAP of each muffled gunshot. After the first half-dozen
bullets jolted him Ross discovered that he had lost all physical control of his spasming body.

  
  As bullet after searing bullet continued to punch its way
into his helpless form he sadly concluded that this was one
close encounter that he wasn't going to survive, and his last
conscious thoughts were of S'leen, and his consuming fear
for her safety.

  
  And then he faded to black.




   The three intruders had fired a total of nineteen rounds
at Ross, but due to their excitement only twelve hit him in
vital areas. Still, those were twelve bullets Ross could have
happily done without. As he lay dying on the floor by the
stairs the trio lowered their guns and muttered to themselves
and each other, apparently surprised by how easily they overcame the infamous "Black Jack" Ross, former military terrorist, former Night Hawk assassin, former-

 
   They slowly realized that his former status no longer meant
anything; Ross' current status was all that mattered, and currently he was well on his way toward his own personal hell, the
goal the three men had worked toward for decades. Jack
Ross, they felt, would soon be worm food, and their friends
and relatives he had killed so long ago in far away lands
would be avenged.


    And then one of them spied S'leen.

 
   "SHIT!" cried the one that had been first through the
door, and he hurriedly raised his suppressed 9mm Glock
autopistol up to cover the crouching H'kaah's wide-eyed,
trembling form. But he held his fire, and as his companions
moved to train their own pistols on S'leen the first one yelled,
"Wait! That's not a human or...or even a dog-that's his pet
alien that we've been hearing so much about. Their kind's
not dangerous, but-" the intruder gave a nasty laugh, "-I
hear the females are supposed to be a good fuck."

 
   His companions slowly lowered their guns. "In fact," the
first one said, "the UN scientists say they're basically `smart
rabbits', which means after we fuck her we can have her for
dinner!" They all laughed, and she found the sound itself as
chilling as their plans for her. "C'mon, bunny-girl, stand up
and let us have a look at you."

 
   S'leen didn't move, electing to stay crouched on the far
side of the overstuffed chair. The intruders moved toward
her, the talkative one again ordering her to stand. And again
she ignored him.

 
   "Listen you flea-bitten bitch, I told you to-"


    Those harsh words were the last coherent ones the foul-mouthed intruder uttered as S'leen suddenly brought her
hidden Buck Mark autopistol up and POP-POPed a pair of
jacketed hollow point rounds directly into the man's laser-lit
right eye. Before he could react to having his brains scrambled
by the twin bullets racing round and round inside his skull
like beads in a baby's rattle, S'leen's gun POP-POPped another
pair of perfectly-placed eye shots. The second intruder's right
eye exploded into red ruin, then a moment later the third
man received his own twin kisses of death deftly delivered to
the red-lit right one of his surprise-widened eyes.

 
   None of the intruders had imagined that the H'kaah
would fight, none believed her species capable of effective
resistance, much less lethal opposition. All three men were
technically dead before their twitching, spasming bodies hit
the carpet, victims of their own foul arrogance.
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 Shooting the men had taken all of three brief seconds,
and after carefully watching the intruders collapse like
lumpy, jerky rag dolls S'leen shook off part of her fright and
turned her attention to the crumpled, bleeding form of her
human patron, Jack Ross. She carefully clicked the sleek
black target pistol's safety on before placing it on the nearby
table, then she forced herself to approach Ross' obscene-looking, blood-oozing body. Her people normally didn't
handle violent death well, yet this was someone who meant a
great deal to her, someone who apparently cared more for
her than he did for himself.

 
   Someone who loved her.

 
   Her ears automatically oriented on a commotion coming from the driveway gate area, and when she glanced out
the door she could see police cars squirting through the
slowly opening barrier, blue lights strobing through the darkness in unsynchronized rhythms. The first car slid to a stop
in front of the porch and two uniformed officers bolted from
it with pistols drawn, to be quickly joined by officers from the
second car.


    "In here!" S'leen called, her lapin voice loud and piercing, and terribly desperate. "Help!"

 
   One of the first two cops, a tall young black sergeant,
recognized it, saying, "That's the H'kaah-I'm going in!"
Two other cops automatically positioned themselves to cover
the entrance, and the fourth one moved into position to
follow at a discrete distance. The first cop mounted the steps,
his dull black .40 caliber Glock autopistol held ready, then
he got a good look inside.


    "Oh sweet Jesus!" he cried, then grabbed the radio microphone clipped to his epaulet and yelled, "Eight to St.
Augustine! We've got at least four down! Roll rescue code
three and put MedTrauma Air on standby!"

 
   "Please help him!" was all S'leen said as she tried to cradle
Ross' bloody head to her breast.

  
  The officer quickly asked, "Any others?" but was met with
a confused, beseeching stare from the alien. "Benson! Davis!
Check the perimeter. Diego, sweep the other rooms-but
carefully! That car on the road by the gate was probably theirs,
but it may have held more than these three. GO!" The other
cops began their careful searches and the one giving the
orders briefly examined the now-deathly-still intruders.

  
  "St. Augustine," he said into the radio microphone after
a few moments, "cancel all but one rescue unit. I will, however, need homicide and, oh hell, get the lieutenant here,
too. This looks really bad and it may get a whole lot worse.
I...I know it's late but you better inform the chief."


    He carefully knelt down near S'leen, who was trying unsuccessfully to wipe blood off Ross' bullet-shattered face using only her silky-furred fingers. "Here," the cop said, offering her his handkerchief. "Jack was my friend, too." She
looked questioningly at the officer and he said, "I'm Ron
Washington; we met at the police firing range last month."
He nodded to the bodies of the three intruders. "Who shot
the dirtbags?"

 
   S'leen blinked a few times, then haltingly said, "J-Jack
shot one of them with his big pistol," and she pointed to
Ross' Ruger lying partly hidden under his body, "but it only
made the intruder stagger. After...after that the other two
came in and they all began s-shooting Jack." She was reliving
the nightmare in her mind, and her anguish tore at the young
officer's heart. "Then they saw me, and they said they were
going to...to eat me after they...they f-fucked me." Tears
dripped from her beautiful amber eyes. "They laughed and
lowered t-their guns and...and just like you and Jack taught
me I t-took advantage of their m-mistake-and I...I s-shot
them all."


    Washington glanced again at the three motionless forms,
and at the bloody ruin where each one's right eye had been.
He licked his lips, then respectfully said, "S'leen, you're the
best student I've ever seen." Washington looked sadly at Ross'
bullet-riddled form, then his eyes narrowed. He quickly
reached a hand to Ross' neck and pressed fingers into the
side of it. When S'leen looked at him, puzzled, he motioned
for her to be still. A moment later he held an ear to Ross'
bloody mouth, then quickly straightened and keyed his
radio's microphone.

  
  "Eight to St. Augustine! Tell that responding rescue to
hustle its ass! We've got one hanging by a thread with more
gunshot wounds than I can count! Get MedTrauma Air on
the way; this one's way too hot to handle locally!"

 
   S'leen's eyes widened and she looked from Washington
to Ross and then back. "Do you mean-?"

 
   "Yeah!" the cop said, grinning like a delighted child. "I
don't know how, but our boy Jack's still alive!"

  
  Rescue Three carefully squeezed its way through the
gate, then roared up the short drive and slid to a stop next to
the police cars. One EMT came bounding up the front steps
and into the house while the other two worked to thread a
collapsed stretcher around the cars. "Holy shit!" the solid-built woman muttered as she took in the carnage, then she
saw Washington frantically motioning her over to where he
and the H'kaah were huddled over Ross' body.

 
   "This one's the homeowner, Tommie," the cop said.
"He's still sucking wind and I'd really like him to keep on
doing it." As the other EMTs joined them and started working on Ross Washington carefully said, "Come on, S'leen, we
need to give them some room," and he gently moved her to
the far side of the room. Another car slid to a stop outside
and in moments a much older officer stepped through the
door.

 
   "Oy!" he said, looking at the nightmarish scene in the
entrance foyer. "Looks like somebody fought a war in here."
Lieutenant Nolan Green studied the activity for a moment,
then sadly ventured, "Ron, do we have any winners?" Then
he realized that the light-colored female form Washington
was comforting apparently wasn't injured (despite the blood
on her hands, arms, chest and thighs), wasn't human-and
wasn't dressed. "Good grief, man! Where are your manners?
Get something for that, uh, I mean for her to wear."

  
  While Ross had been lounging in a pair of black silk
boxer shorts, S'leen had been relaxing the way she was most
comfortable, clothed only in her fur. Human-style clothing
was the farthest thing from her mind at this point, and everyone else had been too preoccupied to notice. Green brought
it into perspective, saying, "There's gonna be a lot more
people here in a few minutes, and I think the, uh, young lady
would be more, uh, comfortable with some clothes on."

 
   What he meant was that he would be more comfortable
once the H'kaah was suitably dressed. While Green had long
passed the age of raging hormones he still found naked,
beautiful women, as well as unclothed, shapely H'kaah females, capable of spiking his blood pressure to dangerous
levels.

 
   Washington looked startled, then muttered something
only S'leen could hear. She seemed reluctant to do his bidding but after a few moments of encouragement she stood
(Green looked politely away) and hesitantly padded up the
stairs, disappearing into a bedroom. Green just shook his
gray-haired head, sighed and ambled over to where Washington was now standing and watching the EMTs work frantically on Ross' limp form.

 
   "Don't get your hopes up, son," Green cautioned, his
expression grim. "In all my years of military and police work
I've never seen someone shot up that badly live more than a
handful of minutes." The two officers watched in morbid
fascination as the three EMTs moved like one complicated
organism, seldom speaking in more than monosyllables as
they danced over Ross' body like a multi-part psychotic spider. Green slowly walked out onto the porch, unclipped his
tiny cell phone from his duty belt, punched in a number,
and after a momentary pause he spoke a few brief sentences
into it before returning it to his belt. He walked back into the
house, not really wanting to see what was being done to Ross
in the name of trying to save him.

 
   "LT," Washington asked, "what in God's name are those
things?" He was referring to foot-long dull metallic rods the
thickness of a pencil. The EMTs were carefully inserting
them into several of the bullet holes in Ross' body, then pushing a plunger in each rod's cap. The surface of each rod
then took on a blue sheen before it was abandoned, still
buried deep in Ross' flesh, as the EMTs turned their attention to other grim tasks.

 
   "Y'know, I'd only heard about those," Green said, genuine awe in his voice, "but I never dreamed I'd actually see
them used, especially on a friend. They're called Jacobs
Rods." When the young cop looked blankly at him Green
explained, "They're so new they're still somewhat experimental. Insert one of the stainless steel shafts into a wound
channel-spear, knife, bullet, many things can make a long
hole-and once it's inserted as far as possible you make it
extrude a quick-acting mixture of thrombin and fibrinogen
from hundreds of tiny holes in the shaft wall. The compounds
form fibrin, which is what blood clots are made of, and this
temporarily seals the major bleeding along the wound channel. The procedure doesn't do anything about hydrostatic
trauma from a high-speed bullet's passing, but anything
that can slow down the wound channel bleeding can buy
the victim some much-needed time to get him into surgery."

 
   Washington looked at Green like he'd sprouted horns
and a forked tail, and the older man added, "Hey, it's worth a
try! The military's been working on the idea of `blood clot
patches' for decades. Surface-wound patches are fine for
some kinds of wounds, but the Jacobs Rod delivery system is
an idea that originated from several high-profile incidents
where people got speared with various lethal objects-arrows, ski poles, javelins, spiked fence tops-and each time
the victim survived to reach help because they left the objects
imbedded in them to cut down on blood loss. Once in surgery the
objects were removed under controlled conditions, and in
every one of the cases the victims lived."

 
   One of the EMTs was getting angry as he talked over his
radio. "I'm telling you they've got to bring the bird down
closer to our 10-20!" The tiny speaker sputtered a few scratchy
words, then the medic replied, desperation raising his voice
to a near-shout, "The patient can't be moved that far; he's so
full of Jacobs Rods he looks like a porcupine, and his vitals
are dropping fast despite everything we're doing! We've got
to have a closer LZ and we've got to have it NOW!"

 
   Green had become much more attentive when he realized the EMTs were having problems finding a suitable landing zone for the helicopter ambulance. He stepped up and
told the medic, "Son, if you'll let me talk to them I might be
able to help." The frustrated EMT tossed his radio to the
police lieutenant.

  
  "St. Johns, this is City PD Lieutenant Green. Can you get
MedTrauma Air up on this frequency?" After a brief pause
the radio squawked in receive mode, and he faintly heard
the County EMS dispatcher contacting the helicopter on a
companion frequency, the transmission signal piggybacking
onto the main rescue frequency due to its high power. The
radio went silent for a moment, then the squelch broke and
a voice heavy with background noise blared from the tiny
speaker.

 
   "This is seven-alpha-whiskey MedTrauma Air to PD Lieutenant Green. Over."


    "Green here, MedTrauma Air. I understand you can't
find a suitable LZ within a stone's throw of our 20. Over."

 
   "Roger that, Lieutenant. Although we're still about seven
minutes out, from what your EMS dispatch is telling us the
closest we can sit the bird down is at least four miles from
your 20. Over."

 
   "MedTrauma Air, before I put on a badge and started
chasing bad guys I flew army medevac into some of the worst
hell-holes in both the Middle East and Africa, and I've set
bigger birds than yours down where they said it couldn't be
done. Let me put it this way: The wind is calm, and if we set
up a four-corner LZ with an eighty-foot diameter, are you
willing to at least give it a look?"


    The radio was silent for a good ten seconds, the three
EMTs frantically working on Ross exchanging shocked
glances with the two police officers. Then the radio speaker
squawked to life, the voice drawling, "Lieutenant, our rules
specify helipad, four-lane highway, ball field or cow pasture, and we
need a minimum of one hundred feet clearance."


    "Sir, where around here-?" Washington began, but was
interrupted by the radio.

 
   "Uh, where is this LZ you're talking about, Lieutenant,"
the pilot's tinny voice asked, "and how do you plan to designate it?"


    "Got `em!" Green snarled. "They're genuine pros and
they can't resist the challenge." To the others' puzzled looks
he only said, "Unless you've flown medevac you wouldn't
understand." Then to the radio he carefully stated, "The LZ
is right next to the victim's house, and we'll mark the four
corners with our patrol cars' blue lights and the red lights of
the rescue unit. You'll have to drop straight down into it from
altitude; I'm personally familiar with the area and there are
no, repeat no power lines nearby, but there are, repeat affirmative on large trees around the perimeter. However, as a former
medevac pilot I guarantee you'll have sufficient clearance if
you come in exactly like I advise. As for where in town-Using
the lighthouse on Anastasia Island as your reference, swing
south from there about a mile and you'll see our blue and
red flashing lights. Give us five minutes to get into position
and then I'll talk you down. Over."

 
   "You're on, Lieutenant," came the pilot's voice. "See you
on the ground in six minutes."

  
  "You heard the man," Green stated as he bolted for the
door. "Get our three patrol cars into the clearing next to the
house and we'll move the rescue truck into position last.
DIEGO! BENSON! DAVIS!" Washington was one step behind the bellowing Green as the two men thundered out the
front door. The other officers came running in response to
Green's call, and with the normally stoic Green barking orders like the younger officers had never imagined he could
do they soon had the three patrol cars into position in the
clearing next to the house. Green personally backed the
bulky rescue truck down the drive, then jockeyed it fifteen
feet off the pavement to complete the landing square.

 
   Washington ran up to Green, saying, "LT! S-sir! It...it
can't be more than seventy feet across the narrowest part of
the clearing! They can't land that thing in here!"

 
   Putting a calming hand on the frightened officer's shoulder, Green said, "You're pretty good at estimating distances
at night, son, but you're wrong about a good pilot being able
to set his bird down under these conditions. I did it in tighter
areas and with a bigger ship than he's got." The men heard
the thuttering drone of the rescue helicopter, then saw its
strobing navigation lights as it approached. "Right on time,"
Green said, then keyed the hand-held EMS radio.

 
   "MedTrauma Air, this is Lieutenant Green. We're in
position and I see you overhead. Take a good look around,
then come join the party."

 
   Powerful floodlights on the hovering machine switched
on, and the pilot slowly rotated in a full circle before carefully dropping the Bell 430 straight down into the middle of
the tiny clearing. The helicopter hadn't fully settled onto
the ground before the huge side door folded out and two
male paramedics jumped down and began running toward
the house, carrying a folding stretcher between them. Green
trotted up to the pilot's door, which popped open upon his
approach. Seven-alpha-whisky MedTrauma Air was piloted
by a middle-age black woman who's face was split with a wide,
white-toothed grin. Green matched her grin with one that
threatened to shatter his own craggy, dusky Semitic features.


    "You measure distance a little differently in the army,
Lieutenant!" she shouted over the descending whine of the
machine's twin gas turbines and the insistent whistling of
the four high-mounted, coasting rotor blades. "If there's an
eighty feet clearing anywhere around here, I'm a blonde-haired honkey!"

 
   Green laughed, holding his hand up-but not too
high!-in surrender. "Captain, my eyes aren't as good as they
used to be, but I've seen this big, beautiful bird fly numerous
times, and I knew they wouldn't let just any stick jockey take
her up at night." He grinned. "And I was right." He held out
a hand and the pilot took it in a firm yet feminine grasp.

 
   Matching his grin, she said, "Captain Horne at your service, Lieutenant Green. If you buy the beer when we're off-duty you can call me Shannel."

 
   Green said, "It's a deal, Shannel, but for threading this
particular needle I at least owe you dinner and a fine bottle
of wine. You pick the restaurant, and please call me Nolan."
He glanced at the front of the house and added, "But now,
Captain Horne, I think it's time we both got back to work;
your passenger's a dear old friend of mine, and your boys are
bringing him out now."

 
   The medevac paramedics and two of the local EMTs were
hustling Ross on the stretcher across the manicured ground.
Working quickly but carefully they secured him in the belly
of the helicopter, and as Horne latched her door she called
to the retreating Green, "I'll call you at the PD station tomorrow!"

 
   "Six to six, graveyard shift!" he yelled at her and saw her
acknowledgment. He quickly ran clear of the rotor blades'
sudden frantic whirring as Horne throttled up the twin
Allison gas turbine engines. Moments later, as the blades
began taking heavy bites of the summer night's warm air, she
eased the sleek machine straight up and clear of the trees,
then pointed it north before maxing the throttles for the
brief trip to the awaiting trauma center.

 
   As he and Washington walked back to the house the
sergeant asked, "Why in hell are the trauma fly-boys still using a helicopter? We've had jumpdrive-powered aircraft for
several years now, and they don't have the limitations those
old choppers do."


    Green laughed, saying, "It's economics, Ron. MedTrauma
Air had just taken delivery on that incredibly expensive bird
when the jumpdrive technology became available. It quickly
spread through the private, non-commercial sector, and of
course the military made a big deal of it-they couldn't afford not to! But the commercial aircraft world is governed by
profits, and companies couldn't afford to just throw away billions of dollars of perfectly good aircraft, even with the revaluation of the world's currencies. That bird's a complete
flying emergency room, you know. Regardless of whether
they convert existing medevac choppers to jumpdrive power,
or build entirely new aircraft with all the required medical
equipment, it takes mucho dinero to do the deed. I'm told it'll
be sometime next year, at the earliest, before they get a new
jumpdrive-powered medevac unit."


    An unmarked sedan slipped through the open gate,
hustled up the drive and parked in front of the porch. Out of
it folded homicide detective Richard Crosby, who had come
straight from home and was in rumpled civilian clothes, having gotten out of bed less than fifteen minutes earlier.


    "Jesus, Lieutenant, was that MedTrauma Air?"


    "Yeah, Dick, they're trying to keep my old buddy Jack
Ross alive." Green frowned, stating, "At this point he's
literallly flying on a wing and a prayer. Son, if Ross kicks off
that'll make number four in your report; you've already got
three dirtbags cooling down inside the house." As the three
men climbed the steps he added, "You want to hear the crazy
part-Ross' alien companion chilled them after they finished
using him for target practice." As the investigator's jaw
dropped open in disbelief Green added, "Yeah, I'm talking
about one of those sweet, fluffy H'kaah."

 
    "Don't shit me, Nolan. I probably like them as much as
anybody, but those creatures are nothing more than glorified rabbits! The only thing one of them is capable of killing
is...is a carrot."


     Green shook his head. "I wouldn't dream of telling you
how to do your job, son, but the little fluff you're talking
about is a rabbit the same way you and I are monkeys-and
my sources, as well as my own two eyes, tell me she's fuckin'
magic with a pistol. All three of the dirtbags were headshot,
most likely within the span of a few seconds, but it's how they
were headshot that makes the story even more interesting."
The three men entered the house and Crosby began examining the bodies of the intruders. The EMTs were busy cleaning up their work area.

 
    "They haven't been moved?" he asked, getting negative
responses from everyone in the room.

  
   S'leen called from the head of the stairs, "They are as
they fell, after...after I shot them." She quickly came down
the stairs and Green was relieved to see that she had cleaned
Ross' blood from her honey-blonde fur and had put on a pair
of dark blue shorts with a matching halter-top. Her long,
lush brown hair was bound into a ponytail with a blue ribbon,
and dainty blue sandals graced her large, non-human rabbit
feet.

  
   "You are Lieutenant Green?" she asked after approaching the older officer.

  
   "Yes, S'leen," he said kindly, then introduced her to detective Crosby. "I want you to tell him what you told Sergeant
Washington, then you and I are going to take a ride to the
trauma center in Jacksonville." He saw her solemn face light
up, and he suddenly felt a warm glow of pleasure. Oy, he
thought, what Jack says is true. The H'kaah really do have an effect
on us humans. No wonder he's crazy about them, and this one in
particular.

 
        "Jack and I were dozing on the couch," she explained,
"and as we were getting ready to go up to bed the intrusion
alarm went off. He ordered the security system to turn off the
lights and unlock the front door, then we waited in the dark
for them."

    
     "You were armed?" Crosby asked.

     
    "Yes. Jack had one of his big pistols and I had one similar
to what I practice with on the firing range, and when the first
one came through the door-" She paused for a moment to
bring her sudden trembling under control. "The man stood
there for a moment, then shined a light and pointed a gun at
Jack!"

    
     Green had to consciously fight his urge to wrap a comforting arm around the upset alien, but he managed to remain aloof and allow S'leen to continue her narrative.


         "Jack yelled for the security system to switch on all the
lights," she continued, "then he shot twice at the man, and
while I'm sure Jack hit him the man only grunted and staggered." She paused again to reign in her trembling, then
said, "That was when the other two came in and then they all
s-shot-they all shot Jack." She began crying, and both men
instinctively responded to comfort her, escorting her to a
nearby chair where she sat and got herself back under control.

    
     After she honked her tiny pink-rimmed nose on Crosby's
quickly proffered handkerchief her voice took on a surprising firmness. "I was crouched by the side of this chair," and
she pointed to the side away from the front door, which was
about twelve feet from where Ross was shot. "They saw me,
then they made comments about wanting to...to fuck me-"
she took a few deep breaths, "-a-and then eat me. By this
time they had lowered their guns, apparently deciding that I
wasn't dangerous. That's when I did what Jack and you police
officers taught me; I took advantage of their mistake."


    "And you shot all three men?" Crosby asked, his eyes
wide with disbelief.

  
  "I shot each one twice, right there," and she brought a
dainty pearled clawtip to within an inch of Crosby's surprise-widened right eye. "When the one Jack shot didn't immediately fall I guessed that he was wearing some kind of-what
do you call it?-body armor. Since the only uncovered parts of
their bodies were their eyes I placed my shots there."

  
  The man blinked and drew back, saying, "Bang-bang,
bang-bang, bang-bang? Like that? To their right eyes?"

    She solemnly nodded, pointing an imaginary gun and
going through the motions of shooting the three men. All
three cops noticed how quickly she pantomimed the action,
like a video run at double the normal speed. "They carried
their guns in their right hands," she explained, "so I guessed
they would be right-eye-dependent."


    "I told you back at the station how fast and accurate she
is," Washington softly stated, "and our three dead dirtbags
over there bear mute witness to that."

 
   Green reached over and removed his white handkerchief from the top of the table; under it was a suppressed,
laser-sighted Browning Buck Mark pistol. "This your gun,
S'leen?" he asked and got a nod in return. Washington made
sure the detective saw Ross' blood-drenched .45 caliber
Ruger on the floor amid a pile of medical waste. "Dick, I
think you've got enough to keep you busy for some time.
S'leen and I are going to take a ride north to the big city and
see how Jack's making out."

 
   The alien ran back upstairs and returned moments later
wearing a color-matched fanny pack. "I am ready," she announced.

 
   "LT," Washington said, "I'd like permission to accompany you and S'leen to the trauma center. Jack Ross was my
friend, and as one of S'leen's firearms instructors," he smiled
shyly at the H'kaah, "I'm proud of her, and I'd like to help."


    Green tried to keep the amusement out of his voice as
he dryly said, "Much as I admire your, um, devotion to duty,
Sergeant Washington, I think you need to stay here. When I
drive out the gate you'll be the ranking officer on the scene,
and from what you said you were also the first officer through
that door. Crosby needs your insight and expertise more than
S'leen needs you to...to protect her." He softened the order
by adding, "I may be old, son, but I'm far from dead. I'll make
sure nobody bothers her."


    He held out his hand to the awaiting H'kaah and said,
"Shall we go?"




    Even as St. Augustine and its surrounding county moved
toward its inevitable fate as a bedroom community for its huge
metropolitan neighbor to the north, there were still long
stretches of undeveloped rural US Highway 1 linking the
old tourist-oriented town with bustling Jacksonville. In the
young hours of that summertime Sunday automobile traffic
on that once-major artery was almost non-existent.

 
   Inside the police cruiser S'leen sat uncomfortably surrounded by the tools of the modern-day law enforcement
professional. There was so much equipment on the seat between Green and the H'kaah, as well as bolted to the floor
and attached to the dashboard, that it seemed to the alien
that both driver and front seat passenger were almost afterthoughts.

 
   "Is all of this...this equipment really needed?" S'leen
asked. "I count four different radios, a portable computer,
three boxes of paper forms and numerous electronic devices I have no idea of their purpose." She looked almost
overwhelmed. "Why do you need all this...this-?"

  
  "All this `stuff', S'leen?" Green said around a wry smile.
When he noticed her slow nod he said, "My type of police
work is more like that of a high-level manager. I have to be
able to monitor and contact any law enforcement agency, as
well as keep track of all my officers and what they're doing at
all times. Everything here has a purpose; nothing rides in my
car unless I have a use for it."

 
   S'leen looked directly at Green, and when he realized
she was staring at him she suddenly asked, "What use do you
have for me, Lieutenant Green? How does taking me to the
place where Jack Ross may already be dead serve your law
enforcement needs?" The way she phrased her questions
startled the man, and he didn't immediately answer her. When
he finally responded, what he said first shocked, then dismayed the alien. Lieutenant Nolan Green knew even more
about Jack Ross than S'leen did, and virtually none of it was
good.

 
   "Black Jack" Ross, the alien learned, had been a marked
man for decades.






Chapter 7

High Crimes & Worse
"What do you know-really know-about Jack's background?"
Nolan Green asked his alien passenger, and she replied
with an overview of Ross' horrifying lunchtime revelations.
"And that's all?" Green asked, incredulous. He got a confused, silent nod in return. "Oy," he said, putting more grim
inflection in that one word than S'leen would have believed
possible.


    After a tense moment S'leen said, "I don't understand,
Lieutenant Green-"

 
   "For God's sake, S'leen, call me Nolan," he said with
exasperation. "Whether or not you realize it, right now I'm
the best friend you've got." When she looked even more
confused he sighed, then said, "Up to now you've been at a
`need to know' security level in this, but I think matters have
reached a point where your `need to know' covers just about
everything relating to this whole operation. Sugar-coating
situations like this can get you killed, and as you've recently
discovered, people involved in this kind of thing play rough,
and they play for keeps."

  
   Because it was still dark Green wasn't driving much over
the speed limit, and he wasn't running the patrol car's blue
lights or siren. Since they were still some distance from the
hospital Green decided to make good use of the private
time with the H'kaah. "I'm going to tell you of a dark period
before you were born, S'leen, of an Earth torn by small wars,
`police actions' and terrible deeds done by monsters disguised as ordinary humans. Jack told you that he killed
people while working in what we humans call government-sponsored `black operations'; what he didn't tell you was how
many people he killed, and-dear God-what led to some of
those deaths.

  
   "Tonight you discovered that when your prey has no face
the killing is easy," he brusquely stated, but then added dramatically, "Occasionally, though, there comes a time that you
have to look your victim in the eye, and that's when the killing becomes personal."

  
   "I don't understand, Nolan. I could plainly see their
eyes, and-"

  
   Green frowned, saying, "No, that's not what I meant. You
shot three masked intruders while fighting for your life, and
you killed them from a distance while looking over the sights
of a gun. If you literally `look your victim in the eye', you're
probably in direct physical contact with them, and you're
probably the predator with the victim as your prey. It's not
cold, it's not impersonal, and I can tell you from experience
it's not easy."


     He was silent for a handful of moments, the patrol car's
amber dash lights giving his strong-featured face a hellish,
otherworldly cast. "I wish to God-anybody's god-what I'm
about to tell you was a fairy tale," he said, "but fairy tales normally don't give adults nightmares, and I haven't had a good
night's sleep in over twenty years."

 


    When I first caught up with him, "Black
Jack" Ross was already a major player in the
shadowy, "black" world of military/governmental special operations, the kinds of things no
country publicly admits sponsoring, although
most engage in them. At that time Jack was working solo in the Middle East, trying to stir up
enough civilian outrage in a small Arab sheikdom to incite its population to overthrow their
leader, a cold, brutal man who happened to be
extremely hostile to both America and my native Israel, a land that, like that particular Arab
sheikdom, no longer exists.

  
   Teddy Shapiro (yes, he's the one everybody
mistakenly thinks runs Patrons) and I were operatives in Mossad, Israel's elite combination
secret police, government intelligence and covert operations unit. We had heard of Jack's
exploits, but few in the agency really believed
one goy (sorry, that's a Jew's term for a non-Jew) could actually be responsible for so much
mayhem in so many different places around
the world. By this point in his career Jack was
credited with personally assassinating two third-world kings, three military dictators and a Communist premier, along with killing seventeen
mid-and high-level governmental officials. He
had also engineered the destruction of twelve
governmental and industrial buildings, which
killed over two hundred bureaucrats, technicians and laborers. While he always avoided capture, he was often able to shift blame for the
deeds to the very groups and individuals he was
working to destroy.

 
   Arabs and Jews, S'leen, are of a race of
humans called Semites. It's tragic that while Arabs and Jews are "blood brothers", so to speak,
we so desperately hated each other we...we
obliterated our homelands and millions of our
own people in a senseless nuclear war. But that
came much later.

 
   Teddy and I were ordered to merge our
operation with Jack's effort, and our instructions were to meet him in the market place of
the small town he was using as a base of operations. Being Jews born and raised in Israel, Teddy
and I were, with our extensive Mossad training,
able to blend in and pass for native Arabs, and
we thought it would be easy to spot a Caucasian-Jack- as he tried to pass himself off as an
Arab merchant.


    We were wrong.

 
   After hours of fruitless searching during
which we managed to annoy dozens of lifelong
town citizens whom we thought looked suspiciously like Caucasians in disguise, we took shelter for the night in a "safe house", a nondescript home owned and maintained by one of
our people. Shortly after we had gone to sleep
we were awakened by a shadowy figure in our
rude, tiny room-and the figure had us covered with a nasty-looking Uzi machine pistol.

  
  I'm not proud of it, but when I saw that
figure standing there like the shadow of death I
wet myself.

 
   Jack had slipped into the house and into
our bedroom without triggering some rather
sophisticated security measures we had installed,
and he would have killed us right there and
then vanished into the night had we not been
able to prove our identities. It turned out that
he had been watching us all the time we were
trying to locate him-and even with our specialized training we had absolutely no idea we
were the prey being stalked by such a deadly
predator. Teddy and I realized right then that
all the stories we'd heard about him must be
true.

 
    Over the next two years the three of us
worked as a team, running covert operations in
virtually every part of the world. While we three
became close friends Teddy and I noticed that
Jack was becoming more and more disenchanted with the terrible things our work required us to do. Still, that didn't stop him from
maintaining his reputation; "Black Jack" Ross
was, plain and simple, a government-backed
terrorist-assassin, and the world we live in today
would be a far different place had he not been
so terribly effective. Sadly, that effectiveness is
the very reason why he was attacked tonight.

 
    Jack, you see, was too good at his job, and
both his government and mine used his talents
far too often for his own good. Because of that,
and despite his chameleon-like ability to blend
into almost any culture and situation, enough
information on how he operated was eventually accumulated to compromise his ability to
function in the black operations world. Eventually
he got out of it, both for reasons of security and
from a growing case of conscience, but...but
not before he did something so horrible, so
incredibly outrageous that Teddy and I-well,
we still have nightmares.

 
    The three of us were in another part of the
world; where we were and what we were doing
doesn't matter that much anymore. We were
trudging on foot through one of a seemingly
endless string of nameless villages that infest poor
countries like fleas on a dog. Poverty in such
places is often so thick and overwhelming that
it's like walking through a quagmire of undernourished, swollen-bellied babies and gaunt,
vacant-eyed adults. And the smell- When
there's no money, no food and no hope, hygiene becomes an impossible luxury. Such poverty has a stench that infects your sinuses and
burns itself into your memory. Teddy and I never
forgot it, and I'm still overly sensitive to people
who don't bathe regularly.

 
    In that part of the world the three of us
were not the "right color"; we could disguise
the shade of our skin but not our basic body
structure and facial features, so we didn't even
bother trying to pass as natives of the area. Still,
we spoke enough of the local language to get
by, and wherever we went the locals thought we
came from a country not too distant; an often
brutal country they respected but mostly feared.

 
    As we walked in silence past a small collection of primitive hovels, each of us lost in our
private worries about the job we had to do in
that sad nation's capital, we desperately tried
not to take notice of the horrors all around us.
Nothing green and in any way edible survived;
even the ever-present scrawny cattle and half-wild dogs were absent, apparently having been
sold or eaten. Everyone had a half-dead, listlessness attitude, as if even breathing was almost
too much effort. At that time none of us were
married; you don't accept such risky duty when
there are dependents expecting a spouse or
father to return home. Still, no sane human
could be exposed to such deplorable conditions without being affected, and we thanked
God in our own private ways that our personal
lots in life were better that that.

 
    And then, without warning, Jack stopped
in his tracks. He had spotted a starvation-bloated, fly-covered infant, probably no more
than six months old, and she was lying in a pile
of filth and garbage not far from the entrance
of one of the disgusting, dung-walled huts.

 
    The baby appeared to have been thrown
away like so much trash, and I guess that with
the overwhelming deprivation everywhere
around us such a thing really wasn't so unusual.
Life was cheap in many third-world countries,
and in that part of the world children often
died before their first birthday. In fact, this was
the first sign of children we'd seen in the little
village, so maybe that's what made Jack suddenly pause and look so intently at this one pitiful example of discarded humanity. A moment
later, as the three of us stood there lost in our
dark thoughts, we saw something that changed
everything.

  
   The baby moved.

  
   In an instant Jack dropped his backpack,
stooping down to sweep the pathetic little mite
into his arms, and after giving her a cursory
examination his wordless look of anguish told
us that while she was alive, death would soon
claim her. Then his eyes changed. S'leen, as God
is my witness those pale blue eyes were like nothing you ever want to see. In all my years, in all
the terrible things I've seen in all the countries
of the world, I've never seen a look of such raw,
naked  outrage the equal of what I saw in Jack
Ross' eyes. No writer can describe it, no movie
actor can portray it. As a child I'd heard it said
a man can literally blaze with anger, and in that
one timeless instant, as Teddy and I stood looking at our chaver and team partner, I knew the
truth of those words.


     Jack swept the area with his terrible gaze
and it finally descended on a nearby old woman
squatting next to a pile of filthy blankets. Moving like an ill wind he swooped down upon her
and in low, urgent tones demanded to know
whose child it was that he held in his arms.

 
    Teddy and I could only watch helpless from
the sidelines, our mission of death and mayhem
momentarily forgotten. We all knew the price
of drawing too much attention to ourselves,
but Teddy and I-well, we had both trusted our
lives to Jack's judgment on countless occasions,
and we figured he wouldn't endanger the mission. Looking back, I guess we were right, but
for a horribly wrong reason.

 
    Jack wouldn't accept the woman's listless
replies; he kept badgering her, rephrasing and
relentlessly repeating his question until he got a
response that satisfied him. But I guess "satisfied" was not really an accurate term; "galvanized" is probably closer to the effect her words
had on him. He stood, the flaccid infant still
tenderly cradled in his lean, powerful arms, then
he strode purposefully toward the nameless
village's commons area.

  
   There a lanky young woman was squatting
next to a stinking dung fire over which a small,
black pot of vile-looking liquid bubbled; a rude
dinner for the village's chief, no doubt. Jack's
approach to the woman attracted little attention from the rest of the village's hollow-cheeked
inhabitants, but his harsh words, barked in the
guttural, colorless language spoken in the region, caused a number of nearby heads to swivel,
buzzard-like, towards the noise.

  
   Under his questioning the young woman
admitted that the infant was, in fact, hers, and
that, yes, the child had been abandoned to die.
Life was harsh, she told him defensively, and
there were too many mouths to feed as it were.
God, she stated in an ugly, nasal tone, would
provide more food when he wanted the children to survive; until that time, she added
brusquely, there was no need to feed unwanted
babies. There would always be more babies.

 
    Who, Jack carefully asked, spoke to her of
God's divine wisdom? She irritably declared that
the village's holy man (priest, shaman, witch
doctor, the term is of little consequence and
means virtually the same in all languages) was
the voice of God in all things, and that he'd
wisely told the village's inhabitants that children
were an unnecessary expense. The villagers had,
the woman angrily stated, been all too happy to
rid themselves of the burdensome children they
could ill afford to raise. Before Jack could say
or do anything else the infant convulsed and
gave out a thin cry, then became deathly still in
his arms. Still squatting by the fire, the woman's
skeleton-like, harsh face reflected undisguised
hostility at this light-skinned man's intrusion into
her affairs. Jack paused for a time to gaze at the
pitiful, lifeless lump he was holding next to his
heart, and while Teddy and I were both saddened at the death of the child and disgusted
with the village's inhabitants, we thought the
baby's death would be the end of the matter.

 
    In fact, it was just the beginning.

  
   Wordlessly Jack knelt and carefully placed
the dead child at her mother's feet, then he
stood, his face a stone mask. In a smooth, efficient motion that I've replayed in my mind a
thousand times, Jack reached under his vest and
withdrew a large black combat knife, and striking like one of the deadly vipers native to that
miserable land he slashed open the woman's
throat from ear to ear.

  
   Her body shuddered uncontrollably as it
silently vented its stinking, crimson life onto the
tiny cooking fire, then it toppled forward to
cover the dead baby like an obscene pile of
rags. Jack suddenly yelled to the wide-eyed villagers, ordering them to point out their holy
man. Finally one of them gestured and gibbered
toward a hut set slightly apart from the others.
As Jack strode purposefully toward it an old
man with a face scarred by ritualistic tattoos
and smeared with cheap paint pushed aside a
greasy animal-hide door flap and blinked out
into the merciless sunlight. Jack carefully asked
him if he was the village's holy man, and when
the man arrogantly proclaimed that he, and he
alone, spoke the word of God Jack calmly drew
his Uzi, and with a single well-placed shot to the
man's forehead he made sure that was the last
time that particular "voice of God" ever uttered
a sound.

    
     Teddy and I were still in shock from Jack's
brutal execution of the baby's mother, and
when he cold-bloodedly shot the village's holy
man it just added to our feeling of unreality.
Our team leader had just murdered two civilians not in any way involved in our operation,
but they were just the beginning.

    
     There were thirty or so people eking out
what passed for a living in that hell-hole, but in
what's best described as a wolf tearing through
a farm yard Jack swept through the tiny village,
going hut-to-hut when necessary, and in the
space of a few minutes he systematically killed
every last inhabitant. A few had tried to run but
Jack seemed to be everywhere at once. Nobody
escaped. I had never seen such cold-blooded
carnage, and even though Teddy and I wanted
to stop him we both knew that Jack would have
just as easily killed us had we gotten in his way.
But by not stopping him we share in both the
responsibility and the guilt.

    
     When there were no more villagers left alive
Jack stood for a moment in the middle of the
commons area and surveyed his terrible handiwork. Then, without speaking a word, he calmly
reloaded his Uzi and retrieved his backpack
from where he had dropped it by the garbage
pile.


  And we continued with our mission.

 


    The police car was threading its way through the light
pre-dawn traffic as it approached the hospital, but the horrified H'kaah had eyes only for the grim-faced police lieutenant piloting it. "In all the years since then Jack has refused to
talk about the massacre; he won't even acknowledge it took
place. In the months that followed he became more and
more withdrawn, retreating into books on philosophy and
religion and even science fiction. In time he left the service
of his country and returned to civilian life, moving back home
to immerse himself in his father's business. He met and married a woman, fathered and raised two fine kids, and in a way
I think he tried his best to forget that `Black Jack' Ross ever
existed.


  "Teddy Shapiro and I kept in touch with him over the ensuing years, and when we finally grew weary of trying to solve the
world's  problems   we   followed   him   here  where    Teddy  moved 
into the business world and I got into police work.   Then the
jumpdrive  was  discovered  and...and  the Middle East world went
mad.  Racial tensions and old conflicts became much more intense, and in what seemed like a few short months  they reached
critical mass. In the span of a few hours, Israel (my homeland,
everything that served as a worldly anchor to Jews) was turned
into dust as the ages-old Arab and Jewish religious hatreds boiled over into atomic war. In time, your people and dozens more
were discovered, and one evening a short while later Jack
called Teddy and me together for a meeting at his house. He
had some very special United Nations people there, and we
learned that, unbeknownst to us, Jack had been a very busy
man. On that night the Patrons concept was born."

 
   By this time they had pulled into the parking lot of the
hospital, and Green brought the police cruiser to a stop in a
"reserved-police" slot not far from the emergency room entrance. As they sat there, engine idling and air conditioner
purring a chilled breeze into the car's cramped interior,
S'leen was trembling in every part of her body. She was finding it harder and harder to fight the instinctive, overwhelming urge to throw open the door and let her long legs carry
her away from this madness.

 
   "With all that said," Green rumbled, apparently unaware
of the alien's distress, "now do you understand a little of what
happened tonight?" When she gave no response he added,
"Over the years since Jack moved back home there have been
seven other attempts on his life. We made enemies of a lot of
people, S'leen, and every so often, even after all these years
and despite all the precautions we took back then to keep
our identities secret, a few of them manage to solve the puzzle
and locate one or more of us. This group, tonight, was the
first to actually draw Jack's blood, and had you not been there
they probably would have gotten away with it."

 
   "Had I not been there," the H'kaah eventually stated as
she battled her emotions and instincts, "Jack probably would
have killed them himself. He was worried about my safety,
and I fear he let that distract him."

  
  Green frowned, saying, "Maybe, maybe not." After a sigh
he added, "Whatever else he is, Jack's a professional, and
pros in this business are hard to distract. He trained you and
armed you with what he thought you could best handle.
Granted, he didn't know if you could hold your own in a
gunfight, but none of us ever really knows that until it happens."


    "I...I just wish I had done something sooner," she said,
her voice on the verge of breaking. "If I had shot-"


    "Damn it!" Green barked. "If you had taken hostile action against them five seconds before you did they would have
probably shot you right along with Jack. Given the situation,
you did the right thing!"

 
   His sudden outburst cowed the alien, but after a terrified moment she realized that Green wasn't threatening her;
he was just annoyed. "I...I'm sorry, Nolan," she meekly said
after a few minutes of strained silence. It further surprised
her to see the man's dark features split in a wide grin.

 
   "Just don't let me hear you criticizing yourself for what
you did. I'm as proud of how you handled yourself back there
as my young sergeant is, and if Jack were in a position to say or
do anything, he'd be cheering and bouncing off the walls in
celebration."

 
   But then H'kaah took all the joy out of his comment.
"But we don't even know if Jack's alive," she said and then she
began to cry.

 
   "Hey, none of that," Green gently said. "We don't know
that he's dead, either, and the sooner you turn off the water-works and get yourself together the sooner we'll go inside
and find out what's going on." He handed her a tissue and
she honked her pink-rimmed button nose.

 
   But before they left the car S'leen said, "You never answered my question, Nolan. What use do you have for me? Why
am I here, when there is nothing I can do to help Jack?"

 
   His hand resting on the door handle, Green looked
directly into S'leen's eyes for at least ten long seconds, then
said, "At this moment nobody knows what the reaction will be
when the public learns that an H'kaah has killed three armed
human assailants. The circumstances of their killing isn't
the real issue here, S'leen; what matters is that a member of
an alien species widely thought to be passive and oh-so-gentle
has taken direct and lethal action against armed attackers."

 
   When she tried to say something he held up his hand,
saying, "I know, I know-this is exactly what we've been working toward. The whole reason for this Patrons experiment was
to try and make all you passive herbivore species capable of
standing up to all us terrible, blood-thirsty predators." When
she looked confused he added, "But what happened tonight
proved that it can be done, and you proved it in the most
dramatic manner possible. What none of us can predict is
what the reaction to this will be, not only among us humans
but among all the other sentient species, predator and herbivore alike. Personally, I think humanity will be tickled
shitless to know that it won't have to nursemaid your people
forever. What the other species will think, I don't know. I
have enough trouble trying to figure out what my own kind is
thinking. Second-guessing non-human people born under
different suns is way out of my league."

  
      S'leen was even more shocked at Green's revelation, but
before she could say anything he added, "So to answer your
question, Dear, as a secret member of the Patrons team-and
there are others you still don't know about-I can best protect you by keeping you close to me until we see how this is
going to shake out. Now let's go find out how our boy is doing, hmm?"

    
    River City Trauma Center was like nothing S'leen had
ever seen. Besides the hospital's imposing size, which was far
larger than any building she had ever visited, the barely-controlled sense of urgency the Emergency Room staff exhibited immediately set her already frazzled nerves on edge.
Green, however, seemed completely relaxed as he breezed
up to the security checkpoint with the wide-eyed alien in
tow.

  
      "Who's running the show tonight, Manny?" Green asked
the elderly Pinkerton guard seated at the desk. "And how in
God's name did you get stuck working these dreadful hours?"

   
     The old man laughed, saying, "Doctor Fernandez is calling the shots until seven, Nolan, and as to why I'm here-somebody has to be here, so it might as well be me. Since my
Bertha, God rest her soul, passed away last year I haven't
needed to stay home so much. Anyway, I can use the money."
He looked questioningly at the H'kaah, then at Green.

     
   "This lovely young lady is S'leen, Manny, and she's with
me. Seems some dirtbags ventilated her human patron before she managed to return the favor, with interest." The old
man's eyebrows arched halfway up his wrinkled forehead
and Green added, "MedTrauma Air hauled the guy here,
and we're hoping Doctor Fernandez's folks can plug the
leaks in his carcass."

 
   Green urged the alien onward toward the main reception area, and S'leen's eyes widened as she looked across the
huge waiting room at the ragtag collection of sick and injured humanity awaiting treatment. The normal moaning
and cursing of the would-be patients died down as more and
more of them caught sight of the alien; the police officer
drew no attention other than from those who realized that he
was escorting the H'kaah up to the receptionist's window.

 
   "Good evening," Green said to the startled woman behind the armored glass screen. "I'm Lieutenant Green of
the St. Augustine Police Department, and I'd like to speak
with Doctor Fernandez. Also, for security reasons the young
lady and I would like to wait for Doctor Fernandez in an
office." The way Green stated his requests left little doubt
that he expected his wishes to be carried out, and the receptionist reached to a hidden switch and released the electric
lock on a nearby door, nodding for Green to proceed.

  
  Once through the door, though, Green and his companion came face to face with a Jacksonville Sheriff's Department officer who blocked their way. "Hold it right there!" the
alarmed man barked. "I don't know who you are or what
that...that creature's doing here, but-"

  
  That was decidedly not the way Lieutenant Nolan Green
was used to being addressed by a junior officer, even one not
under his command. In a smooth motion that was so swift
and unexpected that it caught the young officer totally by
surprise, Green slammed the man up against the wall of the
hallway. His swarthy, lined face was so close to the young
officer's own light-skinned, smooth features that the patrolman could see the patina of age in the older man's skin.


    Green snarled in a voice so deep it was almost gutteral,
"Let's get the ground rules straight right now, mister. You
address me as Lieutenant Green, and my friend here is an
H'kaah, not a `creature'. IS THAT CLEAR?" When the young
officer didn't respond quickly enough Green snapped, "Well?
I'm waiting, patrolman, and I'm already damned tired of your
attitude."

 
   The officer had never had a high-ranking officer of an
outside department dress him down like that, and it was
obvious that conflicting emotions and thoughts were at war
in his head. This lieutenant obviously had no authority in
Jacksonville, yet-

 
   "L-lieutenant. Sir. I...I really don't know-"

 
   "Son, who's your sergeant?" Green growled, the promise
of dire consequences in his voice. "Better yet, who's your
lieutenant?"

  
  Oh shit! the young officer thought. Not only is my sergeant
gonna chew my ass, now this guy's gonna bring my lieutenant in on
this! "L-lieutenant Thompson, Sir," he said, trying not to cringe
in front of this strange officer.

  
  Green smiled, but it held no humor that the nervous
young cop could detect. "Why don't you get on the radio and
ask Lieutenant Sonny Thompson to call me on my cell
phone?" the man asked in a steely velvet tone. "We talk on
occasion and he has the number."

  
  Ohshit-ohshit-ohshit! the young cop thought in a panic,
but he tried to keep it out of his voice as he relayed Green's
request through his dispatcher. In less than a minute the
tiny cell phone clipped to Green's belt trilled and he answered it.

   
 "Good morning, Sunshine!" Green's deep voice rumbled
good-naturedly as he exchanged fraternal insults with the
person on the other end of the connection. "I'm standing
here in your lovely city's marvelous trauma center with a handsome young officer by the name of-" Green squinted at the
nervous cop's nametag, "-M. Duncan, but your officer and I
seem to be having a little, well, let's just call it a `communications breakdown'. MedTrauma Air brought in a critical shooting victim who happens to be an old friend of mine, and I'm
here with his charming H'kaah companion who was most fortunate in that she managed to toast the three dirtbags who shot
him. You with me so far, Sonny? Well, as I said, your Officer
Duncan and I don't seem to be communicating on the same
frequency, and- Put him on the phone? But of course."

  
  Green handed the tiny handset to the visibly pale officer, and the young man quickly lost most of the rest of his
pigmentation as he sputtered and stammered into the phone.
Green had stepped back to where the H'kaah was cowering
near the entrance door, and he put a calming hand on her
shoulder. "Sonny Thompson and I went through the police
academy together," he softly explained, "and we were patrol
buddies busting bad guys' heads when this youngster still
thought girls were a lower form of life. When Sonny's done
ripping our boy a new asshole I don't think we'll have any
more trouble."

 
   And true to Green's word, they didn't. Officer Duncan
was almost saluting Green's cell phone by the time Thompson had finished barking into the young cop's ear, and as he
returned Green's phone the young cop blurted out, "Lieutenant Green-Sir! And, uh, ma'am, I hope you both will
accept my sincere apologies and...and forgive me for being
so rude. My lieutenant has given me permission to do whatever I can to help you in this...this unfortunate matter."

 
   "Very good," Green stated in his normal, laid-back style.
"In case you didn't catch what I was telling your lieutenant,
this young lady's patron (an old and very dear friend of mine,
by the way) was shot and critically wounded by three assailants a short while ago. And while circumstances didn't permit her to stop them from shooting my friend she eventually
managed to gain the upper hand and subsequently killed
them. All of them. Very dead. Headshot them, in fact."

  
  Green's low-key rendition of S'leen's accomplishment
caught the officer even more off-guard that the lieutenant's
belligerent upbraiding had. This sleek, cuddly-looking rabbit-creature chilled three armed dirtbags? Duncan thought, his beard-shadowed jaw dropping open in classic amazement. "I, uh,
didn't think-"

 
  "Apparently her assailants didn't `think', either," Green
dryly said, then he caught sight of a middle-aged woman in
a white lab coat striding purposefully up the hall. "Felicia!"  
Green boomed over Duncan's shoulder.

  
  "Nolan you old scoundrel! I might have known you'd be
at the center of all this excitement," she responded with a
tired grin, then motioned for them to follow her into a nearby
office.

  
  When Green and the alien stepped inside the small
office the young cop hesitated, but was quickly motioned
inside. "You're involved in this now, son," Green told him,
"so you might as well join the party."

 
   Quick introductions were made and the doctor seemed
genuinely pleased to meet the shy alien. "Your Mr. Ross is in
surgery," the doctor gently told her, "but if you'll give me a
minute I'll see what I can find out." She picked up her desk
phone and punched in a four-digit code, then started asking technical questions. In less than the promised minute
she put the handset back on its cradle and grimly said, "As
you probably know, Mr. Ross is torn up pretty badly, but he
certainly appears to be a fighter. If all goes as planned he'll
be in surgery another four or five hours, then he'll be moved
into the Intensive Care Unit. After that-well, no guarantees," she said with a weary smile, "but we'll see what happens."

  
  Turning her attention to Green she asked, "This wouldn't
happen to be your old friend "Black Jack", now would it?"
When Green nodded she stated with a frown, "I have my
Catholic version of Hell and you have your Jewish one, but I
think our patient's version may be worse than both of ours
put together." She shook her head, then a sudden smile lit
up her tired face, "And Nolan, please pass my complements
to your local EMTs. We've never had a shooting victim come
in looking like a pincushion, and what they did with the
Jacobs rods will probably earn them a new chapter in the
training manual."

 
   Green nodded and put a reassuring hand on S'leen's
trembling shoulder, saying, "There's nothing more we can
do here. Let's get you back home and we'll check on Jack
around noon. OK?" Her ears drooped in submission, the
forlorn look on her alien features obvious to the three humans.

  
  "If you feel it would be proper, and of course with the
hospital administration's permission," Officer Duncan offered, "I'd be willing to stand guard in the ICU over your
friend."

 
   Green looked at Doctor Fernandez, who nodded her
approval. "Son," he said with a weary smile, "you don't know
what that means to me, and to S'leen, too. I'll contact Lieutenant Thompson and arrange for you to be relieved when
your shift ends, and I'll make sure he's aware of your willingness to help in this matter." His words and the way he said
them told the young officer that the two men's earlier confrontation was no more than a fading memory.

  
  On the way out S'leen ducked into the women's rest
room, and Green told Duncan, "I need to hit the head, too;
my stomach's not too happy with the Mongolian barbecue I
had for supper. If you'd watch out for S'leen while I'm in the
crapper I'd really appreciate it." Before the young officer
could say anything Green pushed open the men's rest room
door, and almost immediately Duncan heard the inner doors
bang; apparently Green was in a hurry.

 
   A few moments later S'leen rejoined Duncan in the hallway, and he nervously said, "The Lieutenant's, uh-"


    "I heard the doors slam, Officer Duncan," and she smiled.
Duncan felt his whole body blush, and the H'kaah quickly
added, "My patron, Jack Ross, turns pink just like that when
he embarrasses himself." Her smile widened.

 
   "Uh-"

  
  "What is your personal name, Officer Duncan?" she softly
asked, her smile still unnerving him. The man had obviously
never conversed with a non-human, and S'leen was just tired
enough to enjoy making the brash young officer squirm.

 
   "Uh, M-mike, Ma'am."

 
   She raised her eyebrows in mock surprise and twitched
her rabbit-like whiskers. "Uh-Mike-ma'am Duncan?" she responded, perfectly deadpan. "I find that unusual even for a
human."

 
   Teasing was the last thing Duncan expected from the
fantasy creature standing less than two feet away, and before
he could do more than sputter in response S'leen laughed.
Duncan found that to be the crowning touch to an incredible morning, and he collapsed bonelessly against the wall,
absolutely at a loss for words.

 
   "Sometimes I have that effect on Jack, too," she stated
with a smile, but then the smile dropped away and her face
took on a tragic expression that melted Duncan like a lovestruck schoolboy. "But I don't know if...if I'll ever s-see him
again."

 
   And then she began to cry.

  
  Once again Officer Mike Duncan was caught off-guard,
and before he realized what he was doing he gently wrapped
his well-muscled arms around the exotic-and, he suddenly
realized, erotic!-alien, trying his clumsy best to comfort her.
Of course that was the moment Green chose to surface from
the dark confines of the rest room, and as he stood there in
the doorway, blinking at the tender sight before him, he
cleared his throat in a theatrical manner. The young cop
jumped as if he'd been goosed with a nightstick.

  
     "Carry on, Officer Duncan," Green firmly ordered.
"You're performing an important police service for the young
lady (and if you have a tissue or handkerchief I'd suggest you
let her use it) but when she's composed herself we need to
get on the road for home." Duncan quickly produced a reasonably clean handkerchief and the alien wiped her eyes
and honked her nose on it, then politely handed it back to
the bewildered and thoroughly embarrassed man.

 


     Neither Green nor his H'kaah passenger spoke until
they were well on their way out of the city, and it was Green
who broke the silence.

  
     "I won't ask you if the cat got your tongue," he gently
drawled, glancing at the alien out of the corner of his eyes,
"since that would probably spook you even more so than you
already are."



       S'leen had been mindlessly gazing at the golden, dawnlit scenery, but not really absorbing any details. After a few
seconds Green's words seemed to sink in and her head
snapped around to stare wide-eyed at the man as if he'd
crawled out from under a rock.

   
    "Y-you-I...I-" she sputtered, seeming to press herself
back into the door. Green kept his hand on the power door
lock's master switch since he didn't trust her not to jump
from the moving car. A few seconds later she seemed to get
her panic under control and finally said, "S-sorry, I'm sorry,
I-"


       "Dear," Green soothed, "I'm the one who should apologize. Whether or not you realize it, you're suffering from
shock. The last thing you need right now is a cynical old Jew
making trite jokes at your expense." She slowly blinked her
large amber eyes, and Green noticed that her breathing had
slowed to a more normal rate. "Even with all I've seen and
done, S'leen, I still can't imagine how frightening all this
must seem to you. None of our human-based races consider
themselves `prey', and regardless of our various social
pacifisms, if you scratch a human's civilized veneer you'll
invariably turn loose the predator we all keep bottled up
inside." He slowly extended his right hand and the alien
first looked at the shopworn, rough appendage as if it were a
snake, then hesitantly reached both her hands and took it
with a soft, velvety-furred grasp.

  
  "Is this hand of a...a killer?" she timidly asked.

 
   Green was carefully splitting his attention between driving and tending to his passenger, and the alien noticed that
his dry banter had stopped. It seemed several times that he
was about to speak, but each time he stopped short of actually saying anything. Finally he sighed and replied, "With
that very hand, Dear, I have killed. And like the man who is
fighting for his life back there in the hospital, this hand no
doubt has killed those who did not deserve to die." He
glanced at her and was surprised to see her face wrapped
around a thoughtful expression.

 
   "I, too, have killed," she stated, "and in my mind I still
see how quickly, how effortlessly three people died-because
of my hands, the killing hands that hold your killing hand."
She lifted her right hand to study it in the golden morning
light. "It is strange, Nolan, but while I know my hands bear
the blood of my victims, they do not feel any different to me
than they did yesterday." She caught his eye once more as he
risked a quick glance at her. "Do your hands feel different to
you, Nolan Green, or is my concern over this matter merely a
product of my...my `prey mentality'?"

 
   Green continued looking at her longer than was prudent, and when he snapped his eyes back to the road he
discovered that they were about to run into the back of a slow-moving freight truck. "SHIT!" he yelled, wrenching on the
steering wheel with both hands and tromping on the brake
pedal as he tried to avoid a potentially fatal crash. Amid the
blare of nearby horns and the squall of abused tires he managed to navigate the bulky patrol car around the truck while
artfully dodging the other vehicles on the Interstate beltway
that was carrying them out of Jacksonville.

 
   S'leen had been too startled to do more than squeak as
she bounced against her seat belt and bumped her head
against the passenger-side window. Once clear of the near-tragedy and with the patrol car firmly back under control,
Green said, "Oy, but that was close! Are you all right?"

 
   The H'kaah was sitting frozen on her end of the seat,
eyes wide and rabbit-toothed mouth open in a silent scream.
After a few moments during which Green feared she would
start screaming for real, or worse, S'leen resumed breathing,
closed her mouth without undue noise and slowly relaxed
her frozen muscles. She finally risked a look toward Green,
who quickly glanced at her and repeated his question.

 
   But instead of answering directly she shakily said,
"Perhaps...perhaps we should postpone this conversation
until we get home. M-my nerves can't take m-much m-more
excitement today."

 
   "And to think, the day's still young," Green sighed.




One of the resident mockingbirds was raising merry hell in
Jack Ross' porch side rose bush, and she dutifully scolded
S'leen and her human escort as they wearily climbed the
front steps to enter the house. "What are you so pissed about?"
Nolan Green growled toward the outraged bundle of feathers.

 

Chapter 8

To the Nth Degree 
       The H'kaah appeared to be moving through a fog, her
eyes not focused on anything in particular, her ears not even
tracking the various noises around her. As the two figures
passed through the front door the mockingbird arrogantly
continued her early morning tirade.

    
    Inside the house most of the night's madness had been
cleaned up; only a few dark bloodstains on the thick tile-patterned carpet remained to give mute testimony of the
lives that had ended there, as well as those that had been
forever changed. S'leen paused just inside the doorway, and
Green stood back and to the side, letting her come to grips
with her emotions. After nearly a minute of silence the alien
shuffled to where Ross had fallen, then she knelt at the edge
of the still-tacky bloody area. She dragged a finger across it,
then raised the stained digit to her nose. A moment later she
keened a long, mournful wail that set Green's teeth on edge,
then curled up into a ball on the carpet near the stain.

 
   Nolan Green, former Mossad agent, current police lieutenant, world-wise man well into his fifth decade of life, was
at a loss as to what he should do. Had S'leen been a human
woman suffering the loss of a husband or family member he
would have offered his sympathies and whatever help she
needed, then gone about his duties confident that the officers still working in the other parts of the house would be able
to help her. This, however, was a slightly different situation,
and a far different kind of "woman".

  
  Police Sergeant Ron Washington bolted into the room,
then spied the H'kaah on the floor and his lieutenant near
the front door. Green made a sharp "quiet" gesture before
the man could give voice to his obvious questions, then motioned for the young officer to join him on the porch. "It's
not as bad as it looks, son," Green stated in low tones. "Our
boy Jack is still sucking wind, and he's getting the very best
medical care our tax and insurance dollars can buy. Also,
one of the JSO boys will stand guard over him in ICU once
he's out of surgery." Washington nodded, pleased with what
he was hearing. "I brought S'leen home so she could maybe
get some rest, and for me to try and figure out what to do with
her."

 
   Washington looked startled, then confused. "Sir, I...I
guess I don't understand. What do you mean, `-Figure out
what to do with her'? S'leen has resident alien status, and
unless we're going to file charges against her-"


    Green wearily shook his head, saying, "No, son, there
won't be any charges filed against her; trust me on that. There's
more going on here than you know, but I think everybody will
agree that no court in the land would convict her of anything
other than being beautiful. Hell, a grand jury would want to
lynch any state's attorney dumb enough to try to charge her
with a crime!" He smiled at the thought, then ventured,
"Crosby hasn't found any kind of ID on the three intruders,
has he?" To Washington's headshake Green offered, "I didn't
think he would; we never do."


    "Uh, Lieutenant, I-"

 
   "Ron," the older man said softly, "there have been seven
other instances of `mysterious intruders' at this place, and a
total of five more instances at two other homes, all during the
past twenty years. One of those homes is mine." The young
sergeant looked shocked. "Yeah, I know, you haven't heard
anything about them. The last incident was about four years
ago, right before you joined the department. We keep quiet
about the intruders for a number of reasons, one of those
being-hang onto your gonads, son-United Nations Security.
Yep, you heard the capital letters there, and the UN folks
mean business, too. It's something the department just deals
with, and we've been pretty good about keeping our mouths
shut." He looked sternly at the sergeant and the young man
tried staring back at his commanding officer, but to no avail.

  
  "Sure thing, LT," the young cop finally said, but his resentment wasn't very well hidden. "I'll keep a lid on it."

 
   "Ron," Green began, his voice very calm, his demeanor
low-key, "I'm not trying to be a hard-ass about this." He sighed,
then made sure no other officers were within earshot before
saying, "Listen, son, while this situation directly involves me,
my personal involvement isn't even the biggest part of it;
besides Ross and myself, it also involves one other man here
in town. And while the Chief's not a directly involved party,
he's fully aware of the overall situation, and of many other
related things. Jack Ross, along with the other man I just
referred to and yours truly all worked international black ops
during the years you were a rugrat, and even though we've
been out of that unpleasant business for a long time, occasionally we have, um, `problems' show up on our doorsteps."
He glanced back into the house where S'leen was still curled
up on the floor. "This, however, is the first time one of us has
been taken down, so either they're getting better at it, or...or
we're just getting too damned old to deal effectively with
them."


    Washington was, to put it politely, shocked. "Sir,
you...you're not shitting me?" When Green just looked tiredly
at him the younger man added, "You're serious, aren't you?"
Green slowly nodded and Washington noticed the haunted
look in the old cop's eyes. "Oh my God-"

  
  Green just shook his grizzled head and said, "I'm afraid
we're beyond the help of anybody's god, son. Otherwise I'd
still have a homeland, and Jack Ross wouldn't be fighting for
his life forty miles north of here."

  
  The two police officers slowly headed back inside to see
what could be done for the other shooting victim, the one
element neither of them knew quite how to deal with.




   The surgery unit of River City Trauma Center was busier
than usual for that time of a Sunday morning. It wasn't that all
the surgery suites were in use; they weren't. The usual Saturday night fights had produced the routine crop of knife injuries and small-caliber gunshot wounds, along with the expected sprinkling of automobile crash-related cases, one of
which died on the operating table.

  
  But nobody had ever seen a case quite like Jack Ross, the
"human pincushion". Most of the work-weary night shift
elected to stay on as observers as Ross' trauma surgery team
continued its task of carefully removing the Jacobs rods and
repairing as much damage as possible from the multitude of
gunshot wounds the man had collected. Joining the team as
both observers and assistants were the oncoming dayshift
personnel, as well as off-duty staffers who had been notified
of the highly unusual case.

 
   Jacobs rods had only been in limited use for a little over
a year, and even in the big city's trauma center it was rare to
see more than one case a week that utilized one or two of the
devices to plug puncture wounds. Ross had twelve of the foot-long rods-all that the EMTs had in their rescue truck-plugging the most-critical bullet wounds, and each one had to
be carefully extracted after a catalytic solvent had been injected
into it to dissolve the coagulant it had extruded. As each one
was removed, the trauma surgeons had to clean out the wound
channel (and remove what they could of the bullet that made
it) as well as repair as much of the damage as possible.


    Some of the damage could not be repaired.

 
   They dared not touch one of the bullets.

 
   "Tell me again who this guy is," one faceless nurse asked.

 
   "All I know is that he's about fifty, and that he's a major
friend of the St. Augustine cops," another faceless, blood-spattered nurse stated. "What I can't understand is, what are
all these little cuts and bruises scattered over his body? He
shows obvious signs of numerous old gunshot wounds, as
well as what look like old knife and burn scars, but what the
hell are all these fresh-well, they look like...like bite marks
to me-over so much of his body?"

  
  The nurses looked at each other for a moment, then the
first one added, "Unless-he's really kinky and they actually
are bite marks."

 
   After studying the marks for a moment the second nurse
responded, "Naaahh. Those don't look like anything a lover
would do; there's way too many, and they damned sure don't
match any dental patterns I'm familiar with. Gotta be something else, a bunch of pet rabbits or...or hell, I don't know.
Maybe he fell into a rose bush or something."

  
  "Or something," another nurse offered.

 


    The smell of spicy sausage links and frying eggs tickled
Teddy Shapiro's large nose. "Breakfast almost ready?" he
called from within the folds of the Sunday London Times. Before he received an answer the cell phone on a nearby table
trilled. Not many people in nearby London knew the number, so he feared it had to be a long-distance call from the
States. He'd flown directly to the historic old English estate
from the Friday night party, and once settled in had managed to actually get some work done toward setting up
Europe's first Patrons branch on the outskirts of Great Britain's
capital. Shapiro was customarily an early riser, but this morning he'd gotten up earlier than usual to get a head start on
the mountains of work facing him, but a quick mental calculation told him that it must be shortly after midnight, Sunday
morning, on the East Coast of the United States. He hoped
with a sinking feeling that the call didn't mean something
bad. Then he saw the caller-ID number on the phone's LCD
screen and his stomach lurched.


    "Hello."

 
   "Tzvi, Noach here. Here's the short and sweet of it: A trio
of black-suited mamzers hosed our old chaver Jack, and S'leen
managed to chill them after the fact. Jack's hanging on by his
non-existent foreskin, and I think you need to be back here
ASAP. I'll call when I know more. Shalom."

 
   The line went dead, and all Shapiro could do is look at
the little phone like it had suddenly turned poisonous. "`Shalom' to you, too," he absently muttered in the direction of
the silent instrument.

 
   A russet angora-furred female H'kaah peered hesitantly
around the corner from the kitchen before entering the room.
"Was that a call from home, Teddy?" she asked, not really
expecting an answer.

  
  He didn't say anything for a moment, then slowly looked
at the plush-furred alien standing uneasily near the doorway. The look in his eyes was so full of misery that even she
understood something was terribly wrong. "F'haan," he slowly
began, "go put on some clothes and get your things together."
When she looked questioningly at him he would only say,
"We'll be leaving in an hour, probably to attend a funeral."

  


    When Green and Washington reentered the house they
found S'leen still curled up on the patterned carpet near
the huge bloodstain where Ross had been shot. She was softly
keening her grief in a way that set both men's teeth on edge,
and neither man knew quite what to do for her. Finally Washington knelt down and hesitantly put a hand on her quivering shoulder.

 
   "S'leen," he called, and when she didn't respond he
called her name again. When he still failed to get a response
he gently shook her shoulder with a carefully firm grip.
"S'leen, this isn't helping matters, and it isn't helping Jack.
Now come on, get up, we need to talk." To Green's undisguised surprise she ceased keening and eventually raised a
tear-soaked face up to gaze blurry-eyed at the two police officers. The look of anguish on her non-human face literally
broke their hearts. No creature, they both believed, especially a sentient one, should have to suffer so for another, but
then she surprised them by voicing agreement with the young
sergeant.


    "I...I am sorry," she said, looking up at the men, "but it
hurts so much when I think of how I will probably never
again hold him next to me, never again experience his powerful kindness, never-" She paused, momentarily overcome
with grief. Both men quickly produced handkerchiefs; she
took Washington's and honked her nose, then said, "Please
forgive me. What is it you would like to talk about?"

  
  "First, let's get out of this room," Green stated. "We need
a place away from the stink of death, maybe the kitchen; there
we can talk without being distracted." But when they entered
the kitchen they found Detective Richard Crosby seated at
the little breakfast nook table, its surface covered with bureaucratic paperwork relating to his investigation.

  
  "Didn't find any IDs on the dirtbags, did you?" Green
asked, and was rewarded with a disgusted shake of Crosby's
sandy-haired head. "Doesn't surprise me, son. You probably
won't even get a fingerprint match since they're most likely
foreign nationals who got into the country on forged papers."

   
 "Just like the two previous cases I worked here, you
mean?" Crosby asked and got a slow nod in reply. "Crap. Why
even bother, LT? Nothing will appear in any records; it'll all
get hushed up."


    Green smiled thinly, saying, "While it doesn't go into
OUR official files, Dick, the information is important, and it
might surprise you where it winds up. Carry on with your
work. It's a pretty day so maybe we'll go sit under a tree." And
with that the two men and the alien grabbed tall glasses of a
popular carrot-orange juice blend out of the refrigerator and
left by way of the back door.

 
   Ross had been justifiably proud of his carefully landscaped property, and he had made sure there were ample
seats and tables scattered throughout the garden areas where
people could simply relax and enjoy the tranquillity. The
two cops and the alien were soon seated on curved benches
around a small table, and there the discussion began.

 
   "I called Teddy Shapiro shortly after I arrived this morning," Green stated. "He should be here before long. Since
your only embassy in this part of the world is in New York," he
said nodding toward S'leen, "I figured you might want to
return to Patrons until we know what's going to happen to
Jack."

 
   But he figured wrong. "Nolan, Patrons is not my home;
unless Jack dies or he tells me I must leave, I am allowed to
live here until the contract expires."

 
   "She's right, sir," Washington volunteered. "That question came up during one of our training sessions with S'leen
and Jack at the firing range. Our guys wanted to know what
would happen to S'leen if Jack were to be shot-accidentally,
of course!-while at the range. Once that was settled we didn't
worry about it; we knew things would be cool."

 
   "I don't know if I'd call it `cool', Ron," Green drawled,
"but are you sure you're not forgetting his son and daughter?
They might have a say in all this."


    "That matter, too, is addressed in the contract," the
H'kaah stated. "In the event of his...his `total incapacitation',
I am entitled to live here and exercise control over my life, as
well as receive my monthly pay, including money for food
and necessary supplies, until the contract or...or my patron
expires. After that I...I will have to leave." Once again she
looked heartbroken, and Washington boldly reached out
and gently wrapped both of his large, dark hands around
one of her velvety, golden ones.


    "Until this matter is resolved," he firmly stated, "you'll be
protected around the clock." He glanced at his lieutenant as
he told her, "There are more than enough guys who would
be willing to rotate guard duty on their off-hours, if necessary. We'll make sure no other dirtbags get a chance to hurt
you."

 
   "Ron, I don't think you understand," she countered, her
soft amber eyes boldly meeting his dark brown ones. "I was an
incidental target-Jack was the one they were after. And,"
she looked pointedly at Green, a strange expression on her
face, "if word of his condition reaches the right ears, perhaps
no other assassins will follow the three I...I k-killed."


    Green looked momentarily startled, then peered at the
alien with new respect. "You know, I think our young lady has
a valid point." He chewed his lower lip for a few seconds,
then casually stated, "I don't mind authorizing a round-the-clock police presence here, Ron, but I agree with S'leen in
that it's probably not necessary." He glanced at his watch,
then said, "And you, young lady, are missing out on needed
sleep-time. It's already eight, and we need to call the hospital around noon for an update." He stood, saying, "I'm past
my shift change, too, so I think I'll head home and grab a
bath, a few hours' sleep and some clean clothes. It's gonna
be a long day."

                          *     *     *

 
   Shapiro wearily grounded the Patrons minibus-sized
starship in the far corner of the facility's parking lot. Luckily he had been rested enough to pilot the bulky vehicle
himself the full distance from England. None of the
H'kaah who had gone to England with him had ever flown
anything other than a kite, and the handful of flight-certified human staff that accompanied Shapiro and the
aliens to England needed to stay behind and continue
their work.

  
  That didn't, however, mean Shapiro wasn't on the verge
of exhaustion. In fact, he had to enlist F'haan's help to keep
him awake during the eight-hour parabolic-pathed flight that
spent a major portion of the journey screaming through the
thin stratosphere. The Patrons ship, like most low-cost civilian jumpdrive-powered vehicles, didn't have an autopilot, and
it hadn't been optimized for atmospheric flight; actually, it
had the aerodynamics of a brick, and high-speed flight at
lower altitudes caused it to quiver and buck like something
unhappily alive.

 
   Shapiro's companion dutifully rubbed at the tension knots
in his shoulders and neck; this made him groan theatrically
in a manner that a few months earlier would have frightened
the timid H'kaah. Now, though, she simply ignored the
sound, knowing that her patron was pleased with her skillful
ministrations.

  
      "We'll only be here long enough to freshen up, Dear,"
he rumbled. "While you make me a nice roast beef sandwich
I'll try to find out where S'leen is staying, and what Jack's
condition is."

 
       "Do you think he is...is still alive?" F'haan hesitantly
asked.

  
      "Since I haven't gotten another call, and-" he checked
the `message waiting' feature on the tiny phone, "-there's
no e-mail or voice-mail messages waiting to be picked up,"
his strong-featured face broke into a weary smile, "I'd say our
boy Jack is still among the living." He slowly unfolded from
the pilot's chair and pulled his wheeled bag from one of
the overhead storage bins. F'haan retrieved her smaller
shoulder bag; the aliens didn't need much in the way of
luggage. He opened the rear door, unfolded the stowed
stairway and motioned for the russet-furred alien to go
ahead of him.

  
      "Ladies first, my Dear," he said. "Anyway, I've gotta lock
up."




        Noontime brought an increase in activity at the Ross estate. All but one police car had left, as had the cleaning
service Lieutenant Green brought in to remove the
bloodstains in the carpet. In fact, things had been quiet for
over an hour before the electric gate hummed open and a
sleek, black Chrysler sedan purred up the drive to stop near
the patrol car. Shapiro and F'haan unfolded from its fragrantly
leather-lined confines and slowly made their way into the
house. Sergeant Washington met them near the foot of the
stairs and gave them a low-voiced overview of what had transpired. As he was finishing the narrative another patrol car
pulled to a stop out front and moments later a haggard-looking Green came through the front door.

  
       "Helluva night, Tzvi," he stated.

   
      "So we've heard," Shapiro responded, his expression
grim.

   
      "And who is this lovely young lady?" Green asked, nodding politely toward the lop-eared H'kaah.

     
    "Oh, that's right, you haven't met my companion. F'haan,
this is Police Lieutenant Nolan Green. He and Jack and I go
back a long way, both time- and distance-wise."

     
    Green had gotten used to being around S'leen, but compared to Ross' companion this little red-furred H'kaah was
quite different, both in looks and personality. F'haan was
much shyer, several inches shorter (not counting the height
"loss" due to her droopy "lop" ears) and had long, silky russet angora-like fur over most of her somewhat buxom body.
The hair on top of her head was so darkly red it was almost
black, and she wore it in a long ponytail that hung all the way
down her back to her rump, where it matched the color on
the tip of her tail. The tips of her ears also showed the same
red-black color. Her petite claws were a contrasting pearl-white and her H'kaah-standard two-piece satin outfit
matched the same delicate green shade of her eyes.

     
    She was the most exotic creature Green had ever seen,
and he suddenly envied his old Mossad partner like he'd
never done before. Despite the best efforts of the house's air
conditioning system, Green began to sweat.

      
   F'haan was still somewhat nervous around human authority figures, but before she could become too uncomfortable in the presence of the police officers she spied S'leen
at the top of the stairs. The two aliens exchanged brief chitter-squeak greetings, which two of the three humans present
readily understood, then S'leen came down to meet her visitors.

  
       "Mr. Shapiro," Ross' companion said in English, "it is good
to see you again. I just wish it were for a happier reason." She
took his right hand in both her silky-soft ones, then held it
up for a symbolic inspection. "Is this the hand of a killer?"
She dropped the surprised man's hand and grasped the
young officer's right hand, giving it a cursory glance like she
had done the older man's appendage. "Other than color it
looks little different from one of Sergeant Washington's."


    When the surprised men looked to Green for guidance,
the lieutenant simply said, "She knows, Tzvi. And there's no
need to skate around it in front of Washington, either." Green
looked weary. "At this rate, the whole damned world will know
before this is over."

 
   S'leen released the embarrassed sergeant's hand, then
said something to F'haan, in H'kaah, that the young officer
obviously didn't understand. "She told her," Green stated,
"that hands that have killed look no different from those that
have not killed." When Washington looked even more confused Green explained, "We know for certain that Ross has
killed at least four hundred people, and between us Teddy
and I are responsible for somewhere in the neighborhood of
a hundred deaths. With only three `kills' to her credit, our
young H'kaah here has a long way to go to catch up-and we
all hope to God she never does."

 
   F'haan's beautiful green-irised eyes were so wide with
shock that they looked almost ready to pop out of her head,
and she recoiled from the humans-as well as S'leen-in
horror.

  
  The three men, along with the newly world-wise honey-blonde-furred H'kaah, stood quietly, waiting to see what the
frightened lop-eared alien would do. Understandably, they
didn't have to wait very long as F'haan continued backing
away from the others in the room, apparently preparing to
bolt screaming out the front door.

 
   Speaking in a sharp, commanding tone of voice that none
of the humans had ever heard an H'kaah use, S'leen ordered the russet-furred female to stand still and quit acting
like a fool. What further amazed the humans present is that
she gave the orders in English.

  
  "It is time," S'leen firmly continued, "that our kind stop
running from the unpleasant side of life. We don't have to
agree with the practice and we certainly don't have to enjoy
it, but we must face the fact that people of all kinds-furred,
feathered or bare-skinned-kill." She swept the three humans with her alien gaze, then added in a cold tone, "And if
we H'kaah are to have a chance for survival in this unforgiving universe we must publicly acknowledge to friends and
enemies alike that we are no different. Given the proper training and...and sufficient motivation, we too can kill."

 
   As the plush-furred alien stood listening to her species-sister in disbelief, S'leen added, "What Lieutenant Green
said was correct; I killed the three humans who tried to kill
my patron, and who planned to kill and...and EAT me." F'haan
jumped like she'd had her rabbit-tailed fanny goosed, a fresh
look of horror twisting her soft features into an ugly, toothy
snarl. "But," S'leen continued, "because my patron believed
in us-in me-he took the trouble to train me how not to
automatically be a victim. Jack Ross gave me the ability to fight
to live, and I plan to pass the gift, the very idea of that, to our
people." She slowly held out her right hand to the apprehensive female H'kaah, and F'haan at first looked at it as if it
were a snake. But after a few long moments her face relaxed
somewhat and she hesitantly reached a hand out toward
S'leen's velvet-furred one.

 
   "Must I-k-kill-to live, S'leen?" the russet-colored
H'kaah asked, a dejected tone to her voice.

  
  To the three humans' continued amazement S'leen replied, "We `kill' to live every day, F'haan. We `kill' living plants
and consume their vegetable flesh to fill our bellies and fuel
our bodies. In the multi-species universe we now live in we
are not required to `kill' other sentients for food; we-and
therefore you-only have to be capable of killing those who
would deny us-and you-a right to life itself. From what
Jack has told me, most humans have never killed another
human, and find the thought of it every bit as upsetting as we
do. But when forced," she added, "I believe humans are possibly the most efficient killers in the universe. They don't
just kill for...for f-food, they kill for many reasons, and
sometimes...sometimes for no reason at all." S'leen touched
F'haan's hand to her forehead, then released it. "I killed to
keep from being killed, and I think that is a concept any sane
person of any species can embrace."

 
   "Young lady," Green said after a respectful nod in S'leen's
direction, "I couldn't have said it any better myself." After an
awkward pause he stated, "But now I think it's time we
checked on our patient," and he headed for the kitchen to
retrieve the telephone handset from its charging base.





    Doris Tritt watched her collection of cardio-monitors with
practiced diligence. Most of the ICU patients connected to
her electronic watchdogs were resting peacefully; number
seven, of course, being the unlucky, unstable one of the
bunch. She glanced at the nametag under the scrolling green
line. Jack Ross. Doris Tritt had no idea what Jack Ross looked
like, but from what she knew of his injuries-what she heard
the surgeons had to do to keep him alive, and what they
couldn't fix-she wryly concluded that any thoughts of a long-term friendship were a waste of time.

 
   Still, the young Jacksonville police officer sitting uncomfortably in the chair outside cubicle number seven tended to
pique her curiosity about the man he was guarding. I wonder,
she thought, is this Jack Ross character some kind of big-time criminal that they need to keep alive long enough for the legal system to
execute him? Stranger things had happened, she knew, and
she was convinced that even stranger things would happen
in the future.


    Ross' monitor showed a dangerously irregular heart beat,
but from what her status sheet on him showed, the doctors
knew of it and didn't seem to think they could do much
more to rectify the situation. Every few minutes a grim-looking doctor, nurse or technician visited the cubicle, and every
so often the cop peered around the corner, then returned to
his chair, his face pasty white from what he'd seen.

  
  Doris Tritt figured somebody would eventually tell her
more about the mysterious patient in number seven; maybe
even the young cop who, she had decided, wasn't all that bad
looking, would shed some light on the subject. No wedding
ring on his left hand, either. Maybe he'd like some coffee, or
perhaps she'd offer him a chilled can of Coke from the staff's
refrigerator. When her break time rolled around she'd tempt
the cop with something refreshing and maybe, just maybe
he'd break his silence. Today, she mused, might be more
interesting than she'd thought.

   
 Jack Ross slumbered on, restless, medically unstable,
oblivious to the world.


    But still alive.

 


   "You've checked on him recently?" Green asked the telephone handset, then he nodded slightly and said, "I see."
After another pause he added, "Felicia, you have no idea
how much your help in this means to me, and to S'leen."
Another pause and, "I know everybody under your care gets
the best treatment possible, but with you personally involved
in this I feel Jack is getting that little extra attention that
might make all the difference." There was a long pause during which he frowned and eventually said, "You're sure? Really? Um, I see. Yeah, there's that. Sure. Well-" Green looked
like a deflated punch-me doll as he finished with, "I'm sure
you're doing your best, and that's all anybody can ask for.
Yeah, I'll tell her. Thanks, Felicia, and we'll check in tonight.
The same to you, Dear. Goodbye."

 
   He slowly placed the handset into its cradle, then turned
to look at the two H'kaah, Shapiro and Washington. What
they saw was an obviously unhappy man struggling to find a
way to say something he really didn't want to say. After a handful of moments in which no words were spoken Washington
got tired of waiting.

  
  "Well? How bad? You look like someone shot your dog,
LT. We're all adults here; let's have it straight."

  
  Green grabbed a step stool from a nearby corner and
joined the others who were seated at the breakfast nook table.
"The `straight' of it is that...that Jack isn't going to make it."
The two aliens were seated on one side of the table, and
when Green made his grim pronouncement S'leen took it
hard, literally collapsing against F'haan who quickly enveloped her in a comforting embrace.

 
   The old cop seemed to age at least a decade as he outlined the situation. "S'leen-Oh God, I'm so sorry. I...I wish
the news had been better, but Felicia-that's Dr. Fernandez-has checked Jack several times herself, as well as talked to
the surgeons who worked on him. She says that there's too
much damage, too many vital bodily functions compromised
for him to have any long-term viability. In the short term he
may improve enough to regain consciousness, but he's already on partial respiratory life-support, his kidneys are virtually gone, his liver and spleen are barely functioning, he
even lost a good portion of his intestines."

 
   Each damaged or destroyed organ, by itself, would constitute a serious problem, Green explained, but he had saved
the worst for last. "Besides all that, and besides losing his left
eye and the hearing in his left ear, there's one more thing:
Jack is almost totally paralyzed. One of the bullets punched
through his belly to lodge in his spine. They're afraid to
disturb it for fear of doing even more damage, but where it is,
as well as what the neurological tests show, says that his entire
lower body is effectively dead. And because of his breathing
difficulty and unstable heartbeat, they're certain the bullet
is affecting the nerves that govern his upper bodily functions
as well." Green took a long, deep breath, then added huskily,
"Hell, if he's lucky he might not wake up at all."

   


   Officer Mike Duncan was bone weary, more from the
stress and tension, he admitted to himself, than from physical exertion, of which there had been virtually none in the
past eighteen hours. Despite his intention to stay neutral in
the Jack Ross affair, Duncan found himself pitying the gravely
wounded man fighting for life in the cubicle behind his
chair. Even though Ross was unconscious and supposedly
felt nothing, nobody, Duncan thought, should have to endure the terrible, brutal indignities Ross experienced as the
medical staff struggled to keep his bullet-shattered body alive.


    Every so often Ross, whose breathing was occasionally
assisted by an electro-pulmanary stimulator instead of the
usual plastic tube down the throat, muttered and cried out
in his sleep. The med-techs simply ignored it, since Ross was
obviously unconscious and irrational. Duncan, however,
heard one sound repeated more often than any other, and
eventually he realized that it was a name.

 
   S'leen.


    The man was calling the name of his H'kaah companion,
and Duncan's weary brain pieced the obvious together; Ross
had been shot while trying to protect her, no matter that she
had subsequently killed the assailants. But Ross didn't know
that. Moments after he came to that conclusion Doris Tritt
strolled over, having finally gotten to take her break.

 
   "Excuse me Officer-Duncan," she tentatively began as
she read his nametag, "I was wondering if you'd like some
coffee, or possibly a soda. I'd be glad-"

 
   "Maybe later," he interrupted, then realized how harsh
he sounded to the young monitor tech. "Sorry, I'll be glad to
take you up on a cup of coffee, but first I need to know if Dr.
Fernandez is still on duty. Can you find out?" He forced a
smile that he hoped wasn't too plastic.

 
   Taken aback at the young officer's question, she quickly
returned to her station and dialed a number on her phone.
After a few low-volume words were exchanged she caught
the officer's eye and nodded. He left his post by the cubicle
and quickly stepped to the monitoring station. "Is that her
on the phone?" Nod. "Ask her if she could swing by here in
the next few minutes." When the young woman's eyebrows
raised with doubt Duncan added, "It's about Jack Ross, and I
think it's important." When the message was relayed the
monitor tech's eyebrows climbed even farther up her forehead.

 
   "She'll be here in ten minutes," she said incredulously
as she hung up the phone. This Ross guy's obviously a lot bigger
deal than I'd thought, she silently mused.

 
   Duncan nodded, then smiled and said, "Now, Ms. Tritt,
about that coffee-"


    Ten minutes later, his Styrofoam coffee cup still half-full
and steaming, Duncan was eagerly explaining his concerns
to the doctor. "-And that's when I realized that he probably
doesn't know S'leen's still alive."

 
   "So what's your point?" Fernandez prompted.

 
   "I'd like to try to get through to him, to let him know that
she's safe. Maybe...maybe knowing that will calm him down,
let him rest. It's obvious even to me that, given his critical
condition, this restlessness isn't good for him." It was obvious to the doctor that the young cop had taken a very
personal interest in the situation.

 
   After a few moments of thought Fernandez said, "All
right, you can try your theory, but only when he's calling her
name. I don't want you disturbing him otherwise, understand?" She had to clamp down hard to keep from laughing,
such was the young officer's joy at being allowed to take an
active roll in the case. "And if you get a response from Ross,
you're to let me know immediately, got that?" Duncan promised he would, and she allowed herself a slight smile. "You
pull this rabbit out of the hat, mister, and I might have to put
you on our staff."




   In the ICU cubicle, deep inside his damaged psyche,
Ross fought a frustrating, losing battle with black-suited, wolf-faced demons. The shadow-images kept taunting him, biting him, all the while getting closer and closer to his defenseless, helpless H'kaah companion. In his desperation Ross
repeatedly tried to call out to S'leen, but often he seemed to
have no voice, his efforts netting him nothing but pain. But
now and then, for no apparent reason, he did seem to call
her name, but still to no avail. She never replied; there was
no response at all. And so he despaired.

  
  But then something changed. Ross became aware of a
reaction when he struggled hardest to call S'leen's name.
He could hear something; not her, he was certain of that. Yet
something was happening, something apparently not related
to the nightmare battle he was so hopelessly losing. Something was going on that he decided must be terribly important, and the more he tried to concentrate on whatever it was,
the less real the nightmare battle became. Slowly, as if he
were a great lumbering whale drifting toward the ocean's
distant surface, Ross rose from the depths of unconsciousness, rising toward the source of the disturbance.

  
  Rising toward reality.






Chapter 9

To Wake The Dead
Dr. Felicia Fernandez was sprinting and dodging like a cat
chasing a squirrel as she hurried through the maze of corridors and the scattering of personnel that separated her from
the private administrative staff elevator. Most of the huge
hospital's staff had never seen the petite Hispanic woman
move in anything more frantic than a professional hurry;
they'd never dreamed the administrative physician was capable of anything remotely near the overt panic she seemed
to be exhibiting.


    At that particular moment the esteemed Dr. Felicia
Fernandez didn't care one hoot in hell what anybody in the
hospital thought about her; she just wanted to be in ICU cubicle number seven. The best way she knew to accomplish
that in the shortest possible time span was to throw dignity to
the wind and do her best to outrun it.


    Thirty seconds earlier she had received a frantic phone
call from an ICU nurse. It seemed that the young police
officer stationed outside Jack Ross' cubicle had gotten a reaction from the comatose patient, and faithful to her instructions, he had called for help.

  
  Fernandez just hoped she didn't blow an artery from
the unaccustomed exertion. She hadn't been this excited
in years!




    "Jack Ross! Speak to me, Jack!" Officer Mike Duncan was
hovering over Ross, emphatically coaxing the man toward
full consciousness. "Your H'kaah friend is safe, Jack-she killed
the bad guys! Yeah, I know it's tough that they got to you first,
but in the end she toasted `em in grand style, man. Come on,
Jack, speak to me!"

  
  And Ross was trying his very best to speak, but the sometimes-clear voice he called out with in the nightmare had
become a painful, twisted, breathing-hampered croak in what
passed for reality, and while he didn't fully understand what
had happened, he instinctively knew he was in serious
trouble. You don't hurt the way he did, especially in the places
he did, unless you were in deep shit.


    And Ross was in a lot of pain.

 
   "Don't. Shout." Ross struggled to make those two words
come out understandable between the labored breaths something was forcing him to take. He finally got the words out
clearly enough for his ear to understand them; apparently
the loud, energetic voice heard them, too, since it backed
way off in intensity. "Better," Ross replied to the sudden reduction in volume from his unseen subject. "You say-S'leen
OK?" When he got a quick affirmative answer he replied,
"Good. Got to...to rest now," and Ross seemed to relax for
the first time since he had been brought to the ICU.

 


   There was an intense discussion taking place at the ICU
monitor station. The fact that it was being held at a stage-whisper instead of at the top of everyone's lungs was testimony to one person's influence, and what was even more
impressive, that person was NOT Dr. Fernandez. Officer Mike
Duncan demanded vocal restraint within earshot of cubicle
seven; he didn't want HIS patient to be disturbed now that
HIS patient was resting peacefully.

 
   And "resting peacefully" was exactly what Ross was doing, Duncan emphatically stated, and all the devices keeping tabs on Ross supported that assessment. "He was worrying himself to death about the H'kaah who was with him
when he was shot. I convinced him that she was safe, and in
fact had killed his attackers." Duncan shook his head, adding, "Why he believed me, why he accepted the fact that a
creature as gentle as a female H'kaah could be capable of
killing three armed men-people, that's something I can't
explain. I only know that once I told him that he...he totally
relaxed. Go figure!"

 
   Dr. Felicia Fernandez had almost stopped gasping for
air as she recovered from her long sprint, but she hadn't
stopped grinning. "Young man," she wheezed, "if it wasn't
for the fact that Nolan Green was involved in this mess (wheeze)
I wouldn't believe anything I've seen or heard regarding this
matter. But (wheeze) I've known Green for some time now, and
after meeting that distraught, overgrown cuddle-bunny he
(wheeze) dragged into my office this morning I...I don't doubt
anything about anybody connected to this case." She winked
at the cop. "Even you, `Doctor' Duncan." When the man looked
surprised she stated, "While you're not a real doctor, and you
don't even play one on TV-" several nearby technicians and
nurses snickered while she paused for breath, "-I think you
made a sound medical decision when you brought Ross up
from his comatose state and then told him the one thing he
desperately needed to hear."

 
   "But according to Lieutenant Green, what I told him is
the truth!"

   
 "Son," she said, "it wouldn't have mattered if you'd told
him a fairy tale. It was exactly the thing he needed to hear to
satisfy that part of him that couldn't turn loose." She smiled,
shaking her head. "A few hours ago I didn't give Ross more
than a day or two to live; now, who knows? There's no getting
around the fact that his wounds will ultimately kill him. But if
his vitals remain as good as they're currently showing-hell,
he could recover enough to go home, even if only for a few
months. Now if you'll excuse me, I've got a phone call to
make, and I'll wager a couple of very special people are going to be glad to receive it."





  "WHAT?" Green shouted into the telephone handset.
"Felicia, I...I don't know what to say!"
 

    Green, Teddy Shapiro, Ron Washington and the two
female H'kaah had been gloomily sitting, slouching and
lightly dozing in Ross' living room as the afternoon wound
its way toward early evening. The cordless telephone handset had been brought from the kitchen when the group adjourned to a more comfortable part of the house, and when it
suddenly began trilling the two aliens awoke with a guilty
start. Both were near exhaustion, but for different reasons,
while the three humans weren't in much better condition.
Yet shortly after Green reluctantly answered the insistent
device everybody's attitude changed.

 
   "But of course I'm thrilled, Felicia! Good God, woman, I
think I just wet myself, and I'm afraid to look too closely
where everybody else was sitting. Yeah, right, they probably
would hit me! But...but you're saying we can come up and
maybe get to see him? Oh, Dear Felicia, you don't know what
that means; you have no idea. Great, great, that's just wonderful. You bet, Dear. OK, we'll be there in an hour. What's that?
Oh, yeah, I guess you're right. He needs the sleep more than
we need to see him. We'll use the time and grab some rest
ourselves, and we'll be up in the morning. Thanks, Dear. You
know I still love you. Bye."

  
  The four others in the room, both H'kaah included, were
almost ready to throttle Green as the man simply sat holding
the telephone handset, a silly grin on his craggy features. Finally Shapiro snarled, "Damn it, Noach-what happened?"


    Green didn't answer right away, but instead he simply
continued grinning. As Shapiro was getting ready to do physical harm to his old friend a solitary tear spilled out of Green's
right eye and skittered down his face to leap onto his dark
blue uniform shirt. He blinked and this brought forth a companion tear from the other eye. Finally he said, his voice
husky with rare emotion, "Felicia says Jack came out of the
coma, talked to the JSO patrolman guarding him and...and
he's  improving. She says that he's sleeping peacefully now,
and when he wakes up tomorrow morning we can visit with
him for a few minutes." Green looked directly at S'leen, then
said, "Apparently a great deal of his instability was caused by
him worrying about you, Dear, and when the JSO officer told
him you were OK, and that you'd killed the dirtbag attackers,
it...it changed things. He's actually resting peacefully now,
and Felicia sounds a whole lot more upbeat about his condition." He looked at the others in the room and softly added,
"Maybe I quit believing in God too soon."





    Intensive Care Units are a nether world to both patients
and caregivers. They're never dark, never on "night shift",
always at 100% efficiency. Patients often complain that they
have to move to lower-level, more "normal" hospital rooms to
get any rest. It's always "mid-day" in the ICU.

  
  Jack Ross, however, seemed to be the exception to the
rule that said patients couldn't sleep in the ICU; as far as the
multitude of sensitive electronic monitors were concerned
Ross both slept and appeared to enjoy his slumber. Since the
JSO cop had informed him of S'leen's safety Ross had slept
soundly, his gravely injured body repairing itself as much as
humanly possible. After making sure "his" patient was stable
Duncan called for another officer to relieve him while he
went home and grabbed a solid night's sleep. He planned to
be back at the hospital when Green came to see his friend;
he wanted to see the look on the gruff old cop's face when
Ross spoke to him.


    Officer Mike Duncan also hoped Ross' H'kaah companion would accompany the Lieutenant. Maybe he'd even
get another chance to talk to her. Who knows, she might
even be happy to see him. Duncan was glad he wasn't
married; it made living with his adolescent feelings a
whole lot easier.




    Ten o'clock Monday morning found a small mixed group
of people gathered outside Ross' ICU cubicle. Dr. Felicia
Fernandez was talking in low tones to S'leen and JSO Patrolman Mike Duncan, while Green, Washington, Shapiro and
F'haan hovered in the background and tried not to get in
the way.


    "Mike," Dr. Fernandez said, "we're going to try something terribly unorthodox; we're going to let you try to wake
Mr. Ross, and then you're to let him know that S'leen is waiting to see him. The `catch' is that Mr. Ross must not get too
excited; doing so would probably critically destabilize his
vital functions, and S'leen will have to leave. If he behaves
himself the rest of this motley group will be allowed to briefly
pay their respects. Understand?"

 
   "I understand, Dr. Fernandez."


    "If you fail, Mike, you don't lose-Jack Ross does."




    In Ross' ICU cubicle Officer Mike Duncan took a deep
breath as he studied "his" patient. According to the bank of
complicated monitors above the bed, Ross was merely sleeping. His respiration was slow but relatively steady, except-once in a while he simply didn't take a breath. That was when
the microprocessor-controlled electro-pulminary stimulator
gave his diaphragm a nudge, forcing him to take the breath
he needed to stay alive. It functioned through implanted
wires and several sensors that monitored both the level of
oxygen in his blood as well as the carbon dioxide content.

 
   Other than that, Ross seemed little different from the
normal ICU "trauma victim"-type patient. He had tubes and
IV lines connected to numerous parts of his body, and bandages covered much of the rest. A large white bandage covered the left side of his face and head; Duncan knew that
beneath the gauze was a type of cranial injury few people
survived. That Ross survived not only that massive insult but
a multitude of other potentially mortal injuries was a testament to both his incredible vitality and the trauma team that
worked so hard to pull him back from the brink.

 
   Finally Duncan moved to rouse Ross. "OK, Sleeping
Beauty," he said in a low voice, "it's time to wake up and smell
the bedpans. You've got visitors, and I think there's one in
particular that you'd really like to see. C'mon, Jackie Boy, rise
and shine. You're sleeping what's left of your life away."

 
   After several moments during which Ross seemed oblivious to Duncan's words, he took a long, deep breath, sighed
and clearly stated, his voice weary beyond belief, "Some
people, it seems, have no respect for the `damned near dead'."
He slowly opened his right eye and managed to focus it
on the nervous young officer. "Maybe if I try real hard I
can get you arrested for annoying a corpse. What do you
think?"

  
  "I don't think you're dead yet, Mr. Ross," Duncan carefully stated, "and I'll say again: You've got visitors." He quickly
licked his lips, then added, "Part of the deal I made with the
lady doctor in charge of this zoo is that, no matter what happens, you have to stay calm. Think you can handle that, Mr.
Ross? If not, I'm told the doc will pull the plug on your visitors, and I think that'd upset your H'kaah lady friend pretty
badly."

 
   Ross peered stoically at him for a long ten seconds, then
said, his voice stronger but still terribly weak, "I'll be good,
son, but if you're lying to me so help me God I'll find a way to
get out of this bed and shove one of these IV poles so far up
your ass that you'll sprout chrome-plated horns."

  
  Duncan was astounded by Ross' intensity. "Y'know, I really think you'd do that," the young cop said, "so to keep us
both out of trouble I guess I'd better deliver the goods."


    He stepped through the open doorway and S'leen
quickly took his place. Dr. Fernandez had tried to prepare
her for the shock of seeing the post-surgical Ross, but all the
talk in the world can't substitute for the visual impact of seeing a heavily-bandaged loved one hooked up to life support
and monitoring equipment.

 
   Ross looked like death warmed over. The left side of his
head was one solid bandage that reached from the bridge of
his nose all the way around to the back of his skull. His trim,
muscular body seemed almost inconsequential under the
sheet that covered his torso and legs. Both arms carried metered IV drips, but only the right one was strapped down;
paralysis was enough to keep the left one immobilized. His
once-tanned skin had a sallow, pasty look, and his close-cropped hair looked almost as starkly white as the pillow that
supported his head.

    
    Jack Ross didn't look old, he looked ancient.

    
    The H'kaah emitted a terrified squeak before she could
catch herself, and despite her non-human features, the horrified expression on her face was unmistakable. "Sorry, Dear,"
Ross said, "I...I guess I'm not the man I used to be-and
never will be again."

 
       "Jack, I...I want to touch you, hold you, but-"

  
      "Don't worry, Dear," he softly said, "I'm already about as
`broken' as I can be and still live. The touch of your soft,
smooth hands will only help."

        She reached out a trembling hand and gently stroked
his exposed right cheek, and she was startled to find the skin
wet. "Jack! Are...are you in pain? I can call-"

    
    "Hush, Dear," he gently said. "I was in pain-terrible,
guilt-ridden, agonizing pain-when I thought that, because
of me, because of my t-terrible arrogance, y-you had f-fallen
into the f-filthy hands of...of-" His voice cracked, failing
him completely.

    
    Several of the monitors started beeping plaintively, warning of dire physiological consequences. Dr. Felicia
Fernandez's face quickly peered around the edge of the
cubicle's open doorway, but after she observed Ross conscientiously breathing deeply, his eye closed, she withdrew. One
of the reasons she and Green had remained friends after an
often-stormy relationship a decade earlier was that she was
pragmatic to a fault. From snippets of conversation, along
with her observations of the H'kaah, she concluded that Ross
and the alien had far more than a platonic relationship.
Fernandez decided that with the traumatic changes in both
their lives, the last thing Ross needed at this moment was to
have his emotional catharsis interrupted by a busybody doctor.
 
   
    In time the alarms ceased their mindless complaints as
Ross reigned in his emotional storm. Eventually he opened
his eye and carefully said, "You have no idea how much you
mean to me, S'leen. No, let me finish. I'm the one dying
here, so I'm allowed to speak my piece." He grinned, but
with his face partially covered with bandages it looked more
like an agonized grimace.

  
  "The thought of you suffering a terrible fate due to your
association with me haunted my dreams. That is, until the
young JSO cop told me that you had not only survived the
attack but...but had actually killed the assailants." She hung
her head, obviously distressed by his words. Yet while the
concept of killing people upset her, she found that Ross'
subsequent words awakened feelings in her that she had
never dreamed possible of having.

 
   Pride of survival.

 
   "Don't you see?" he said, his trauma-weakened voice taking on a tone of urgency. "This proves everything! This proves
that your people are capable of defending themselves against
the hordes of...of monsters like...like us humans!"

   
 "Jack, stop it!" she barked. "Humans are not monsters;
you're...you're just people who are different from my
people." She couldn't believe the words she heard herself
saying, but when she paused for a moment she realized that
she meant every word.

  
  Ross, too, was shocked to hear the difference in the alien's
attitude. Shocked, and also so pleased, so proud, his chest
ached with emotion-and something else. The monitors
began a series of warning beeps stating that too much emotion was hazardous to Ross' health. He took several deep
breaths, and as Dr. Fernandez's head again peered questioningly around the edge of the cubicle's doorway the monitors
began ending their cautionary commotion.

 
   A few moments later Ross, now better in control, said,
"Oh dear God, I feared I'd never live to hear words like that
coming from an H'kaah." He blinked his remaining eye as
tears dribbled down his cheek. He breathed deeply for a
moment to silence a lone, insistent monitor alarm, then softly
added, "I...I guess I can let go now. With help from Nolan
and Teddy you can be the model for not only your people,
but for all the other sentient `prey' species. You proved it,
S'leen, and...and now it's time-for us to say goodbye."

    
     At first his words confused her, but after a few seconds
her mouth fell open to match her shock-widened eyes, and
she none-too-gently said, "Jack Ross, you are NOT getting rid
of me that easily, not after what you have forced me to become. If not for the sake of your...your egotistical `grand
project', I would still be back on my homeworld." She leaned
in close to his face, and despite his critically weakened condition she didn't mute her snarling outrage, nor did she
disguise the presence of her large front teeth only inches
from his throat. "And were I back home I would not have the
blood of three people on my hands!"

    
     If she expected Ross to recoil in fear she was disappointed. He had faced death in virtually all its forms, faced it
and survived and from time to time even managed to spit in
its proverbial eye. Facing an enraged lapin alien who could
kill him in an instant only made him smile. Ross knew he was
a dead man; his body simply hadn't gotten the message.

      
   "Y'know," he drawled around a crippled grin, "it's corny
as hell to say it, but I love you all the more when you're angry.
The ability to express anger helps make a person emotionally complete, and you, my Dear, are so completely delightful."
   
  
    Ross closed his eye, frowned and sighed, adding yet another element to an already confusing situation. "Reality,
though, often picks the damnedest times to remind us that
we're not the masters of our destiny." He paused for several
moments, breathing deeply, his eye still closed.

      
   Finally, "I don't have much longer, S'leen; a week, a day,
an hour or two-whatever. I'm well aware of the extent of my
injuries, and I can only guess what all these fancy machines
are doing to postpone the inevitable." Around her feeble
protests he said, "Dear, you must understand that I really
don't want to leave you, but at this point in the game I no
longer have a say in the matter. The universe eventually demands retribution for our sins, and I made choices before
you were born that I'm now having to account for. Along with
all the terrible things I told you I've done there are...are
other `things' I've done that are far worse than you could
imagine-far, far worse."

      
     "Nolan told me about...about the village where you k-killed all the people."

  
  Ross closed his eye and seemed to sink slightly into the
bed, a dejected sigh deflating him like a worn-out football.
S'leen watched both him and the various monitors for signs
of danger, but time passed and nothing seemed to happen.
Finally Ross wearily opened his eye.

  
  "Please take my right hand, S'leen. No, you'll have to
pick it up; it's all I can do to wiggle my fingers. The left arm's
totally dead, pretty much like most of the rest of my body. At
least my right hand has a little bit of feeling in it; otherwise
I'd just be a lump of flesh."

  
  She was careful of the multiple IV lines that plugged
into the arm, and upon closer inspection she found both IV
lines and "other" tubes and hoses festooning his body like
parasitic worms. "God, you don't know how I miss being able
to hold you," he said, his voice low and wavering. "Your touch
is an island of beauty in this whole obscene mess." When
she grasped his hand she found it to be dead feeling,
then with apparently great effort Ross managed to gently
squeeze her fingers before letting the hand go limp.
"That's the extent of it," he said. "Nothing else works very
good, either. That's why the electro-pulminary stimulator
has to make me breathe when my body simply forgets. But
I can still love you, S'leen-and I do."

 
   When she tried to respond he interrupted with, "Nolan
may have told you what he knows about...about the `village of
the damned', and I'm sure he and Teddy and God knows
how many others think I'm nothing more than a blood-thirsty
monster.

  
  "But if you were to think that of me you'd be judging me
without knowing all the facts."

 
   S'leen lifted his hand to her face and carefully helped
him caress her cheeks, neck and silky ears, which brought
forth a sensual sigh from her and put a smile on his face.
"Pull up a chair, Dear," he stated, "so I don't have to work so
hard to talk. What I'm about to say is known by no one else,
and maybe it'll explain a little more about the personal hell
I've carried inside me all these many years." She perched on
a utility chair next to his bed and stroked his face with one
hand while maintaining a solid grip on his hand with the
other.

  
  "Of course they think I'm a monster, S'leen," he began.
"Any otherwise-normal human being who would systematically execute everybody in a primitive village would HAVE to
be a monster." He didn't say anything for some time, then
without warning said, "People normally don't snap without
one helluva reason. Seeing what that poor baby's mother did
to her that day brought back memories that I'd been trying to
forget, memories of an atrocity so monstrous that the rational
mind can't grasp it." He was quite for another stretch of time,
then continued.


    "I had just started in covert operations, and was under
heavy disguise in a dirt-poor village in India. There, different religions compete for followers, and most of those followers are NOT friendly toward those who believe in the `wrong'
god or gods.

  
  "Just how unfriendly they were I had no idea until one
day a squad of one faction came storming into the village
where I was living. I'd been carefully `planted' there to await
others in my group, other operatives who were to arrive
individually over a week's time so as not to attract attention.


    "Anyway, this group of religious zealots descended on
the village and killed every non-adult they could find. This
was done as a lesson to the unbelievers in the village, telling
them that the killers' god was the Only True God, and that
their Only True God wouldn't tolerate children being raised
in ungodliness.

 
   "S'leen, the villagers loved their children; hell, they were
CHILDREN, and kids are the same regardless of the god
their parents worship. What made it doubly horrible to me
was that I had enough firepower hidden in my hut to kill the
attackers, but I was forbidden to reveal myself; to do so would
have blown the mission and possibly cost the lives of scores of
us `good guys'. So I sat on my hands and I did nothing-NOTHING! And innocent infants and children of all ages
were slaughtered like animals, all in the name of some worthless so-called `god'.

 
   "Eventually my teammates showed up and we moved on
to complete our mission, but the horrible images of all those
dead children haunt me even now. On the day of the...the
incident Nolan told you about it all came back to me in one
overwhelming flood-and I snapped. I'm not proud of what
I did, and I'm sure I'll burn in some kind of spiritual afterlife hell for my crimes. Still, under the same circumstances,
facing the same callous indifference to life as I saw that day,
I'd probably do the same terrible thing again. S'leen, I've got
a major soft spot for kids, regardless of race. And now we have
dozens of alien species we call friends-carnivore and herbivore alike-and to me all their children rate the same love
and care. Anyone who abuses ANY child, especially in the
name of some `god', automatically becomes my mortal enemy."

  
         Ross closed his remaining eye and sighed with exhaustion. Relating the story had dangerously drained his meager
energy reserves, and for the moment he dozed.

  
  The H'kaah sat almost in shock. Once more she was
having to radically revise her feelings toward this alien
male, this enigma known as Jack Ross. In a corner of her
mind a small voice reminded her that she was, in fact, no
better than the predatory humans since she now had blood
on her hands.

 
   I never claimed to be better than them, she silently countered, just not as violent. She stared at Ross for several moments.  Still, she concluded, surprising herself with the
thought, there are times when a passive approach does more harm
than good, and people become their own worst enemies by not standing up to aggression.

  
  Several minutes passed with Ross quietly sleeping, S'leen
at his bedside. Eventually she stood and quietly made her
way out of the sterile-looking cubicle to rejoin her friends.
"Well?" Green softly rumbled. "Does he want to see us, or
what?"

 
   The H'kaah blinked in confusion for a moment before
replying, "He, uh, Jack's asleep, Nolan." When the others
looked at her in disbelief she said, "He talked for a while,
then he...he simply went to sleep."

 
   Dr. Fernandez glanced at her team of monitor techs;
they nodded agreement. "Ross was awake and active," monitor tech Rachel Collins stated, "but about ten minutes ago he
must have reached his limit and quickly dozed off. At this
time he's resting quietly."

 
   The visitors looked dejected, and Dr. Fernandez eventually said, "One at a time, go over to the doorway and look
inside. Do NOT disturb him! Then join S'leen and me in the
employee break room behind that door," and she pointed to a
closed door behind the monitoring station. "We need to talk."

  


   Once the small group was seated in the break room,
some sipping Cokes, others coffee, Dr. Fernandez suddenly
said, "Where's the JSO cop? He's as much involved in this as
I am, and I think he needs to know the big picture."

 
   Officer Mike Duncan was quickly waved into the room,
but before any discussion could begin he stated, "For the
time I'm not at my post I've left orders for the monitor techs
to alert me to ANYBODY going into Ross' cubicle, so if I
jump and run don't be alarmed. If you hear me yell, THEN
be alarmed." They all laughed.

 
   "This situation isn't going to get any better," Dr.
Fernandez bluntly stated. "I don't know of any `miracle cures'
that can restore a body injured that severely. Frankly, I don't
know how he's managing to stay alive at all." She looked
around, making eye contact with the others in the room. "I
think it's safe to say that if any of us had suffered the wounds
Jack Ross has, we'd probably be dead several times over."


    "Jack's just too mean to die," Green rumbled.

 
   "Well," the old cop's former lover countered, "mean or
not, unless any of you know something I don't know, he'll be
on his way to meet his maker soon."

  
  S'leen surprised them by saying, "Jack's daughter and
son are on their way here to see their father." When she got
questioning looks from the humans present she explained,
"Jack's instructions to me were should anything bad ever happen to him I was to notify them as soon as possible. When I
went upstairs to sleep yesterday morning I contacted his
daughter, Trudy, by telephone, and she should be arriving in
a sub-orbital ship sometime late today. I also left word of Jack's
situation with a military person I'd been told to call. Cory, his
son, is a Space Navy officer stationed many light years away,
but I was told that he would be home by tomorrow, possibly
sooner. I-What's wrong?"

  
   Both old terrorists had paled, and they quickly glanced
at Officer Duncan. "Mike," Green barked, "the three roaches
S'leen squashed probably weren't alone. Get back out there
and-"

  
   The break room door opened and a monitor tech poked
her head in, saying, "Sorry to disturb you, but Mr. Ross' son,
Cory, just arrived, and-"

  
   "What color is his hair?" S'leen blurted out, her eyes
suddenly wide with fear.


     "Huh? What do you mean?"

  
   "His hair, woman!" Shapiro suddenly snarled. "What color
is it?"

  
   "Why, it's black, but-"

   
  "No, that's wrong!" S'leen cried as she scrambled to her
feet. "Jack showed me a picture of Cory. His hair is like this
fur-" and she reached down and pulled at the fur on her
bare midriff, crying, "-blonde!"

 
    The two cops bolted for the door, but the H'kaah jumped
through it ahead of them; she caught a glimpse of a dark-haired uniformed man disappearing into Ross' cubicle.
Duncan and Green were only seconds behind her but neither had seen the stranger. "He just went in," S'leen whispered, her face twisted in fear, "but that's not Jack's son!"

  
   Both cops drew their service autopistols, and Green
reached inside his shirt and withdrew a compact, suppressed
.380 caliber Walther PPK autopistol, then handed it to the
alien. "You know how to shoot this?" he whispered, and the
H'kaah nodded once, her eyes wide. "Good! For Jack's sake,
if you have to use it don't hesitate-and don't miss." Her eyes
grew even wider but she shakily nodded again. "Duncan,"
Green whispered, "we can't wait and we can't be polite.
MOVE!"

 
    Before the two men could take a handful of steps the
ICU monitors watching over Ross began hooting and buzzing, then there was the sound of glass and metal crashing,
followed by a meaty thud. Ross was either dying (or already
dead) or the sophisticated wiring that connected him to the
monitors had been ripped away; either way, Ross was in trouble.

 
   "Shit!" Green snarled, then burst through the drawn
curtain that covered the doorway of Ross' cubicle. In a split
instant he saw the impostor holding a handful of torn-loose
monitor wires and tubes; too late he saw the other hand held
a large, black, suppressed autopistol, and that hand brought
the gun to bear on Green before the old former Mossad
agent could react. The big gun CLAPPED and Green felt a
sledgehammer blow strike his upper right chest. The impact of the bullet spun Green around and he collapsed helplessly just inside the doorway.

  
  JSO Patrolman Mike Duncan heard the dull CLAP of a
suppressed gunshot an instant before he followed Green
into the cubicle. A second after he entered the room a second muted gunshot sounded and he felt his right arm go
instantly numb and useless. Then the intruder's gun
CLAPPED twice more and Duncan received double sledgehammer blows to the center of his chest, knocking him back
out the open doorway of the cubicle. So far, the mysterious
intruder's score was two-for-two-and Ross' monitor alarms
continued their panicked wailing.

 
   S'leen knew that if Ross still lived it would only be for
brief moments longer, and while she hated what she was
about to do-attacking someone not attacking her ran absolutely contrary to her self-preservation instincts-she knew it
was the only right decision. Instantly overcoming her case of
the shakes she moved in a honey-blonde and brown blur,
scrambling toward the curtained doorway to the cubicle. But
as she approached it she put the "run and gun" police tactical training she had been taught on the firing range to its
first real-world test. Dropping silently to the carpeted floor
she lay on her stomach, her ears flat against her back. In a
lightning-quick move she sneaked a glance around the bottom edge of the doorway. Since the curtain fell short of the
floor there was room for her head to peer under it without
disturbing it, and what she saw made her breath catch in her
throat. The intruder, after apparently ripping all the wires
and tubes from Jack Ross' helpless body, was bending over
his victim, who was sprawled on the cubicle's vinyl-tiled floor.
Snarling with a look of absolute hatred, the intruder's non-gun hand was clutching Ross' throat in a crushing grip.

 
   The H'kaah quickly brought Green's donated autopistol
to bear on the assailant, but before she could squeeze the
trigger the man glanced her way. Seeing that he was, without
a doubt, not Cory Ross, S'leen quickly shot him perfectly
through the center of his right eye, killing him instantly as
the potent little bullet blew out the back of his head and
spread gore over the rear wall of the cubicle. In an instant
S'leen had added yet another human's blood to her hands,
and in that same instant she realized it didn't matter. As the
man collapsed on top of Ross' motionless form the H'kaah
yelled back toward the monitor station. "Bring help fast! "The
police officers are hurt-and Jack's dying!"

 
   "CODE BLUE!" Dr. Felicia Fernandez screamed as she
smacked a large, mushroom-shaped red button on the wall
behind the main desk. Immediately a series of rotating red
ceiling lights began painting the entire ICU complex with
ever-changing patterns of bloody light, all to the accompaniment of a muted electronic klaxon. She grabbed the nearest
telephone handset, punched a three-digit code on the keypad and yelled into the receiver, "Code blue, main ICU-7!
Code blue, main ICU-7! Code blue, main ICU-7!"

  
  By this time Shapiro had reached the cubicle doorway,
stepping over Duncan's conscious and moaning form; S'leen
had already bounced to her feet and jumped inside. When
he passed through the doorway he found Green on the floor,
blood seeping from his chest, but the man was conscious and
cursing in both Yiddish and Arabic. He then saw the H'kaah
kneeling beside the bed, cradling Ross' bandaged head in
her hands, a look of utter panic on her unhuman face.


    Ross' face was purple, and he was not breathing.

 
   Shapiro momentarily became part of the tableau, but
was unceremoniously shoved aside by Dr. Fernandez as she
led a small team of nurses and technicians to Ross' side.
S'leen, too, was firmly moved out of the way as the medical
personnel began their frantic work.

 
   "S'leen," Shapiro ordered, "help me get Nolan outside
where there's room for the doctors to work on him." When
she hesitated he said, "We're in the way, and we can best help
Jack by giving the medics some elbow room." He led by example as he carefully took Green by his left arm and began to
drag him out the doorway. Even though she wasn't as strong
as Shapiro, the H'kaah surprised him by grabbing the fallen
man's legs and helping push the wounded officer out of the
cubicle.

 
   Duncan had been wearing a bulletproof vest, so other
than bruised ribs his main concern was the bleeding hole in
his right arm. Green, however, hadn't worn a protective vest
since his patrolman days, and his wound was much more
serious. "Let this be a lesson, son," Green rasped to the young
cop as the doctors and nurses prepared them both for a quick
trip to surgery. "The unprotected body won't turn a bullet
worth shit. If you want to live long enough to wear lieutenant's
bars, don't quit wearing your vest."

  
  And then they wheeled him away.

 
   "How bad?" Duncan asked the nearest bloody, green-suited figure. "Is he gonna die?"

 
   Grinning at the young cop, the nurse replied, "I doubt
it. Unless something unusual happens, you'll both live to
chase a lot more bad guys."

 
   And then they wheeled Duncan away.

 
   Shapiro and S'leen were both smeared with Green's
brassy-smelling blood, but at the moment all they could think
about was the dying man in the tiny ICU cubicle. A steady
stream of nurses, doctors and technicians made their way
into and out of the tiny room, but none were willing to answer their questions.

 
   "As long as there's activity," Shapiro finally muttered to
both S'leen and F'haan, "we can only surmise that Jack's still
alive. Nobody works that hard on a corpse." Both trembling
aliens clung to the man for comfort, and he found himself
holding their velvety soft bodies close for the same reason.

   
 Teddy Shapiro enjoyed comfort, and he was more than
willing to share.





Chapter 10

Nightmares and Teddy Bears 
"-And he's still alive," Dr. Felicia Fernandez stated to the
young woman standing anxiously at the main ICU monitoring station. "Yesterday was one of the damnedest days I've
ever seen in my thirty years of medicine, but with luck and
your father's H'kaah friend's remarkable courage and marksmanship skills we managed to hang on to everybody who
counts."

  
  "I just can't believe a...a glorified rabbit killed my dad's
attacker," Trudy Bond, Jack Ross' daughter said while shaking her head in amazement. "And you say this creature also
killed the three gunmen who shot Daddy?"

 
   Dr. Fernandez frowned darkly. "Young lady," she said, a
scalpel's edge to her voice, "S'leen is far more than a `glorified
rabbit', and I'll have you know that referring to her as a `creature' is both rude to her and highly offensive to me. Humankind sprang from apes, H'kaah from rabbits, and in my book
she's a far better person than a hell of a lot of humans I've known."

 
   Ross' daughter was taken aback at the doctor's vehement
defense of the alien, but before she could say anything further the ICU electric doors cycled open and three Jacksonville Sheriff's Office uniformed policemen strolled in, accompanied by four H'kaah. One cop's right arm was bandaged and in a sling, and the younger of the two other cops
immediately moved to stand guard at the doorway of cubicle
number seven.

  
  "Everything's fine, Sam," Dr. Fernandez told the guard,
and he smiled and nodded. "This is Mr. Ross' daughter,
Trudy," she stated. "Teddy Shapiro cleared her through perimeter security while you were on break, and I'm told that
his son Cory, the real Cory Ross, is on his way up."

 
   The brief interplay between the doctor and the guardian officer didn't distract Trudy Bond from literally gawking
at the four aliens. S'leen, F'haan, C'maat and L'niik stood
quietly while Dr. Fernandez escorted the wide-eyed woman
over to meet them.

  
  After brief introductions were exchanged the doctor
firmly said, "Trudy, I think you have something to say to S'leen."
When the young woman appeared confused Fernandez
prompted, "Perhaps concerning your father?"

  
  Trudy Bond wasn't stupid or crass, just upset. Standing a
few feet away from living, breathing fantasies while at the
same time worrying about her dying father finally took its
toll. Overwhelmed by it all, she broke down and cried.

  
  Without hesitation S'leen reached out and enfolded
the distraught woman into her warm, comforting embrace,
and Jack Ross' daughter cried on the alien's shoulder like a
heartbroken child. Officer Mike Duncan awkwardly used
his left hand to fish a clean handkerchief from his right
hip pocket, and he handed it to the sobbing woman. The
older officer, JSO Lieutenant Sonny Thompson, just shook
his head and tried to hide a smile. Maybe there's hope for the
kid after all, he thought with amusement.

 
   In time the young woman recovered enough to become
embarrassed by her outburst, then her embarrassment
doubled when she realized just who, and what, she had
turned to in her grief. "Oh, God, I...I'm sorry!" she sputtered, suddenly disengaging herself from the damp-shouldered alien.

 
   S'leen gently smiled and smoothed it over by saying,
"We females seem to be plagued by that kind of reaction
concerning your father. I did the same thing to Officer
Duncan before he, um, got in the way of a bullet." It was
Duncan's turn to look embarrassed, especially when his lieutenant gave him a raised-eyebrow look. "Dr. Fernandez,"
S'leen ventured, "may I take Trudy in to see her father?"


    "Of course, but be careful not to wake him. We don't
dare sedate him; his system's far too fragile for that now, and
he needs all the restorative sleep he can get."

 
   The alien led the young woman through the curtain at
the cubicle's entrance.

 
   A moment later the ICU's electric doors again cycled
open and Shapiro and a young man dressed in a stylish Space
Navy uniform and sporting close-cropped blonde hair entered
the complex. The young man slowed to a stop as he began
absorbing the incredible scene. Cops, medical personnel,
life-support machines-and rabbit-like aliens. It's true, he
thought. I've definitely entered the "Twilight Zone".

 
   "Excuse me," he hesitantly said, "I'm Cory Ross. I'm looking for a Dr. Fernandez."


    "You've found me, Captain Ross," Fernandez said, smiling. "Welcome to Fantasy Central, where the impossible happens on a regular basis." She introduced the young Ross to
the three cops and the aliens, then added, "Your sister and
your father's H'kaah companion are in his cubicle, but they
should be out in a few minutes. Then you can go in, but you
must be careful not to wake him." She frowned, but the young
Ross could see it was more from sadness than from anger.
"He wasn't in good shape to begin with, but since that
madman's attack earlier today his condition has deteriorated.
He's on total respiratory support now, and we can't predict
how much longer the rest of his body will hold up."

  


  In Jack Ross' world, images and sounds flickered and
bloomed, blending and jumping disjointedly. Scene snippets from his childhood merged with nightmarish flashes
from the black operations he'd been involved in, and recent
images of his incredible life with S'leen faded in and out
over memories of his failed marriage. Over all this came blinding stroboscopic flashes of gruesome medical procedures
that, on some basic level, he understood were being performed on his helpless body. What his unsettled mind
couldn't comprehend, though, was-why?

  


   Captain Cory Ross saw the doorway curtain on cubicle
seven pull back, and his sister and a mostly-golden-blonde
female H'kaah stepped into the harsher light of the main
ICU operations center. His sister looked grim, and he wasn't
surprised to see a similar look mirrored on the alien's
unhuman face.

  
   Trudy Bond approached her brother with an unsteady
pace, and when she was within arms' reach she literally collapsed into his embrace, crying fresh tears of grief and sorrow about her father's situation. As he comforted her Cory
Ross stated, "I know it's rough, Sis, but Dad told us this might
happen some day, and why; it's not as if we weren't warned."
His sister continued sobbing on his shoulder, and he gently
added, "At this time I think he would want us to honor him
with our strength, don't you?"

   
  After a few moments passed the young woman stepped
back, wiping her pale blue eyes and blowing her nose on
Officer Duncan's abused handkerchief. "I'm sorry, Cory, it...it
just hurts so much to see Daddy this way."

   
  Nodding in understanding, Cory Ross said, "I, uh, I guess
I need to go see him before I fuss at you, huh." He took a
deep breath, then purposefully headed toward the curtained
doorway to his father's cubicle. But before he could push the
curtain aside he felt a hesitant touch on his left shoulder,
and he paused to see who had accosted him.

   
  The tall, white-furred H'kaah male, L'niik, said, "Captain Ross, I would like to accompany you in this...this unhappy journey." When the young Ross looked confused L'niik
explained, "Your father is my friend, too. It might surprise
you to know that he stopped me from making a...a terrible
mistake." The alien looked pained, but said, "In doing so he
gave me back my life."

  
   Cory Ross studied the alien's face for a moment, nodded
and said, "It doesn't surprise me at all, L'niik; Dad's that kind
of man. You're not the first he's helped, and I pray to God
that you won't be the last."

   
  They quietly entered the dim cubicle, and Cory Ross'
jaw tightened with the grim pain of seeing his father so near
death. The H'kaah found himself suddenly overcome with
emotion, but he managed to choke back any sound, his mouth
open in a silent cry of anguish. Except for the almost imperceptible rise-and-fall of the sheet covering his chest, the older
Ross seemed far more dead than alive, and was apparently
oblivious to the world beyond his one closed, sunken eyelid.

   
  And yet-

  
   "Doctor Fernandez," ICU monitor technician Doris
Wagner said, sticking her head into the break room where
Fernandez had taken the human and H'kaah visitors to discuss Ross' worsening condition. "Mr. Ross is showing increased neurological activity. I think he's awake."

   
  Ross' visitors were conversing in the lowest of tones, confident that the gravely ill man could not hear them. It therefore came as quite a shock to them when the cadaverous form
weakly rasped, "It's getting so a man can't die in peace without military intervention."

   
  The H'kaah was both elated and terrified; elated to see
his friend and mentor awake, and terrified at the thought
that he disturbed the dying man's slumber. Cory Ross, however, handled the situation with typical military aplomb.

   
  "Hi, Dad," he softly said as he approached the head of
the bed. "Sorry we woke you. Regardless of everything else,
apparently there's nothing wrong with your hearing."

  
   Ross cracked open his lone eyelid, peering at his son
and the nervous alien with a bloodshot gaze that spoke of the
man's terminal weariness. "The fat lady hasn't sung yet, son,
but I hear her warming up next door." He sighed, then added,
"It's good of you both to come and see me off, but I'm sorry
that I can't be a better host. It seems I can't do much more
than serve as a target these days."

   
  The younger Ross smiled, saying, "You've been doing a
jam-up job of that, Dad, but things seem to be under control
at the moment. I wouldn't lose any sleep over it if I were you."

   
  "If you were me," the bedridden man said, "I'd be losing
sleep over YOU, Son." The lone eye fixed its gaze on the
alien. "L'niik, what the hell are you doing here? I thought
you'd be busy keeping your `portly patron properly poked'."
He weakly coughed. "Jesus, it hurts when I do that." Then
Ross surprised them both with a lopsided grin as he said,
"Actually, L'niik, I'm damned glad to see you. I just wish it
was under more pleasant conditions." He closed his eye.

   
  "Dad, Trudy's here. She and S'leen were just in to see
you, and-"

  
   "Crap," the man said, annoyed. "I must have really been
out of it when they were here. Would you stick your head
back out and see if they can join us?"

  
   In moments Ross' little cubicle was crowded with not
only his children, but cops, aliens and two very special friends.
Dr. Fernandez and Shapiro had spent anxious hours until
Nolan Green was safely out of surgery, and with his chest
wound treated Green was resting comfortably a few cubicles
down from his old black ops buddy.

   
  "Jack," Shapiro said, "most of the crew, along with some
new friends, are here, and we-well, we just want you to know
that we're pulling for you." The big man seemed close to
tears; what he was trying to say was doubly difficult since he
knew-and knew that Ross knew-that what he was saying
was empty encouragement. Everyone in the tiny room, the
patient included, knew that Jack Ross didn't have much
longer to live. Saying goodbye, however, just wasn't in their
vocabulary.

  
   After what seemed to be too short a time Dr. Fernandez
firmly announced that everybody had worn out his or her
welcome, the doctor included, and that they needed to return to the break room to continue any discussion. Each one
said his good-byes, and Ross' son and daughter were the
last to leave the cubicle. The man was so tired and weak
that he was finding it difficult to stay awake, but the fear of
possibly never seeing them again kept him bouncing between much-needed sleep and fretful awareness. After
they left Ross drifted into an exhausted sleep, yet an indeterminate time later he surfaced from unconsciousness to find L'niik standing at his bedside, a serious look
on his face.

   
  "Jack," the H'kaah male stated, "there is something that
you and I need to discuss." To the dying man's amazement
the alien added, "Dr. Fernandez has authorized this discussion, as well as what I am about to do to ensure that you will
be awake enough to make a rational decision." L'niik
pulled a tiny hypo syringe from beneath his vest and gestured toward the IV array in Ross' right arm.

   
  "Hell, son, go on and shoot me the juice, then pull up a
chair. I'll try not to die on you before you're done."

  


  It had been a long two days for Jack Ross. His police
guard was maintained, but his visitors were few. This gave
him a chance to regain a little strength, as well as ruminate
on the answer he had given L'niik. Ross knew he would soon
be dead; the means of his demise, though, troubled him.

 
   What if this nutball plan actually worked?

  


    JSO Patrolman Mike Duncan strolled into the main ICU
control center at ten minutes past midnight. Officer Todd
Southland was seated in a comfortable chair next to the doorway of Ross' cubicle, his nose buried in the latest C. L. Rose
action-adventure novel. Duncan still wore his right arm in a
sling, but other than that his uniform was complete and
proper, right down to a borrowed left-hand-draw holster for
his service autopistol.

  
   "Hey, Todd," Duncan said in greeting, "Lieutenant says
I'm fit enough to pull a shift here; why don't you pack it in for
the night, go home and catch some zees." Since the young
officer had already put in a long day working traffic detail,
Southland didn't need much persuading.

 
    "Long as the LT says it's OK, and you're sure you're up to
it, Mike," the man said. "Right now I need the sack time more
than I need the OT." He tossed Duncan the paperback novel
he'd been reading. "This'll help keep you awake. I'll finish
it later; just be sure not to spoil the ending for me, OK?" He
grinned as he gathered his meager belongings, then wasted
no time leaving the ICU. Duncan dropped the small utility
bag he'd been carrying over his left shoulder to the carpeted
floor and settled into the chair beside the cubicle doorway.
After a cursory scan of the room and its busy people he turned
his attention to the book Southland had given him. He studied both the outlandish front cover and the more sedate
back one for a moment, then opened the book to the last
page of the story. After a moment he smiled, shook his head
and turned to the first page and proceeded to "escape" from
the more-mundane aspects of life, if only for a little while.

  
   Around one a.m. the ICU door opened to admit Dr.
Felicia Fernandez, who quickly checked on the apparently-sleeping occupant of cubicle seven before moving on to the
more-routine aspects of her administrative duties. Ten minutes later, as she was preparing to move on to the critical care
unit, veteran monitor technician Doris Tritt suddenly said,
"Dr. Fernandez, I think there's-"

  
   That was when the "comic book alarm" (so named from
the threshold alarms the police speed radar units use to
alert an inattentive officer to a speeding driver) sounded.
Only in this case it was to warn of a stopped heart, not a
speeding automobile.

   
  Its sounding signaled that the occupant of cubicle number seven had died.

   
  "Hold it!" Dr. Fernandez shouted as nurses and technicians headed for the cubicle. "There's a `DNR' order posted
for that one, and we're required to respect it." DNR stood for
Do Not Resuscitate, a directive both welcomed and feared
among medical personnel. "I'll check to make sure,"
Fernandez said, hurrying toward the cubicle's door." Officer
Mike Duncan had jumped to his feet when the alarm went
off, and his face appeared to mirror the staff's apprehension
as Dr. Fernandez disappeared through the doorway's curtain. Moments later she pushed the curtain aside and sadly
announced, "It's over. He's gone."

  
   "There's nothing-?" Duncan asked anxiously.

  
   "Sorry, Mike," she replied. "Mr. Ross made it perfectly
clear that no heroic measures were to be taken should his
heart stop." She looked tired. "Well, the monitor said it all,
and unfortunately that's the end of the matter." The doctor
shook her head and slowly walked to the main desk. "Doris,
while I'm working on his death certificate I need you to call
for immediate body removal. Since Mr. Ross' presence has
caused us so many security problems I want his remains removed as soon as possible. This is a hospital, not a shooting
gallery, and the sooner we get everything back to normal
around here the better I'll like it."

   
  Less than ten minutes passed before a large utility gurney, guided by a muscular young black man and a petite
middle-age woman, both dressed in hospital utility overalls
and sporting employee photo ID badges, entered the ICU
and proceeded to cubicle number seven. After spending no
more than five minutes in the small room the workers pushed
the wheeled table out through the curtain. On it was a man-sized, sheet-covered lump, and once free of the tiny cubicle
the pair wasted little time wheeling the gurney through the
ICU doors.

   
  "Thanks for your help, Officer Duncan," Dr. Fernandez
said. "I wish things had turned out better, but-"

  
   "Yeah, I know what you mean. Ross was quite a guy, and
he deserved a better fate that this." Duncan frowned, then
waved his good arm toward the collection of nurses, technicians and other staffers. "Maybe the next time I see you folks
it'll be under happier circumstances." Then he picked up
his utility bag and casually followed the gurney out the ICU
doors.

   


    Once the electrically powered doors had shut behind him,
JSO Patrolman Mike Duncan became anything but casual as
he hurried to catch up with the heavily-loaded gurney that was
waiting down the hallway and around the corner by the locked-open service elevator. "You guys are good," Duncan whispered
to the man and woman who had only moments earlier wheeled
the gurney out of the ICU. "If I hadn't known better I'd have
sworn you both were legitimate hospital employees."

 
   "Man, I was scared shitless," St. Augustine Police Sergeant Ron Washington muttered, and Lisa Thomas nodded
in agreement. "I'm supposed to arrest people who do this
kind of thing, instead-" He shook his head in disbelief.

  
  "I thought they only did this stuff in James Bond movies," Thomas said grimly, "yet here I am with a couple of cops,
trying to smuggle a dying man out of the hospital." She
snorted, then grinned like a kid. "Just last week I was griping
about being bored, and look what happens. Jeez."

   
 "Do we have everything; equipment, medicines?"
Duncan asked.

 
   "Sure," Thomas replied. "The kind of life support stuff
he needs is really tiny nowadays, and the control unit/power
pack is attached to the board strapped to his left arm. He can
get by without the IV drips long enough to-well, he
shouldn't need them."


    "Is he even awake?" Duncan hesitantly asked.


    "They can't drug me, Mike," a weak voice rasped from
under the sheet, "and with all this commotion, even if I were
dead it'd be enough to wake me. Boo!"

  
  "Same old Jack," Thomas said with a sad smile. "Cracking jokes on his deathbed, no less."

 
   "Let's get moving," Washington nervously prompted.
"Otherwise, Jack won't be the only one running out of time."

 


    After an uneventful ride down on the service elevator
the trio wheeled the gurney out through the emergency
room entrance, heading straight for the MedTrauma Air
helipad. "Relax," Duncan stage-whispered to the pair guiding Ross' Go To Jesus Cart, as such gurneys were called.
"Nobody's gonna pay you any attention if you look like you're
supposed to be doing this. There's always something strange
going on around here; we're just blending into the normal
chaos."

 
   As the gurney and its attendants approached the big air
ambulance idling on the pavement the side door popped
open and a familiar face peered out. "We were wondering if
you'd stopped off for a pizza," Green drawled from within
the confines of the helicopter's interior. He was dressed in
civilian clothes, his heavily bandaged chest and right shoulder loosely covered by a large denim shirt.

 
   "Don't let him kid you," Captain Shannel Horne yelled
from the pilot's seat in the machine's nose. "He was the one
who wanted to stop for a snack, but I told him Pizza Hut was
closed at this hour of the morning." Her dark face was split
with a white, toothy grin, and she added, "Welcome aboard,
folks. Get our guest secured as quickly as possible and we'll
get this show on the road."

 
   In less than five minutes Ross' stretcher had been collapsed to less than a foot high, and was securely anchored to
the helicopter's floor. His frail body was carefully strapped
down moments later, and the signal was given to Horne to lift
off. She throttled up the powerful gas turbines and the machine gently leapt into the night sky.

  
  Jack Ross was going home for the last time.

  


    The big Bell helicopter was once again carefully resting
in the relatively tiny floodlit open area next to Ross' house,
its engines now silent, the four huge rotor blades still. This
time, however, the machine was not the only exotic aircraft
sitting under the night sky on the estate's property.

 
   Jane, Ross' campy little movie-replica space ship, had
been rolled out of her garage-hanger to sit in the driveway
near the front porch, silently awaiting the people who would
give life to her metal carcass.

 
   Inside the house a scene like something out of a macabre movie was unfolding. In one corner of the downstairs
foyer a hospital gurney was parked; on it was the shattered
body of a once-robust man, his ebbing life maintained for the
moment by powerful drugs and sophisticated technology.

 
   In another part of the room a small knot of people, humans and aliens alike, argued desperately, fear adding to
their emotion. Their fear was not born of concern for their
personal safety; they feared for the gurney's occupant.

  
  "I'm telling you I can't fly that goofy little ship!"
MedTrauma Air pilot Shannel Horne angrily exclaimed. "It
doesn't matter that I can fly damned near anything else; I've
just never flown something powered by a damned jumpdrive,
and I'm not about to take flight lessons while transporting a
passenger as fragile as our Mr. Ross."


    "Shannel," Green implored, "with Cory nowhere to be
found you're our only hope in this. I'd do it, but I don't have
use of my right arm, and while I'm a lot of things," he grinned
evilly, "ambidextrous I'm not."

  
  "I've flown jumpdrive-powered ships," Shapiro offered,
"but not THIS one, and certainly not with this kind of cargo.
The Patrons ship is back in England, and we can't get it back
here in time." He shook his head sadly. "As for flying Jane-I...I don't dare."

  
  The four H'kaah and the three other humans present
were no help, none having experience piloting any form of
airship, much less a starship.

  
  "Sorry, guys," came the feeble voice from the gurney in
the corner, "but I'm not in much of a position to be of any
help, either." Even though he was dying, Ross couldn't resist
adding to the angst over the piloting dilemma. "Of course, if
I were in condition to fly my ship I probably wouldn't need
anybody's help, don'cha think?" While the man didn't laugh,
he did manage a lopsided smile.

  
  Before the others in the room could offer any kind of
response they heard an old high-performance car roar up
the street to brake hard near the estate's front gate, then
Ross' old Corvette came blasting up the drive and slid to a
noisy stop next to Jane. A few moments later the front door of
the house opened and Cory Ross hurried in, saying breathlessly, "Sorry I'm late, but I had trouble finding Captain Horn's
replacement pilot's home, and-" He saw the unattended
gurney in the corner and his face instantly lost its color; Cory
Ross feared that his father hadn't survived the trip from the
hospital. Then the cadaver-like form chuckled and the young
man's mouth hung open in shock as he realized that his
father was still very much alive. "Dad!"

  
  "Alive and in barely living black-and-blue," the elder Ross
whispered as his son hurried to his side. "And now that you're
here I think you might be just what the doctor ordered."




    Four lapin aliens, one hospital gurney complete with
strapped-down human patient, six other human passengers,
one human pilot at the controls. Jane was overloaded to the
point that the passengers were forced to cling to one another to keep from floating in the zero-G environment well
above Earth's surface. The middle pair of seats had been
removed and Ross' gurney hastily tied to the mounting brackets, which left secured seating for only five, including the
pilot. All other passengers had to hold onto, or be tightly
held by, those lucky enough to be belted in.

  
  Captain Cory Ross was the only seated, secured person free of a nervous, parasitic-like seat-partner, but he
was too busy to fully appreciate it.

  
  Jane was fast approaching the time when she would be
required to jump from a near-Earth position to someplace
unimaginably distant, and Cory Ross had just called up a
program on the little Toshiba computer's screen that only
one other person on board had ever seen.


    "What in God's name is that?" Green squawked as he
peered around S'leen's ears. "That looks like a tactical radar
display, but-"

 
   Jack Ross managed a weak laugh, then wheezed, "Didn't
you ever wonder why I gave my little tin can ship the name
Jane?" When he got no suitable response he explained, "Many
years ago there was a book, published and updated on a
regular basis, called Jane's Fighting Ships. It was a gold mine of
information on the world's major military battle vehicles, both
naval and aircraft." His audience still didn't make the connection so he added, "This little ship, amusing visual pun
that it may be, is also equipped with some very nasty, very
deadly weaponry as well as sophisticated military electronic
jammers and such, all courtesy of my friends in black places.
She'll be quite a `fighting ship' should it come down to that,
and Cory is completely familiar with her capabilities."

 
   "Jesus, Jack," Lisa Thomas exclaimed, "do you really think
we'll run into trouble?" The big male H'kaah, L'niik, was
strapped into the seat next to Cory Ross, and Thomas was
secure in the alien's soft yet powerful embrace.

  
  "If we run into human opposition," Jack Ross husked
through a terribly bruised throat, "we're betting that at first
they'll be too busy laughing at this absurd-looking ship to
take it seriously, and that's when we'll bust their ass. Still, we
should have the proper codes to pass through any human
blockade, but if we have trouble with aliens- Well, we'll
deal with that when-and-if it happens."

 
   "If everybody's ready," Cory Ross stated, "we've got ten
seconds until jump." He swung the chair around to look at
his passengers, then he gave special attention to the helpless figure strapped to the collapsed gurney. "Dad, are you
sure you can survive the jump? It'd be a real shame to deliver
a corpse to the people L'niik says are waiting at the other end
of the hole."


    "Dammit, Son," the senior Ross rasped, "if I don't do this
I'll be dead in less than a day anyway, so I don't see that I have
much of a choice. Let's go!" At that moment the little computer triggered the jumpdrive's primary operational phase,
and the comical-looking starship jumped to a point in orbit
around an Earth-like planet circling a star some 300 light
years from Earth.


    There was always a momentary physiological flutter experienced by travelers in jumpdrive-powered ships at the
completion of an Einstein-defying jump, and those who knew
what to expect simply endured the brief discomfort. Jack
Ross, however, was a special case in that he was on respiratory
life support, as well as being pumped almost to bursting with
powerful drugs guaranteed to boost his vitality-for a short
while. The possibility that the stress of the jump would end
his life was very real.

 
   "Dad!" his son yelled the moment after the alien world
blinked into view on the ship's view screens. "Are you-?"

 
   The bandaged form on the collapsed gurney shuttered,
but his machine-aided breathing continued without a pause.
"Damn, what a rush!" Ross gasped. "I felt-that-in parts of
my body that haven't felt anything for days." Several seconds
passed, during which the little ship's other occupants exchanged worried glances and whispered comments. Ross
eventually added, "Still, if we can't get this done without
making another jump, I-Son, I don't think I'd make it out
the other end of the hole if we have to do it again. My old
engine's been stressed beyond its limits; the rods are knocking, the valves are rattling and the main bearings are shot."


    "Christ, Dad, don't you give up now!" the young man
said anxiously. "We're almost there. I know you don't like to
fail anymore than I do so hang on." S'leen worked free of
Green's protective embrace (much to the man's regret) and
drifted over to Ross' prone form.

 
   "Jack," she said in a serious tone of voice he'd rarely
heard her use, "you've worked hard to bring my people, and
me, this far. Don't leave me, not when I need you more than
ever. Remember, L'niik and C'maat and F'haan need you,
too." She bowed her head over his chest, stretching her long,
silky ears over his face.

  
  "Ack! No fair!" he squawked. "That tickles like the devil,
and I can't move to scratch my nose!" S'leen giggled, then
gently rubbed her velvety hands over the unbandaged portions of his face.


    "That will have to do," she said with a smile as she floated
back to Green's protective one-armed embrace. "The flight
will get bumpy soon, and until you're able to hold me again
Nolan has offered to keep me safe."

  
  "Noach, you traitorous mamzer," Ross snarled, then weakly
laughed. "You can't even wait until I'm dead to put the moves
on my companion."

 
   "Hell, Jack," Green said weakly, "I'm bunged up from a
gunshot wound of my own. It's all I can do to keep a restraining arm around S'leen; I certainly can't-"

  
  "Just be warned, old chaver," Ross said in a grim-sounding stage whisper. "When S'leen's in heat-she bites!"




   Captain Cory Ross finessed the computerized controls
of the little starship like a concert pianist performing for the
Queen of England. Unlike a concert pianist, however, the
young Ross wasn't interested in his audience's pleasure; his
goal was to minimize the stress on his father's fragile, dying
body during the descent into the planet's atmosphere.

 
   After what seemed to be an interminable time during
which none of the passengers spoke, Cory Ross announced
that they would be landing in less than five minutes. "People,
if you need to relieve yourself," he added dryly, "you'd better
do it now. This is an alien world, and I don't know what the,
uh, facilities will be like."

 
    The figure on the gurney barked a feeble laugh, stating,
"Son, when your military days are over you'll make a fine passenger ship pilot." As if in response to Jack Ross' comment,
all three H'kaah females, with Lisa Thomas in the lead,
scrambled for the ship's tiny toilet.

  
   "Women," Shapiro commented and was answered by
laughs from the men and a confused look from L'niik. "It's
something about being female," Shapiro explained to the
male H'kaah. "We guys view taking a piss as relief from an
annoyance; females treat it as a social occasion." After a moment of thought, L'niik smiled, then snorted and chuckled
in agreement.

 
    The ship touched down in a small grassy clearing near a
nondescript portion of a strange, rounded building complex that appeared to be partially buried into the side of a
hill. Shortly after the able-bodied passengers maneuvered
Jack Ross' hospital gurney out of the ship and onto the ground
a doorway in one of the buildings swung open and three labcoat-attired otter-like Mn'rii emerged guiding a floating gurney-sized platform. The female H'kaah and several of the
humans watched the aliens' approach with open wonder.
Seeing the brown furred mustilid aliens in photographs and
video clips was far different than seeing them in person, and
their fluid, almost boneless way of moving made even the
graceful H'kaah feel clumsy.

 
    The silently floating platform barely rated a second
glance.

  
   Cory Ross, L'niik and Nolan Green had somewhat different feelings as they watched the Mn'rii approach. Upon hearing of Ross' critical wounding the male H'kaah had wasted
no time in sending a courier to contact friends back on his
homeworld, and those friends quickly organized meetings
with like-minded aliens of several other species, the Mn'rii
included. Less than twenty-four hours after the shooting
Green received a courier-delivered message from a small
group of scientists on the Mn'rii homeworld.

 
   This secretive, desperate trip to the Mn'rii homeworld
was the culmination of a plan both dangerous and politically
radical. What began as a desperate attempt to repay Jack Ross'
act of interspecies kindness had, to L'niik's astonishment,
quickly become a determined crusade. L'niik, along with
the others in the small party of conspirators, now knew that
not only the non-aggressive H'kaah, but literally every other
species-predator and prey alike-owed their chance for
species survival to Jack Ross' intervention. Humankind had
the ability to keep them isolated indefinitely, or it could help
them learn to live with one another-or it could simply turn
their respective worlds into radioactive cinders. Ross appeared to be the catalyst that made things happen, and they
weren't going to give him up without a struggle.


    The three Mn'rii technicians helped load the helpless
human and his modest life support equipment onto their
floating work table, then they guided it gently over the ground
and into the nearest doorway leading into what turned out to
be a spacious, mostly underground medical research facility.
Introductions had been brief, and there were few formalities
observed. Every Mn'rii present was a scientist, a doctor or a
skilled technician, and they all spoke fluent yet lyrical English. The otter-like aliens didn't believe in useless layers of
bureaucracy and civil servants; all of their people had solid
reasons for being there.


    Jack Ross and his attending party were taken to a large,
cavern-like room that contained an inordinate amount of
advanced computer equipment. Next to a table near one
wall a young adult male H'kaah, similar in size and athletic
build to L'niik, stood nervously. In contrast to L'niik's mid-length, snowy white fur this male was mostly covered in short
fur so black it almost looked blue. His nose was a tiny chevron
of pink in the middle of his dark face, his eyes pale gold the
way Ross' were icy blue. His finger and toe claws matched the
light golden hue of his eyes, and he had yellow-blonde colored fur under his cheeks and chin that splashed and spread
down his chest and belly to disappear beneath his utilitarian
off-white knit shorts. The underside of his fluffy rabbit-like
tail was the same yellow-blonde, as was the silky scalp hair
that was pulled back into a short human-style ponytail. After
Ross was carefully transferred to an articulated lab table the
dark-furred male hesitantly joined the people grouped
around the dying man.

 
   "Sorry I can't properly greet you," Jack Ross wheezed in
English to the solemn young H'kaah, "but because of my...my
situation, speaking H'kaah makes both my chest and throat
hurt."


    "Honorable Jack Ross," the male stated in perfect hypno-taught English, his voice a light, pleasant baritone, "you need
never apologize to one such as I." The H'kaah hung his head
in shame, then said with apparent sincerity, "I grieve to see
you suffer, sir, and I am privileged to...to be able to offer you
an escape."

 
   Ross said nothing for a time, then sighed. "This is so
damned unfair," he finally husked, his weak voice colored by
anger. "There's no need for you to-"

 
   "Honorable Sir," the H'kaah quickly interrupted, "there
is all the need in...in the universe for this. My people, as well
as many other species of non-aggressive sentients, still need
your guidance, your knowledge, your...your spirit. Allowing
you and what you represent to simply die when there is a way
for you to continue your work is something that cannot be
permitted."


    "But, son, you have a life to live, things to do!"

 
   The alien shook his head in an all-too-human gesture.
"My life is already forfeit, Honorable Sir." The H'kaah looked
pointedly at Ross. "I think you, perhaps more than any other
human, understand why."

 
   "Shit! I wouldn't allow L'niik, here, to go through with
such a damned fool custom, and while I can't physically do
much to stop you, I just don't feel it's right for you to just
throw your life away because-"

 
   Again the male H'kaah interrupted Ross. "But Honorable Sir, that's just it; my shameful actions have already made
me a non-person. By assisting with what we hope to accomplish here today I can do two things: I can help save the life of
someone critically important to my people's survival, and I
can perhaps erase some small portion of the dishonor I
brought to...to my family's name." He momentarily looked
down again in shame, then raised his face in defiant hope.
"Please don't deny me this last act of redemption, Honorable Jack Ross. You're not only my people's hope, you're the
only hope I have."


    A lone tear dribbled from Ross' one good eye. He swallowed several times before asking, "Son, at least tell me your
name."

 
   The alien looked away, whispering, "My crime has erased
my name. I no longer exist."

 
   Ross frowned, then stated in a strong, harsh tone of voice
that startled everyone, "Everybody I deal with has a name;
you're no exception. LOOK AT ME WHEN I'M TALKING
TO YOU!" The dark-furred H'kaah jumped at the rusty steel
in the dying man's voice, and he brought his frightened eyes
back to Ross' piercing one-eyed stare. "That's better. Understand this: You will either tell me your name RIGHT NOW,
or this whole procedure will come to a screeching halt."


    The alien looked silently at Ross for a long ten seconds,
then he glanced at the others in the room. Each of them met
his gaze, and each one solemnly nodded in agreement with
the human's ultimatum. Finally the male's gaze returned to
the helpless human. "My...my name was D'raan, of...of the
family S'boon. My crime is-"

 
   This time it was Jack Ross' turn to interrupt. "Hold it,
D'raan. I only asked for your name; there's no need to talk
about your crime."

 
   But then it was the dying man's turn to be surprised
when the male H'kaah would not be denied. "Honorable
Jack Ross, now that I have been forced to speak the name I
once carried, I am duty-bound to speak of the crime that
brought dishonor to it." His eyes briefly brushed those of the
H'kaah females, but this time he was met with unfriendly
stares. "I did one of the few things that, in H'kaah society,
warrants the penalty of death. I...I assaulted a young and very
unwilling female at a party we both attended, and in seven of
your months from now she...she will bear my child."


    "Why not simply marry her, son? My God, it makes no
sense to throw away your life when there's a chance to help
both the female and the child!"

 
   The male shook his head sharply as he replied, "It is not
our way, Honorable Sir. The female and her family, along
with my own poor family, have been terribly dishonored by
my criminal actions. The only way to cleanse the stain is for
me to die both in name and in body. As per our custom, at
birth the child will be placed in what you call an orphanage,
and will never know its parents. This...this is how we erase
the shame."

  
  "But," Ross grimly stated, "your body is going to live on,
only-"

 
   "This body has been genetically altered by the Mn'rii,"
the male explained, "and now carries both a different DNA
code and scent. You see, Honorable Sir, the H'kaah once
known as D'raan is already dead, and you are therefore conversing with-" and he paused, the words sticking painfully
in his throat, "-a corpse."


    Jack Ross said nothing for a while, then called to one of
the Mn'rii scientists. "Eeoi'ha, did you or any of the others
tell my friends here that you and I are not strangers?" The
chief Mn'rii scientist blinked in surprise, then replied that,
no, they had not broken their oath of secrecy. "Good. When I
met with you almost a year ago I never dreamed that I'd be
the subject of your weird experimentation, but that was then;
this is a brutal, cruel `now'." He sighed, but nobody else
broke the shocked silence.

 
   Eventually, "What were you planning to do with my body
once I didn't need it any more?" He was quickly assured that
it would be sent back to Earth for funeral services. "And you've
had no living humans to experiment on, no volunteers for
your bioengineering research?" The Mn'rii scientist said no.
"Would you like one now?" he softly asked. All of the tall
otter-like aliens blinked and whistled in surprise, and eventually the chief scientist nervously agreed that such a boon
would be helpful in the extreme. "Fine," Ross said. "You can
have this one, but there's a very special condition attached."


    D'raan had drifted aimlessly away from the cluster of
scientists and friends gathered around Jack Ross, and the
man called him back over, then asked, "You believe that you
must be punished for your crime, correct?" The H'kaah nodded his head. "You truly feel that your intellect, your being, is
forfeit, and that's why you've agreed to help with what we're
trying to do. Am I right?" The alien nodded again, this time
openly confused. "OK, so what if you were given a chance to
do far more than simply atone for your sin? In fact, if you're
brave enough to take this experiment even farther I believe
we can have your name restored with honor. Also, wouldn't
you really like to know that the child you fathered gets the
best of care?" Now Ross had everybody's undivided attention,
but the black-furred H'kaah listened hungrily to Ross' every
word.

  
  "Here's the deal as it stands now:" Ross carefully stated.
"My mental matrix is to be removed intact from this crippled,
dying shell, and temporarily stored in what the Mn'rii call,
for lack of a better name, a...a cybernetic box."

 
   A nearby Mn'rii technician waved an arm toward two identical tan-colored, toaster-sized devices that were sitting on a
small utility table. Each device had nothing more than a blank
display screen, a trio of touch pad switches and a connector
for a large ribbon cable to break its otherwise smooth surface. The cybernetic boxes looked like they belonged in a
kitchen, not a laboratory.

 
   "As I understand it," Ross continued, "the special terms
of your H'kaah-imposed death sentence state that your mental matrix is to be removed from your body and-discarded."
The alien closed his pale golden eyes and trembled. "Open
your eyes, D'raan!" The H'kaah did, but his eyes showed
plain naked fear. "The final step in the plan as it now stands
is for my mental matrix to be impressed upon the then-blank
brain in your body. If everything goes well I, Jack Ross, will
live on in the guise of a male H'kaah, free to continue my
work."

 
   Nobody spoke.

 
   Ross slowly licked his cold, thin lips and took as deep a
breath as he could, then forcefully declared, "Here is what I
propose changing: Your mental matrix will be, like mine,
temporarily stored in the spare Mn'rii cybernetic box. From
what I know of the process the devices have never failed, so
having a backup machine for me is not necessary. Are you
with me so far, Eeoi'ha?" The chief Mn'rii scientist stared at
Jack Ross for several long seconds, then slowly smiled and
nodded once in agreement.

  
  "If my transference works our friends here are to attempt
to do the same procedure for you," Ross said, "impressing
your mental matrix upon the then-blank brain in this body. If
that works-and I realize that's a big `if'-you will live the
rest of your life as a human, and in doing so you will have
aided the Mn'rii in their bioengineering research. Based on
what little I know of their advanced-and, I might add, highly
controversial-secret work on other species, I firmly believe
they'll eventually repair the damage done to this...this physical wreck I'm about to bequeath you, D'raan. It may take
some time, possibly a few years, and I don't doubt that the
process will be unpleasant at times, but I think they'll eventually succeed, and you, son, will have earned more than just
a second chance at life. Not only will your family's name be
cleared, the memory of your name will also be restored with
honor. And I'll personally see to it that your child never sees
an orphanage, but is welcomed into a warm, loving environment."

 
   A frightening grin twisted the man's partially bandaged
face. "Normally I'd be willing to stick around while they try to
patch me up," Ross said, "but a lot of things are coming to a
head and, as you've correctly stated, I've got work to do." The
lapin alien was as astonished at the idea as everyone else in
the room, but Ross had one more surprise for them all.

 
   "Should everything go according to plan and this body
be restored to health, D'raan, the Mn'rii must physically alter it far more extensively than they did your H'kaah body.
The visible facial features must be changed along with the
fingerprints, the retinal patterns and its basic DNA identity.
Except for a privileged few, everyone else thinks Jack Ross
died in a hospital on Earth, and for both your ultimate safety
as well as mine that must never, ever be in doubt. Who this
new person will be-well, we'll cross that bridge when we get
to it. For now, this is my offer as well as my challenge. What I
need to know is, are you strong enough-are you male
enough-to accept it?"






Chapter 11

Deus Ex Machina?
D'raan stood by the lab table where Jack Ross lay dying. He
slowly reached out and, taking Ross' cold, now-paralyzed right
hand from beneath the white sheet that covered most of the
man's battered, shattered body, the alien gently enfolded it
into his own warm, trembling grip. He reverently raised Ross'
hand and touched it to his bowed, fur-covered forehead. "I
accept," was all the H'kaah said, then he carefully returned
the corpselike hand to the table.

 
   "Good," Ross responded with a visibly pleased smile.
"Now that the matter's settled, maybe our Mn'rii friends will
tell us how this infernal process works."

 
   But he was shocked when chief Mn'rii scientist
Eeoi'ha stated, "Please don't be offended, Jack Ross, but
we are unable to do that. You see, we have no understanding of how the cybernetic box functions, nor can we comprehend how a living mental matrix can be stripped intact
from a sentient being's brain and impressed upon the
blank brain of another sentient being, much less the blank
brain of another sentient species. We only know that the
process can be done, and to date it has been done twenty
three times, each time leaving no copies, no `mental
clones', of the subject in either the original host body or
the cybernetic box itself."

  
   "Jesus H. Christ!" Ross exclaimed. "How the hell can you
work with something that exotic, yet not understand it? Based
on what you're telling me, this isn't advanced technology,
it's...it's magic-in-a-can!"

   
  Eeoi'ha fidgeted uncomfortably, then carefully stated,
"What you refer to as `magic' is, at least in this instance, apparently a `higher-order' physics. It seems to follow rules in
the same manner as the physics we advanced technologists
understand; the problem is that it follows a different set of
rules, and those are rules that we technologists-of any species-do not understand.

  
   "What do you think makes the jumpdrive you humans
claim to have developed work?" Eeoi'ha asked defensively.
"Don't you agree that it certainly appears to violate your long-dead genius Einstein's rules of the physical universe? Didn't
you ever wonder why all of the jumpdrive units are so carefully
sealed at their factories? I can assure you that they are not
sealed, as the popular reason states, to discourage tampering. The real reason is simple: The jumpdrive units, like the
cybernetic box devices, will not function unless they are enclosed
within a molecularly sealed container. We believe they are
thusly designed for reasons of safety.

  
   "It's just as well that the machines are sealed," he continued, "since from what any of us can determine the processes
that take place inside their containers when they're operating are well beyond our current level of understanding. We,
along with your human scientists, call this technology 7th
level physics, no doubt easily understood by advanced minds
evolved to operate on that level. Unfortunately, our 4th level
physics-capable minds can't comprehend how the technology
works; we just know it does what we were told it would do.

 
   "Our advice to you is to simply accept the fact that the
cybernetic box devices exist," Eeoi'ha concluded, "and be exceedingly glad their unique services are available to you;
otherwise you would face a future destined to be very short,
most uncomfortable and very, very unhappy."

 
   "But if you didn't invent this...this `magical' technology,
who did, and how can you build what you don't understand?"
Ross was unwilling to leave the idea alone. "You can't have
just...just turned around one day and found it sitting on a
table! Where in hell did it come from?"

 
   "Friend Jack," the scientist said after a long, whistling
sigh of frustration, "your comment in apparent jest is actually
quite close to reality. Several years ago I was working on a
totally unrelated project when I needed to refer to a book of
extensive notes I had compiled during the previous seven
months. While leafing through the pages I came across a
section of new information, all obviously written by someone
other than me. The material detailed the construction, operation and uses of a cybernetic box. It didn't seem to make any
sense, but since it was in my book of notes-notes, you must
understand, that nobody else had access to-I decided to
pursue it, more out of curiosity than for any hope it would
actually work."

 
   The Mn'rii scientist chittered momentarily; he was laughing, but uncharacteristically for a Mn'rii, it didn't seem to
contain any humor. "Much to my amazement, when we produced the various components and assembled them as directed, then sealed the container with the new molecular
phase-shifting process also detailed in the instructions, the
resulting device did exactly what the notes said it would do.
After making sure word of the device would remain secret I
set out to discover if anything else had been discovered along
those lines. I was successful beyond my wildest dreams."

 
   Eeoi'ha chittered again, nervously rubbing his bulbous
black nose with a webbed finger. "I found that the very thing
that brought all of our species together is, itself, a 7th level
physics device. At a secret meeting on your Earth with the
humans who claim to have invented the jumpdrive, I learned
that they stumbled across the idea for it-along with detailed
instructions on how to build it as well as the molecular phase
shifting device used to seal and protect it-hidden in a book
of carefully guarded technical notes. The rest you know or
surely can guess."

 
   Ross said nothing for a time, then stated, "You're telling
me that...that our respective species, our very civilizations,
are being `tampered with' by-"

  
  Eeoi'ha dryly finished, "Your people have a most succinct term: `Godlike Benevolent Aliens', or GBAs for short.
And yes, I, along with many other scientists of the more advanced civilizations including your own, stand convinced that
we've been-as you put it-`tampered with' for generations,
possibly since our respective species' very beginnings." The
otter-like creature shrugged his narrow shoulders in an
all-too-human gesture of resignation, adding, "But after
this length of time what can we do about it other than
continue using the devices? None of us wish to give up
the boon of space travel, and we Mn'rii believe the potential benefits of the cybernetic box technology are almost beyond belief."

  
  "You're really saying that we're all damned," Ross
stated wearily, his voice once again barely more than a
whisper.

  
  The Mn'rii stared at him for several moments, then simply said, "At the moment all of us in this room are very much
alive. However, if we wait much longer before we begin this
process YOU might not live long enough to complete it,
thereby joining the ranks of your so-called `damned'."

 


   Preparations were complicated, but sooner than Ross
expected the Mn'rii announced they were ready to begin
the process. "We plan to remove and store D'raan's mental
matrix first," Eeoi'ha explained to the small crowd of human
and H'kaah onlookers, "then do the same with Jack Ross'.
Both removal processes should take no more than an Earth
hour; emplacement into their new biological receptacles is
no more complicated than the removal procedures, and
should only require another hour."

  
  The Mn'rii scientist padded over to a wall-mounted cabinet, opened a door and removed a device. When he returned
to the two table-bound subjects he held an ominous-looking,
yet frighteningly familiar device up for Ross' visual inspection. "This will be used to make a total of twelve small holes
in each skull; into those holes we will place wire-like probes."
D'raan's articulated lab table was close enough to Ross' for
him to see and hear the scientist, and his one good eye 
widened in fear as he got a good look at the bulky, pistol-shaped instrument.

 
   "That looks like a...a Black & Decker cordless drill!" Ross
exclaimed with more than a trace of panic in his voice.

  
  "In fact," Eeoi'ha said, grinning and nodding his head,
"that's exactly what it is. We found that you humans make
wonderful tools suitable for both surgery and the construction trade." The alien cheerfully triggered the battery-powered drill, which had a long, quarter-inch-diameter tungsten carbide bit chucked into its business end. Then he approached Ross' head, his grin widening. "Since you are incapable of moving, we won't have to immobilize your body with
straps like we did with D'raan." He whirred the drill again.

 
   "Now wait just a damned minute!" Ross wailed weakly,
and while he could not see the dark-furred H'kaah he was
certain the alien's features must be twisted in terror that was
at least a match for his own. "When the hell are you gonna
use some anesthetic? Most of my body's dead, but my head's
still very much alive!"

 
   The Mn'rii glanced first at D'raan, then back at Ross. All
the other Mn'rii in the room were grinning, too. "Anesthetic
only serves to dilute the experience," he said with an indulgent snicker, "and we thought you'd more fully appreciate
the beauty of the process without such numbing effects."

  
  Ross had been shocked speechless, and D'raan was obviously frightened beyond mere words. The other occupants
of the operating theater, Ross' horrified supporters and the
Mn'rii scientists and technicians alike, had said little during
the past few moments, but Cory Ross suddenly broke the
visitors' stunned silence by angrily snarling, "Bullshit! I didn't
bring my father all this way to be tortured by-"


    "Peace!" Eeoi'ha loudly exclaimed. "I was joking! Of course
we will use an anesthetic. Only the barbaric Ruug'h perform
surgical procedures without the benefits of painkillers. Nor
will I use anything as unsophisticated as this to make the
necessary pathways for the probes." He gave everyone an incredibly toothy, cheerful grin as he handed the fearsome-looking drill to an equally cheerful assistant. "In fact, the
holes will be so tiny that once the probes are no longer
needed the wounds will completely heal in less than a day."

  
  Jack Ross sighed and closed his eye, then after a long
moment he softly said, "We humans have an old saying,
Eeoi'ha: Paybacks are hell. If I come through this, my fine furry
friend, I promise you a payback of historic magnitude-and
I guarantee you'll plead to your various gods for release long
before I'm done with you."

 
   "Coming from a person of your legendary talents, friend
Jack Ross," the scientist happily chirped, "I take that as a
supreme compliment."

  
[image: ]
Work continued, and soon both Ross and D'raan had
clamped, framed and wire-festooned skulls that resembled
props from a bad science-fiction movie. Final encouragements and good-byes were exchanged, then Ross directed
one additional comment to the dark-furred H'kaah on the
nearby table.

   
      "While you might not find much comfort in these words,
D'raan, I just want to say that you're one of the bravest people
I've ever had the honor to know." The alien, completely immobilized by medical restraints, could do little more than
tremble in his fear. "With luck," Ross added, "I'll see you on
the other side."

    
     "I'll put my faith in your luck," the terrified alien
managed to whisper, "and hope for a better future for us
all."




       In time Jack Ross felt a tickling deep inside his head.
Since the living brain has no capability to feel pain or sensation he knew the alien cybernetic box had to be responsible.
Exactly what it was doing was something the man didn't want
to contemplate, but since he had not heard any screams from
D'raan, who was supposed to be well ahead of him in the
procedure, Ross figured it probably wasn't too terrible. Then
he realized that besides being totally paralyzed, he was now
blind and apparently deaf; he couldn't blink, he couldn't
talk, he didn't even know if he was breathing. Screaming was
certainly out of the question.

  
       Too bad.


         The tickling became an incessant itch, then an almost
sub-audible whir that set his nerves on edge the way fingernails dragged down a chalkboard invariably did. Ross began
feeling mentally stretched, like a big rubber band, and just
as the bizarre feeling became unendurable there was a
world-encompassing SNAP-


         And then nothing.

 


  "That concludes the storage process," Eeoi'ha stated to
the anxious humans and H'kaah alike. "The mental matrixes
of both D'raan and Jack Ross are safely stored in their respective cybernetic boxes, and now we can begin the second stage of
the process." Mn'rii technicians began fussing with the multitude of wires.

  
  Cory Ross, his sister Trudy and S'leen hesitantly approached the senior Ross' virtually motionless form; it
breathed, its heart still rhythmically beat, all to the regular
impulses of outside stimuli. "Goodbye, Daddy," the young
woman whispered, her eyes filling with tears.

 
   S'leen gently stroked the pale, naked skin of Jack Ross'
right cheek. She softly chittered something that only the two
nearby humans heard, then explained to their questioning
glances, "I thanked him for loving me." She looked directly
at the humans, adding, "Your father gave me a kind of love
that is all too rare among my people. Jack explained to me
shortly before he was shot that H'kaah society has many similarities to your ancient Japanese, but what he did not know is
that while we have binding marriage customs it is rare for a
paired couple to share the level of...of affection that he and I
had."

 
   Both of Ross' children looked surprised at the alien's
revelation, but before they could comment she said, "I'm
sorry if our relationship offended you, and I hope it won't
diminish your feelings for your father. Jack loved you both
very much, and on many occasions he talked proudly of your
accomplishments, and of the grandchildren you, Trudy, have
given him." She hung her head, adding, "I...I wish I could
have met them before I left Earth, but perhaps it's better I
didn't."

 
   Trudy Bond frowned, then startled the female H'kaah
with a quick hug. "While Cory and I don't always agree on
things," she stated, "I think we agree on this: Daddy loved
you, and that, if for no other reason, makes you special to us.
We love our father, S'leen, and we're grateful that you brought
some sunshine into his life." She hugged the alien again,
adding, "And if you come back to Earth I'll make sure you get
to visit with his grandchildren. That's a promise." Trudy Bond
took one last look at her father's living husk, then she walked
stiffly away to rejoin the small group of humans and H'kaah
standing off to the side.

 
   Cory Ross had endured numerous shocks in the past
few years, but Jack Ross had raised his children to be tough
and resourceful. Learning of his mother's death several years
earlier had been like a knife through his heart, then his
father's possibly fatal shooting just a few days earlier had cruelly twisted the knife's blade. It was only when he and his
sister arrived to see their dying father that they learned of
the man's unusual relationship with the exotic female alien
standing next to him. Knowing that this non-human person
had brought a brief period of happiness to the senior Ross'
otherwise grim recent life made the H'kaah's statements all
the more confusing.


    He carefully laid a hand on S'leen's shoulder and
when she looked at him in surprise he gently said, "We
need to talk." Casually glancing at the others in the big
room he added, "There won't be much to see for almost
an hour, so why don't the two of us walk back out to Jane,
have a Coke or something, and see if we can clear up a few
misconceptions."


    S'leen looked momentarily alarmed, but quickly covered
it; not, however, without Cory Ross taking notice. "Let me ask
you something," he softly said, his voice carefully neutral.
"Did you fear my father? Did you ever believe that he would
hurt you?" When she said no he quietly stated, "Then understand this: I'm my father's son. While I don't have the kind of
background my father had, you're still as safe in my hands as
you were in his." She blinked, took a deep breath, then nodded. "C'mon," he urged, "let's get out of this morgue."

 
   Outside was a landscape not unlike Earth's rolling New
England hills. Trees looked close enough to Earth-native
varieties to pass casual inspection, and it was the same with
the lush grass and Kodak-blue sky. Bird-like creatures trilled
and twittered in the nearby woodlands and were answered by
the occasional brightly colored alien flier as it swooped overhead. "Everywhere I've traveled," Ross said as they slowly
strolled toward his father's starship, Jane, "I've found one
consistent thing: When the sentient life is `our' kind of life,
the world that supports it is invariably this kind of place." The
H'kaah looked around and nodded, and he added, "I've
never been to your homeworld, S'leen, but I'd bet it's a lot
like this one-or like Earth."


    "Your world is the first alien place I visited," she said,
"and this is the second. Both appear similar to my world, and
I, too, believe there is a common thread weaving all our species together. Jack and I talked at length about the GBA theory,
and nothing I've learned to date has run counter to it."

 
   They eventually reached the absurd looking little ship
and went aboard, and Cory Ross fetched two cold plastic
bottles of Coke from the small refrigerator in the galley.
"Please-sit," he said after handing the H'kaah one, then he
paused to pull heavily on his. He directed her to the back of
the cabin where he sprawled at one end of the wide minivan
seat while the obviously nervous alien sat primly at the other
end. After a strained silence he smiled, then suddenly said,
"Boo!" S'leen jumped, nearly dropping her drink.

  
  "That was mean!" she complained while he snickered
around his soda bottle.

 
   "Did Dad ever do that to you?" he asked, grinning.

 
   "Yes!" she retorted.

 
   "And did you fuss at him when he did it?"

 
   "Y-yes," she said, her annoyance melting away as she recalled the memories. "He...he always laughed, too, especially if I spilled something." She blinked several times, and
tears began skittering down her furry cheeks. "I couldn't stay
angry at him, though. It was just one of his ways of...of s-showing that he loved me." She set her soda bottle down and
cried.

 
   Careful to keep from appearing threatening, Ross offered a clean handkerchief to the softly sobbing alien. She
dabbed at her large, amber eyes, wiped at the wet fur on her
cheeks, then honked her tiny pink-rimmed nose. In time
she got her emotions under control, then offered to return
the used handkerchief.

 
   "Keep it," Ross said with a poorly hidden smile. "You
might need it again." She covered her embarrassment with a
sip of soda, then the man decided it was time to press on.

  
  "From what I'm hearing from you," he said gently, "there
appears to be some confusion concerning your role in this
whole matter. I don't know where you got the notion that my
sister and I don't approve of our father's relationship with
you." The H'kaah just looked at him, her expression unreadable. "Trudy stated this a short while ago, and now I'm telling
you the same thing: That notion is wrong. We think Dad was
planning to surprise us with you, but the first we knew of your
existence was after we were contacted about the shooting.


    "Trudy is married and has a family; she and her husband, Wes, own a small restaurant in Los Angeles, a city in a
big state on the west coast of our country, and they spend
virtually all of their time running the business and caring for
their twin daughters. When she flew into the Jacksonville
airport Teddy Shapiro had her picked up and brought directly to the hospital, and she was briefed on current events
in transit.

  
  "I, on the other hand," he said with a frown, "have spent
the past six months stationed at a security outpost orbiting
the undisputed armpit of the universe, the Ruug'h
homeworld. That `military person' you contacted pulled
strings I didn't know existed to get an emergency message to
me, and it got even more incredible when my commanding
officer granted me immediate, indefinite leave, as well as
furnishing me with a starship to bring me home. Teddy
Shapiro briefed me on the Patrons situation, along with your
part in it, as I headed up to the trauma center's ICU." The
lapin alien's expression remained unreadable.


    He smiled, saying, "Honestly, S'leen, Trudy and I are
thrilled that you and Dad have such a wonderful relationship. God knows, Dad needs someone to love, someone who
loves him. And if this crazy process works, S'leen, he'll need
you more than ever."


    Ross finally recognized her expression as one of despair.
She slowly shook her head, saying, "Jack's entire world is
going to change...change far more than he thinks it will.
How can you say that there will still be a mutual attraction?"


    Instead of directly answering her Ross carefully asked,
"Will you still love him?"


    After a moment of silence she said, "I must answer your
question with a question of my own: Will the H'kaah male
Jack Ross care about one plain H'kaah female out of the
millions of more-desirable females he will have available to
him?"

 
   This time it was Cory Ross' turn to be confused. "OK,
S'leen, help me with this. Dad's crazy about you, so how's that
going to change for the worse? If anything, I'd think he'd be
even crazier in love with you once he's settled into his new-his new skin. And as for being `desirable'-I, for one, don't
think you have a thing to worry about." He grinned, but was
dismayed when she violently shook her head, causing her
ears to flop.


    "That only shows that you don't really understand our
society, and especially the attitude of our males," she stated
bitterly. "We females equate to what you humans call `second-class citizens'. We have few `rights', we cannot own land
and we are not allowed to vote in choosing our leaders. Finally, there is strong competition between too many females
for the attention, much less a hope for real love, of too few
males."


    "Wait...wait a minute!" Ross exclaimed as he held his
hands up to stop her tirade. "Are you saying that there's a...a
`population imbalance' on your homeworld, and that the
majority of the people-the females-have no control over
the government, much less their own lives?"

 
   She nodded solemnly, saying, "Despite our undisputed
rabbit ancestry, we have a low birthrate and small families,
and female births outnumber male births over three-to-one.
It...it was not always thus." Ross knew only what the general
public knew, and he had never heard of this; it showed in his
shocked expression. "You humans still wage wars for territory, power and expansion; once we did the same," she explained. "Long ago our society was much different, far more
socially equitable, and our population was far larger than it is
now. Still, we fought terrible, generations-long wars for control of land used to grow food for our teeming billions." Her
expression was harder, more alien than any he'd ever seen
on an H'kaah. "During that nightmare time a few of the scientists of one faction devised a terrible biological weapon-a genetic virus-that drastically reduced H'kaah birthrate, as
well as reduced the percentage of males born. Since these
wars raged on for so many years it was reasoned that the use of
such a biological agent would significantly reduce the ability
of the enemy faction to replace their casualties, thereby eliminating their ability to make war.


    "What the scientists failed to take into account was that,
once released, the biological weapon was impossible to control, and it eventually spread world-wide. It altered ALL of
us!" Her sorrowful expression almost broke Ross' heart. "During this time there were scientists still capable of reversing
the damage, but when the truth was revealed it caused such
an outrage that they were hunted down by vengeful mobs
and killed." She sighed. "The angry fools killed the very scientists who could have produced a counteragent, and the
knowledge of how to reverse the crime died with them."

 
   Ross was appalled. Nowhere in anything he'd read or
heard regarding the H'kaah was there any mention of them
having a sexually-tiered social order, nor had he seen any
historical evidence of them having a violent, warlike past.
"When humankind found us," she stated, "you found a totally stagnant society. We have a rigid social order that allows
wealthy, powerful males to have more than one wife, but even
with that we have a high number of unmarried females."



    The man was learning things no other human apparently knew. Or did they?

  
  "Is it any wonder," S'leen continued, "that we females so
readily accepted the frightful challenge of living on another
world, of trying to survive while living with terrifying meat-eating aliens? There is no hope for most females on our
homeworld to live full, productive lives, so why shouldn't we
wish for something better among the stars! And, yes, there
are a few males interested in the Patrons program; in any
large group there will always be a certain percentage of the
people in power who are still unhappy with what you call the
status quo."


    S'leen paused to take a long drink of her neglected
soda. She burped, then said with conviction, "But don't think
my feelings for your father are false; they are very real, and I
love him with all my heart. He showed me love and tenderness that our males seldom bother to express. Why should
they, when they have a wide selection of willing mates to
choose from? Your father claims our society is in many ways
similar to your early Japanese in how it relates to honor and
duty, and I guess that is true. Without such rigid social controls our males would no doubt impregnate every female
within reach, and even with our restricted birthrate we would
soon breed ourselves out of room.


    "So you see, Honorable Captain Cory Ross," S'leen stiffly
explained, "when your father awakens as an H'kaah male he
will no doubt desire a female far more `exciting' than I to be
his consort."

  
  She sighed, adding, "And I will go back to my
homeworld."

 
   "Don't bet on it!" Ross suddenly snarled, shocking the
H'kaah with his passion. "If there's one thing I'm certain
about in all this, it's how my father feels about you. He won't
abandon you; he will need you, and I guarantee you won't go
back to your homeworld unless YOU choose to do so."

 
   Confusion chased emotions all over S'leen's face, and
after several false starts she finally said, "But-how can say
that?  Without a patron I  have no reliable income;  I don't
even have a place to live. I will have to return to my
homeworld!"

 
   Cory Ross stood, smiled and extended his arms to the
seated alien. "The answer to all your questions is standing
right in front of you," he warmly said. "I'm not going to hurt
you, but I am going to put your mind at ease, and I'll start by
offering you the comfort and security of my arms." She slowly
stood and approached the young man. True to his word, he
did nothing more than embrace the soft, trembling alien.


    "Welcome to our extended family, S'leen," he gently said.
"I know I can speak for Trudy when I say that we're glad to
have you aboard." This close to her he suddenly realized that
her mild, musky scent was more than a little exciting. Damn!
he thought, no wonder these aliens are so popular! "As for not
having a patron or an income or even a place to live," he said
with a smile as they broke the embrace, "all of those are non-issues. You'll live right where you've been living, since with
Dad `officially dead' Trudy and I will inherit his property as
well as the automobile dealership, and we'll certainly need
people to manage things." When she didn't seem to understand, he added, "We'll need at least a pair of caretakers,
S'leen. And what better way for Dad to both continue his
work and keep an eye on things back home than to pose as an
H'kaah companion to the person managing the dealership,
and I know just who my sister and I will put into that position,
too. When Dad's not helping run the store, he'll be with you
at the estate."


    S'leen still looked confused, then she frowned. "But how
can that be? Patrons' rules state that a human can only have
one companion-"

 
   "I'm still a step ahead of you, Dear," Cory Ross said with a
grin. "If you and Dad have no objections I'll go on public
record as your patron. And since I have a military career to
pursue it would certainly appear natural for you to help care
for my interests while I'm not on Earth, right?" She slowly
nodded and he gave her a final, quick squeeze. "Good! Now
let's rejoin the party and see how our new H'kaah citizen is
coming along."


    They left the confines of the little starship, and as they
walked toward the partly buried research building Ross commented with a wide grin, "While I'm the first to admit that it's
not entirely accurate, I think it's absolutely incredible that
I'm going to be the first man to have a rabbit for a father!"


    S'leen squealed indignantly, then leaned over and bit
him on the arm.




    When first built, the alien devices known to the Mn'rii as
cybernetic boxes had been in a dormant state, but once activated
each became, in a very special way, alive. Those who had built
them followed little-understood plans, believing the devices
to be nothing more than strange machines designed to remove, store and transfer a living being's mental matrix to a
prepared receptacle, normally another living being's blank
brain.

 
   Their builders never imagined such devices could have
lives of their own, or that they could, and often did, communicate with each other. There were, at present, four cybernetic
boxes, each one having been used numerous times to initiate
and complete mental matrix transferences. Up to this time
only Mn'rii, H'kaah and one other herbivore species, the
bipedal, deer-like Delt, had been subjected to the boxes'
unique processes, but now one of the boxes was experiencing
something new.

 
   A creature of incredible violence, unspeakable brutality and cruelty-it called itself a human-had undergone the mental matrix extraction and storage procedure,
and the cybernetic box housing the human's mental matrix
was determined to learn as much as possible about this
strange, complex sentient being, as well as the society
that spawned it.

 
   In mere electronic moments the device also discovered
that humanity had been gifted with a 7th level physics device
(they called it a jumpdrive) that had made practical interstellar travel available to everyone-as long as humans controlled
it. The reason humankind had been singled out for the
jumpdrive boon was the next item it had to discover. Soon, it
knew, it would be directed to transfer the human's mental
matrix to the awaiting brain of a docile, herbivore male
H'kaah, and the reason for such an unusual procedure was a
matter that, in itself, warranted much closer study. Such information could prove to be vitally important to the cybernetic
box's unseen masters.


    What the alien device had no way of knowing was that
its new subject was an anomaly among his peers. Comparing Jack Ross to the average human was like comparing a
pit viper to a pollywog.

 


   The mental matrix that comprised the entire being of
Jack Ross was restless. While confined in the alien cybernetic
box Ross' mind had no conscious thought, yet it had a form of
awareness akin to that of a dream state.

  
   And its dreams were not pleasant ones.

 
    A human mind trapped in an alien machine is, in itself,
a concept guaranteed to bring chills of dread to the toughest, bravest soul. Ross' mind experienced bizarre flashes and
memory potsherds of situations long forgotten, of each and
every death that bloodied his hands, and of scenarios that
never really happened. Nightmarish H. R. Giger-style biomechanical monstrosities manifested themselves throughout
the real and pseudo images, and Ross' dreaming mind often
tried to scream in terror. But as in nightmares of the more-normal variety in which the dreamer seldom has that capability, Ross had to endure the seemingly endless horrors of hell
in mute silence.

 



    As Cory Ross and S'leen reentered the Mn'rii laboratory they noticed several things: The human and H'kaah
visitors were now clustered in a far corner of the room,
and the Mn'rii scientists appeared to be busier than ever.
Jack Ross' brain-wiped, helpless form was nowhere to be
seen.


    "Where's my father's body?" the younger Ross demanded.



    Chief scientist Eeoi'ha appeared unruffled by Ross'
sharp question, answering calmly with, "Even on advanced
life-support it was failing rapidly, so we placed it in stasis
until such time as we can devote full attention to reversing
the damages done by the shooting and subsequent medical
procedures on your homeworld. At this time our priority is
getting your father's mental matrix safely moved to the host
body, and to that end we could not afford the potential distractions a dying body can generate."


    Ross was shocked. "Stasis? Like in science fiction-type
`suspended animation', where you flip a switch and a shimmering beam of light brings everything it touches to a screeching halt?" He shook his head in disbelief. "Is this another 7th
level physics device? Just how many more surprises do you people
have?"

 
   Eeoi'ha blinked and nervously twitched the tip of his
thick, otter-like tail. "To our knowledge the stasis effect you
describe exists only in your `science fiction'. We use a chemical process that works on living organic matter, and it does
not `suspend' everything; it merely slows it down by a factor
of one ten-thousand. Instead of a 7th level physics process, it is
merely an injection of a catalytic enzyme that quickly permeates every cell in the subject's body. It was invented by a Ruug'h
scientist looking for a way to protect fresh meat from decay,
and we traded them some of our advanced medical technology in exchange for the process. We are currently negotiating with human scientists and politicians who, we feel, will
ultimately trade us the jumpdrive technology, or at least the
means to produce it, for access to this medically valuable
procedure." He pointed to a coffin-shaped container near
the far wall. "If you are still interested, over there is Jack Ross'
human body. It is alive yet still dying, but it now deteriorates
at such a retarded pace that it will stay `fresh' until we have
time to work on it."


    Cory Ross and S'leen stood looking at the silvery container; they did not approach it. After a series of bird-like
whistles and chirps were bounced around the room by the
otter-like aliens, Eeoi'ha stated, "We are ready to place Jack
Ross' mental matrix into its new home, and in a few of your
minutes we will see if all this work was worthwhile."


    "I...I don't understand," S'leen hesitantly said. "You said
it had been done some twenty three times. Why would it not
be `worthwhile'?"


    The Mn'rii scientist looked at the female H'kaah and
twittered a humorless laugh. "We have never tried placing
the mental matrix of a sentient predator into a sentient `prey'
host," he said, "nor have we ever done anything with a human
subject. There is, unfortunately, a substantial possibility of an
unforeseen neurological compatibility issue. Such a complication could, unfortunately, drive Jack Ross totally, irrecoverably insane."




   In Jack Ross' dreaming pseudo-mind the nightmare
images suddenly stopped, but like a musical instrument's
string that has been plucked or otherwise impacted, Ross'
artificially maintained psyche continued to vibrate for an indeterminate amount of non-time. Yet in nightmares, as in
other events, there is both a beginning and an end, and
eventually his mental matrix reached a level of tranquillity
that signified it was ready to be moved.


    Like water rushing down a drain, Jack Ross' essence began flowing from the cybernetic box into the awaiting H'kaah
host, and again following the water analogy, his essence
quickly soaked into the various physiological nooks and crannies of the human-size lapin brain. Ross was aware of a seemingly endless falling, of some memory flashes fading away
and others becoming painfully clear. In time his psyche
settled into a deep, dreamless sleep, but after all too short a
time of restful oblivion he snorted himself mostly awake. Ross
felt the pressure of a hard table beneath his body, and was
distantly pleased to know that he could once again feel his
body. Strange-sounding mutterings and mysterious noises
could be heard coming from different places around him,
and another distant part of his mind expressed pleasure
that he had regained his hearing. Ross took a deep,
strangely scented breath, sighed, then commanded his
eyes to open.

 


   Everything had gone according to plan. At least that's
what Eeoi'ha told the gathered humans and H'kaah as they
watched the transference procedure's anticlimactic ending.
For the present they had to take his word for it; the observers
didn't have a clue as to what had actually taken place. All they
could see was a pair of toaster-sized devices-the two cybernetic boxes, so they were told-now sitting quietly on a table
against the wall. The body of the male H'kaah criminal once
known as D'raan lay on one of the articulated lab tables, the
large, multi-strand ribbon cable that had, until a few moments earlier, connected his skull to one of the cybernetic boxes
was slowly being wound up by a Mn'rii technician, to be stored
in a cabinet. Eeoi'ha quickly removed the dozen hair-thin
insulated wire probes from the black-furred skull, sealing
each wound with a clear drop of antiseptic glue. Then he removed the skeletal framework that had been clamped to the
male H'kaah's skull. An electronic sensor pad remained
under the prone form's head, and was connected to a small
video display on a nearby table. "This monitors his EEG 
activity,"  Eeoi'ha had explained while the technicians put
away the last pieces of equipment.

 
   Very impressive, very mysterious. Actually, very boring.

 
   No flashing lights, no whirring gizmos, no sparks and
smoke and dazzling movie-type pyrotechnics livened up
the procedure. Everything of consequence had taken
place at the electronic, sub-molecular level. After stating
that Jack Ross' mental matrix was still residing in the
machine, no more than an hour had elapsed when Eeoi'ha
casually reported that the H'kaah body was now officially
Jack Ross' new physical home, and that he would soon be
waking up.

 
   "No shit!" Nolan Green softly exclaimed.

 
   Shapiro answered in an equally soft voice, "Apparently
not."

  
  "Will he even know us?" Lisa Thomas asked, the fear in
her voice mirrored in the faces of both her human and
H'kaah friends.

 
   "I would advise everyone to remain silent," Eeoi'ha softly
said, "since it will take him an indeterminate amount of time
to become accustomed to his new body's physical characteristics. Acute hearing, I'm told," he dryly commented, "is not
a trait humans are known to possess." He chirped a subdued
laugh at his own joke, then added, "Until he becomes accustomed to his large, sensitive ears, Jack Ross may perceive our
every whisper as a shout."

 
   "Oy!" Green said, shaking his head.

 
   "Quiet, please," a nearby Mn'rii technician hissed. "The
readouts show that he is awake."




    Jack Ross' furry eyelids reluctantly creaked open, but all
he could comprehend was an unfocussed blur of random
colors. "V-vhin er dey ginna deu de demned ting?" he managed to mutter in an annoyed tone of voice. "En vhissa metter
vif mie meof? Eye kent cee, en Eye kent tok verf ay sheet!"


    Cory Ross was the first to understand what the prone
H'kaah was trying to say, and he quickly stepped up to the
table and softly said, "Dad, it's Cory. Just relax now; you need
to quit fighting it so hard." He reached out a slightly shaky
hand to grasp the black-furred H'kaah's shoulder. "The...the
procedure is over, Dad," he explained, "and it looks like it
worked. Really! Your old wounded body is in some kind of
low-energy sleep, and you're now the proud owner of a late
model, low-mileage `foreign' job, complete with a high-performance engine, exotic bodywork and the damndest upholstery job you've ever seen."

 
    The male H'kaah on the floating table became so still
Cory Ross thought the alien body had suddenly died. Then
after a heart-wrenching moment the lapin head slowly turned
toward the young man's voice and the pale golden eyes tried
to focus on the human's face. "Coo-rie? Oo-eye kent Eye tok
erite? Mie mouf doosn't seem t'vanna voik-eet fees en seons
foonie."

  
   Cory Ross gripped the alien's shoulder firmly, saying,
"Dad, remember. They said it might take some time for your
human brain patterns to adjust to the way the H'kaah body
is...is wired. Your visual cortex should eventually begin making sense of what the H'kaah eyes are sending it, and as for
your mouth-" He took a deep breath before adding, "Think
about it, Dad. You now have a divided upper lip, as well as
much bigger front teeth. Having a muzzle, even though it's a
short one, has got to throw your speech timing off, too. If
you'd been able to talk plainly right off the bat I'd have had
to suspect something wasn't quite kosher with the deal."

  
   The prone alien licked his black-furred lips with a long
and narrow, shockingly pink tongue, then took great care in
slowly saying, "H-hell, Cory, I'd forgott'n about th' fancy dent'l
equipment, not t'mention th' (cough) `hare' lip."

   
  After a moment's shocked pause Cory Ross sputtered
and coughed as he tried unsuccessfully to choke back an
explosive laugh, but Lisa Thomas simply barked and hooted
uncontrollably, which attracted annoyed glares and confused
stares from the various aliens. "Oh my God," she eventually
managed to stage-whisper to Nolan Green, "after all he's been
through, and he still manages to sneak in a damned pun!"

   
  "I know that some word sounds are supposed to be impossible with such a combination," Jack Ross slowly continued, his speech rapidly improving as he talked, "but for the
life of me I could never catch S'leen making major pronunciation mistakes."

 
   "Maybe that's because I was always one jump ahead of
you," she said from a position slightly behind and to one side
of Cory Ross. The young man jumped as if he had been poked
in the ribs. "Forgive me, Cory, but I couldn't stay away." S'leen
purposely brushed by the human and stepped up to the
prone alien's side, then reached out a steady hand to gently
stroke his dark-furred cheek. "Hello, Jack," she purred, smiling. "Welcome to my world."

 
   In the short time Cory Ross had known her, he had never
seen his father's H'kaah companion act with such self-assuredness, and once again he had to revise his attitude
regarding the lapin aliens. He watched in amazement as she
first rubbed her free hand under her chin, then gently
stroked the male's muzzle. A moment later she leaned over
and puffed a soft breath into his face, then straightened up
and stepped back to stand beside the young human. They
both watched in amazement the rapid changes that were
taking place in the black-furred male H'kaah.

 
   Jack Ross felt as if every nerve in his body was on fire, and
he twitched and jittered with sudden urges and feelings that
didn't correspond to anything he could relate to. As he
struggled to master his new body he realized with a start that
his vision was beginning to show him vaguely discernible
shapes, and as he concentrated on them they grew sharper
and more distinct, although, like miss-aligned binoculars,
they were often "double" images. If you quit fighting it, nitwit,
his inner voice chided him, your brain will adjust. Loosen up!

  
  He forced himself to relax, and when he did he became
aware that his nose was feeding him a wealth of information.
He momentarily shifted his attention to it to try sorting out
some of what it was trying to tell him, and that was when he
discovered that his large ears were picking up sounds like
amplified directional microphones. With a simple twitch of
muscles that he'd never had control over as a human he
found he could orient his ears to better hear conversations
that interested him.

 
   Cory Ross turned to S'leen and grinned. "You're not
only beautiful, you're brilliant, too," he said admiringly. "You
knew exactly what would make him focus, and just look at
him. It's like watching someone evolve right in front of our
eyes!"

  
  The male H'kaah was blinking, his eyes and ears tracking conversations. He suddenly realized that he wasn't restrained on the table, and he slowly brought a shaky hand up
in front of his face, his eyes struggling to focus on it. The
hand turned and twisted and the fingers flexed, the small,
pearly gold claws prominent on the fingertips.

 
   My god, Ross thought in amazement, the poor bastard,
D'raan, must have been clinching his fists in terror. That would
explain the row of tiny bloody holes in the palm, and why both hands
are hurting. These claws are sharp! Then he brought the arm up
against his nose and carefully sniffed it. After that, he sniffed
the other arm and then turned his head toward S'leen, asking with a distinct note of alarm in his voice, "Do...do I need
a bath? I never noticed you or L'niik smelling anything like
this!"

  
  "You have a normal adult male H'kaah scent, Jack," she
stated with a gentle smile. "While no two of us have exactly
the same scent, I can truthfully say that you have inherited a
clean, well-groomed and very attractive body."

  
  "I-my eyes are working better now," he ventured after a
few moments, "but...but when I look at you-any of you other
than S'leen, that is-I feel that something's, well, missing. Do
I have to tie a scent to a visual image of a person to...to establish that person's identity?"


    "It's not absolutely necessary," S'leen replied, "but it certainly helps, especially when individuals have similar visual
features. Other than color and pattern, many H'kaah have
few visible differences to the casual observer, but while two or
more individuals may look the same, their scents will always
be different, and we remember scents the same as we remember names."

 
   "L'niik, Trudy, F'haan, Cory, C'maat, everybody!" Jack Ross
called. "Please come closer so I can see and...and smell you!"
They all did, including the Mn'rii, and one-by-one they allowed him to blinkingly look at them as he sniffed their proffered hands. When he had inspected the last of them he
joked, "At least doing it this way is a lot more dignified than
sniffing butts!" He suddenly giggled like a child.

 
   Lisa Thomas laughed so hard she collapsed into a nearby
alien-shaped chair.





Chapter 12

Every Bunny Needs Some Bunny 
It took less time than even the most optimistic of the Mn'rii
scientists had expected for Jack Ross to gain motor control of
his new H'kaah body. Within fifteen minutes he was sitting
on the side of the waist-high lab table, and ten minutes after
that he was standing awkwardly on his own two rabbit-like
feet. Well before then he had sipped water from a cup, spilling a major part of it as he tried to master having a short
muzzle and a bifurcated upper lip, as well as large front teeth.
After progressing to the point of taking several clumsy steps
without the direct support of his companions he suddenly
stopped, a strange look on his face.

 
   "L'niik," he said sharply after a quick glance inside
the front of his shorts. "I think I need your help-and
your help alone." When the others expressed concern he
explained, "If I'm not misreading what this body's telling
me I, uh-I gotta pee, but, well, since things aren't quite
what I was used to, I, uh, believe I better have some expert
guidance. Still, I'd rather not have a larger audience than
necessary."

 
   When the two male H'kaah returned to the room some
ten minutes later Cory Ross quipped, "Well, Dad, did everything come out all right?"

   
 Jack Ross good-naturedly barked, "If I hadn't had L'niik
coaching me I'd have probably needed a bath before being
allowed back into polite society." After the peals of hooting,
whistling and snickering died down he added, "I didn't study
H'kaah physiology all that closely," more laughter, "and I'm
really thankful that L'niik isn't, well, gay."

 
   Nolan Green quickly injected, "But how do you know
he's not?" The humans, along with Jack Ross, again howled
with laughter while the other H'kaah chittered and snickered. None of the Mn'rii scientists understood the joke.

  
  After he caught his breath Jack Ross asked, "Well, hell!
L'niik, are you gay?"

 
   The big white-furred male blinked, smiled and looked
askance his once-human friend. "Thanks to your help, Jack,
I'm quite happy now, but females are still my choice for sex,
and I like our females best."

 
   Over the peals of raucous human laughter Jack Ross
managed to say, "What he's referring to is undoubtedly not
what you're thinking, but it is a personal matter that I won't
elaborate on. But what I will say to all of you is-thanks. You've
proved to me that I have some of the best friends a man-or
an H'kaah-could ever wish for." He swept the room with a
piercing golden-eyed gaze. "And if my improving eyesight is
any indicator, life's looking a whole lot better than it did a few
hours ago." He suddenly looked grim. "Which reminds me,
what's the status of my soul-mate, D'raan?"


    Eeoi'ha replied, "His mental matrix is resting comfortably in the other cybernetic box. Since your human body was
failing so rapidly we decided to preserve it in stasis until
such time as we can devote our undivided attention to the
task of repairing the damage. When it is sufficiently restored
we will transfer his mental matrix to it, being doubly sure to
allow for the kinds of psychological disorientation you experienced upon waking in a form unfamiliar to you."

  
  Jack Ross softly whispered into one of Eeoi'ha's small
round ears, "Do those box devices have any form of external
audio or video pickups?" When he got only a puzzled stare in
return he quietly explained, "I need to know if there is any
way those things can pick up sounds or visual information
from this room at this particular time."

 
   The Mn'rii scientist thought for a moment, then carefully said, "Since all the controls on them require tactile input, and there were no audio or video sensors in their construction inventories, friend Jack, I believe they can neither
hear nor see us. Still, we don't know all that much about
them." He peered at the two machines as they rested silently
on a nearby table. "For all we know they may possess the ability to fly to distant worlds without using ships, or-perhaps
they can simply read our thoughts." His expression told Ross
that he was dead serious. He also looked more than a little
bit frightened.


    "Just on the outside chance that they can see and/or
hear what's going on here in this room," Ross whispered,
being careful to keep his back to the machines, "I'll make
only this comment: It's possible that D'raan isn't resting as
comfortably as you think. I know I certainly didn't." When
the scientist looked shocked Ross made calming motions
and softly added, "More on this later, when we're in a secure
location."

 
   During the next few hours Ross further "settled into"
his new body, becoming familiar with his visual and auditory
equipment the same way one gets used to driving a new car.
Before he realized he was doing it he began to automatically
orient his ears toward sounds or conversations that interested him, and his vision sharpened well beyond what he was
accustomed to. Humans and H'kaah shared similar visual
characteristics, and D'raan's body was much younger, relatively speaking, than Ross' had been. Its eyes, therefore, besides being relatively larger, were substantially better in every way than Ross' human ones.

  
  One thing was plainly apparent to all present; the dark-furred male H'kaah was a totally different person from what he
had been only hours earlier. Completely absent was the normal H'kaah timidity, a character trait the body's original occupant had displayed to everyone before the procedure began. The male H'kaah now standing before them literally
radiated self-confidence, his eyes steady, his voice strong, his
demeanor one of a person accustomed to getting things done.
Everybody there unconsciously admitted to themselves that
Jack Ross had, indeed, been reborn into a new form.

  
  The visitors and their Mn'rii hosts had retired to more
comfortable quarters as the evening approached, and there
the matter of feeding the three species came up. "We humans are game for most anything," Cory Ross carefully stated
to the Mn'rii scientists, "but our H'kaah friends have understandable dietary, um, concerns."

 
   "Jesus H. Christ," the H'kaah-bodied Ross drawled in
exasperation. "There's no need to make a federal case out of
dinner." He looked around before stating, "Some of us are
omnivores, the rest are vegetarians. Anybody have a problem
with digging into a nice, hearty salad tonight and skipping
animal flesh? No? I didn't think you would." He smiled, adding, "Still, if the facts were known, numerous vegetarian species are quite capable of eating animal flesh, and many sneak
a bite or two to supplement their diet." To most of his
audience's shocked expression he only said, "Even our Earth
lapin cousins are known to vary their veggie diet with a bit of
high-protein meat when the opportunity presents itself; they
just don't hunt it down."

  
  Trudy Bond looked as appalled as most of the H'kaah,
and said, "Dad, you're kidding, right?"

   
      "Not at all, Kitten. Earth hares, in particular, seldom pass
up a reasonably fresh, tasty morsel if someone else has done
the hard work of killing it. Hell, bears mainly eat berries and
such, but as true omnivores they enjoy a meat entrée when
it's not too much trouble." Before the young woman could
protest the analogy the dark H'kaah explained, "I know, I
know-we H'kaah are supposed to be `gentle plant eaters',
and with dental work like this-" he bared and clacked his
white, rabbit-like teeth, "-it would be tough to bring down
dinner on-the-hoof." He grinned, adding, "Still, when was
the last time you made use of your own predator-style dental
work to rip and slash the life out of anything beyond the
restaurant rib eyes and sirloins you and Wes serve your dinner patrons?"

     
    The young woman looked sheepish, then grinned as
she shook her head. "You got me again, Dad. I should have
known better than to take you on."

   
      Smiling and clasping the young woman on the shoulder, the dark-furred H'kaah said, "On Earth, I was careful not
to eat flesh in front of S'leen since I knew it would make her
uncomfortable." S'leen and C'maat nodded while F'haan
shuddered. "See, just the thought of eating flesh gives our
females the willies," he stated, nodding toward F'haan as the
group settled into the utilitarian kitchen/dining area. Jack
Ross began preparing a bowlful of mixed greens and said,
"Still, if I ever make it back to Earth I plan to wolf down a
Big Mac as soon as it's convenient." He suddenly grinned.
"If my belly rebels and I puke my `all-beef patties', so be
it. It'll still be an interesting experiment." He presented
the bowl of salad to S'leen and began filling one for himself.

    
     Cory Ross and the other humans all looked surprised,
then the younger Ross carefully ventured, "Uh, Dad, what do
you mean by, `-If you ever make it back to Earth'?" When the
dark H'kaah paused, human-style salad tongs in hand, the
young man added, "Has there been a change of plans?"

  
   Jack Ross barked a laugh as he resumed filling his bowl,
saying, "I don't know what `plans' you're talking about, Cory.
The grim reality was that I-my human self-was dying. L'niik
told me my Mn'rii friends were willing to try plugging my
mental matrix into the body of a condemned H'kaah. Hell,
to avoid the grim reaper I jumped at the chance." He
shrugged his shoulders. "I figured that if the crazy transference worked I'd worry about the details of what I was going to
do with my second chance at life once the dust settled."

 
    C'maat had been quiet through most of the procedure,
but she finally felt she had to speak up. "Jack, you must return to Earth and resume your work! Without your guidance
this...this entire project will collapse!"

   
  "Dear," he gently said, "as far as everybody back on Earth
is concerned, `Jack Ross, the man', gasped his last in the
hospital. In addition to a small identity problem should I
show up saying, Hi, I'm Jack Ross! Although you can see that I've
changed a little, you can just ignore the ears, fur and the fluffy tail
perched above my little black butt! there's the slight problem of
certain `hostile elements' who will continue trying to make
Jack Ross very dead.

   
  "Remember, if D'raan gets to live again in my old human
form, he'll have to have a whole new identity." He looked
pointedly at the Mn'rii scientists and stated, "Since we don't
even know right now just how stable this whole process is, I
don't think we want the public knowing that cybernetic boxes
exist, either. Think of what an uproar that would create."
The black-furred head with the golden ponytail shook sadly
as he added, "`Jack Ross, the man' is dead, and right now `Jack
Ross, the H'kaah' doesn't know what he's going to do to earn
a living."

  
   Nolan Green wasn't going to give up that easily. "It's
simple, Jack: You go back and announce who you are; the
Mn'rii and Patrons will back you on proving your identity.
We'll find a way to handle the cybernetic box problem. And as
for keeping the two-legged roaches out of your pantry, Tzvi
and I can see to that."

  
  Jack Ross shook his head, making his ears flop comically.
"Nolan, old chaver, you can't even dream of how big a can of
worms such a plan would open. The religious zealots would
blow an artery in ever-so-righteous rage, and the mouth-breathing racial purists would use the courts to tie Patrons
into a knot. On top of that, not only would you have millions
of physically handicapped and terminally ill people clambering for new human bodies, you'd have the social misfits
and...and God only knows who else demanding they be given
non-human bodies. And as for the roaches-they'd keep plugging away, possibly taking innocent bystanders down with
their attempts at ridding the world of the dreaded `Black
Jack Ross disease'. No, Noach, I don't dare return to Earth
without a new H'kaah identity, and at least for now staying on
Earth will require being sponsored by a human patron. The
only H'kaah on Earth not so attached are the political diplomats, and they're well known to be so scared of their own
shadows they generally stay confined in the H'kaah embassy
compound."

 
   "Dad," Cory Ross said, "the way you set up your will leaves
all of your properties, including Ross Chevrolet, to Trudy and
me. How about if we keep things running pretty much as
they are now, with S'leen managing the estate and the mountain cabin under my patronage, as my agent. I have my military career to pursue and Trudy has her family and business
in Seattle to see to, so neither of us can spend much more
than an occasional weekend at either house. As far as the
dealership's concerned, Lisa should be able to do a fine job
there as its new general manager."

  
  Lisa Thomas squeaked around a mouthful of salad but
Cory Ross kept on talking. "In fact, why don't we have Lisa act
as your patron? That way you'll have a reason to hang around
the store and secretly coach her while she's getting up to
speed on running the operation. Hell, if she doesn't have a
husband, a steady boyfriend or kids, she could even live in
the house with you and S'leen!" He looked expectantly at
the woman; she looked back at him, then at the dark-furred
alien seated at the table. Her expression was, to put it bluntly,
one of shock.

 
   Ignoring the turmoil around him, Jack Ross took his first
hearty bite of salad and suddenly seemed engrossed in the
experience. "Damn!" he exclaimed. "This stuff is...is wonderful! Who would have ever thought that `rabbit food' would
taste so good!" That seemingly innocent comment broke the
tension and all the humans laughed, although the joke was
lost on the aliens.


    Several moments passed and Jack Ross seemed lost in
thought as he enthusiastically enjoyed his meal. Suddenly
he jolted in his chair and screamed, spraying bits of partly-chewed salad onto the table. Most of the diners immediately
feared he was having some kind of unforeseen reaction to
the transference. Yet after a few moments of watching his
agonized expression and listening to him moan, S'leen suddenly asked, "Did you bite your tongue?"

 
   Ross' large golden eyes were watering, and a thin line of
drool was leaking from his slack mouth. After a few moments
he more or less got himself under control, then husked,
"How...how did you know?"

 
   "Our children often do that when first learning to eat
solid food," she stated, smiling. "While you are an adult in
body, you are still very much a child in many matters."

 
   "That hurt so bad," he stated as he hastily cleaned up his
mess, "it wouldn't surprise me to find that I've wet my pants."
He made a show of checking the front of his shorts, to the all
around accompaniment of nervous, good-natured laughter.
"Well, at least I'm `adult' enough not to have that problem."
A few moments later he shoved a small forkful of salad into
his mouth and began chewing-carefully!

 
   After he had successfully navigated about half his meal
Jack Ross casually said (after swallowing), "Cory, before we
were so rudely interrupted by my incompetent dining, you
offered my services to Lisa, both as an advisor in running Ross
Chevrolet and as a possible residential companion, helping
S'leen manage my old estate. Son, unless things have
changed in the past week or so, Lisa already has a steady
squeeze, so having me pose as a live-in `squeak toy' won't fly.
Neither would my coaching her on the sly at the dealership;
too many people would ask too many questions. Still, I think
there's a way around all that." He smiled at Lisa Thomas,
then ventured, "How about it, Kid? Want to see how the business runs from the other side of the desk? Just think: The
next time he pisses you off, you could tell that obnoxious
little shit Daryl Polk to take a hike and have the power to
make it happen." Thomas never suspected that Ross knew
just how much she despised the rude young salesman.


    "Look at it this way, Lisa," Jack Ross stated. "I can't go back
and run things like I used to. As my heirs' appointed general manager you can front for me until you're up to speed
and comfortable in the hot seat, then it'll be yours to manage
`for real'." He winked at her and added, "Who knows, you
might even decide that having a randy alien buck for a companion is more fun than putting up with your current flame
and his annoying ex-wife."


    Thomas turned bright red with embarrassment, which
only added to Jack Ross' amusement. "Understand," he sternly
admonished, "that Patrons has strict abuse clauses in the contract. You can't just have me around for, well, you know." He
raised his furry eyebrows, whistled through his front teeth
and winked again, causing her even more embarrassment.

 
   "Jack, that's rude!" S'leen exclaimed, quickly catching
Ross' ribald innuendo. Then, however, she sat quietly, suddenly fearing that she had stepped out of line by making
critical public comments about her former patron, now a
male of her own species. This did not go unnoticed by the
`new' H'kaah.

 
   "Dear," he gently said, "I've been trading good-natured
barbs with Lisa for years, and what you probably don't know is
that she gives as good as she gets. When I least expect it she'll
nail my furry hide to the wall, and there won't be a damned
thing I'll be able to do about it."

 
   He reached over and stroked S'leen's left cheek, saying,
"It's just like what you do to me." When she looked confused
he offered, "From the first time I laid eyes on you, you've
`nailed my hide to the wall' time and time again." He smiled
wistfully, adding, "Even now, I don't see that changing unless
you want it to."

 
   Once again Jack Ross had caught her off-guard with one
of his matter-of-fact remarks, yet all he would say in response
to her imploring look was, "We have a lot to discuss-later."


    He finished his salad and took a long drink of water,
then asked Teddy Shapiro, "How quickly can you process me
through the Patrons facility on Earth? There's a lot of work
waiting for me, but if I'm to have an airtight new identity
there has to be a solid `paper trail' from the H'kaah
homeworld through the program, ending with Lisa."

 
   "The sooner you get your hairy ass in gear, Jack," the man
said, grinning, "the quicker we'll have the formalities behind us." He frowned in concentration for a moment, then
added, "Figure on about three days maximum, then Lisa can
pick you up and take you home."

 
   "Not by the ears, I hope," he quipped dryly, and was answered by sputtering laughter from the human contingent
at the table. Then, after a pause, a strange look crossed
Ross' non-human face. "What about funeral services for
the `dearly departed'? That's a matter that really should
be put to rest, don't you think?"

 
   "Oh shit," Green said, his eyes wide. "We'd completely
forgotten about that. If we're going to take this route, and there's
no funeral, some folks might not believe you're, um, actually
dead-which, of course," he hastily added, "you're not."

 
   "Arrange a graveside-only service for the day Lisa takes
me home," Jack Ross stated after a moment's thought, "and
make sure all the media outlets carry the story of how Jack
Ross was shot in his home by intruders, and ultimately died
in the hospital from the wounds. Let's see," he said, then
stated in a radio announcer's voice, "`Despite the severity
and nature of the wounds, the family offers those desiring to
personally pay their respects to the memory of Jack Ross an
opportunity to do so at a pre-burial viewing. Following that,
the graveside service will be short and dignified as befitting
a man of his business stature.'" He looked at the others in
the room and got only confused stares in return. "We'll temporarily take my old body back home, and since it's in stasis,
it should pass muster as a corpse." Suddenly the confusion
changed to understanding, and he got smiles and nods all
around.

  
  "And one more thing: I'll be there, too."

 
   Shapiro was in the middle of taking a drink of water, and
he suddenly choked, coughed and sprayed water and bits of
salad across the table. Pandemonium erupted in the room as
humans and aliens alike reacted to the dark-furred H'kaah's
unexpected revelation. Into the chaos Jack Ross' clear, strong
voice demanded attention, and in time that attention was
grudgingly granted.

  
  "You all seem to think my attendance at such an emotionally charged social event would be dangerous," he challenged, "but I say you're overreacting. `Jack Ross' is dead. If I
can accept it then it's high time everybody else accepts it. All
the people in the entire UNIVERSE who know the identity
of the person hiding inside this...this fursuit number less
than thirty, and to my knowledge not a single one counts as
an enemy." He at least had their attention, but he knew that
wasn't enough.

 
   "The public knows that Jack Ross was closely associated
with at least one H'kaah, and that he knew several others
both personally and through business associates. Not seeing
at least a few H'kaah at his funeral would seem odd, while
having an extra alien or two at the service shouldn't even
raise an eyebrow." He was winning; several in the room had
unconsciously nodded in agreement.

 
   "The hardest part of this entire thing will fall on your
shoulders," he stated to his friends and family. "You're going
to have to `fake it', to play the part of genuine mourners
while knowing that the former `owner' of the body in the
coffin is standing a few feet away. S'leen," he said, directing
his comments to the honey-blonde-furred female, "your part
in this charade is going to be the toughest. Since you were
the deceased's companion, you need to be seated with the
immediate family, and like it or not, all eyes will be on you."
Already she didn't like it. "If you sit there like a lump and
show no emotion the public will think H'kaah companions are
cold and unfeeling, and that would be very bad publicity. But
if you show too much emotion to the passing of who was, to
you, an alien, the public will suspect that something's not
quite as it appears. They won't smell an H'kaah," he said
dramatically, "they'll smell a rat."




   With dinner completed and Jack Ross thoroughly
checked out by the Mn'rii scientists, the group of H'kaah
and humans-with a coffin-shaped container strapped to
the otherwise empty stretcher-boarded Jane for the quick
trip back to Earth. Seating was even more of a problem on
the return trip with the addition of the muscular black-furred male H'kaah form.

  
  "I, uh, guess you'll be taking the pilot's seat, Dad," Cory
Ross told the dark furred alien, but was surprised when the
H'kaah shook his big-eared head.

  
  "You did a fine job chauffeuring us here," the former
human said, "so I don't see any reason to change that now.
Besides, my reflexes and eyesight are different now, and without practice I don't dare trust my so-called piloting talents."
He laughed, then added, "You're also forgetting: Jack Ross
was licensed to fly a ship, and even to drive a car. I'm not.
Hell, until I have a name I don't even exist!"

 
   Shapiro pulled out a tiny pocket computer and said,
"You'll have a plausible identity by the time we're back
home, Jack, but you're gonna have to come up with some
kind of name for me to hang it on." The man belted himself into a position on the end of the wide bench seat in
the back of the ship and pulled up a screen full of data on
the tiny machine.

  
  "Any ideas?" Jack Ross ventured to his friends as he belted
himself into a position on the other end of the van-style seat.
Reaching out, he gently pulled S'leen down to sit sideways
on his lap. "If you behave yourself, wench, I might not have a
problem with this arrangement," but as soon as he said it a
problem began to manifest itself. She felt a pressure against
the side of her thigh and saw the front of his white satin
shorts pressed against her. "Oops," he said in a soft whisper
only S'leen heard. "I think you're still close enough to your
last estrus cycle to have some traces of pheromones left in
your fur. Hop up so we can make some different seating
arrangements."

 
   Green was directed to belt himself into the seat Ross had
vacated, then the two H'kaah wrapped their arms and legs
around Green's lower legs. "I feel like a damned dog," Ross
complained to the older man, who was grinning like a mischievous child. "You know, the one that comes up and embarrasses
you by humping your leg while you're visiting his owner."


   
 "Jack," Green said, laughing, "just don't leave a wet spot
on my trousers, OK?"

 


   Returning to Earth was accomplished without incident,
and as Cory Ross was bringing Jane in for a landing at Patrons,
Shapiro snarled, "Dammit, Jack, I need your new name NOW
or I won't be able to finish this profile! Somebody come up with
a name for this furry person!"


    There was a sudden flurry of H'kaah-style names
bounced around the ship's cabin as the group prepared to
disembark, with the best, as well as the worst, coming from
the H'kaah themselves. "No, no, absolutely NOT!" Jack Ross
responded to most of the names ventured. "It's bad enough
that I have to go through the rest of my life with brainless
humans wanting to play with my tail," he griped, "but I refuse
to carry a name that makes me cringe every time I hear it."


    Green quickly reached down and tweaked Jack Ross'
fluffy rabbit tail, causing the dark-furred alien to jump and
yell, "Now cut that out!"

 
   "But it's such a cute little thing!" Green simpered, then
collapsed into peals of laughter. The other humans joined
in laughing, and even the other H'kaah found the joke amusing. "My, but you're jumpy," Green added, "even for a bunny-boy."

 
   "Call me `bunny-boy' again and I'll rip your wounded
arm out of the sling and beat you to a bloody pulp with it,"
Ross snarled, and for a brief moment Green felt that the
former human would do just that.

  
  Then Jack Ross grinned, saying, "Wow! Nothing wimpy
about the level of testosterone in these cojones," and he made
a show of patting his crotch. Green hooted an explosive laugh,
then fell back on the seat in a fit of giggling. Shapiro, Ross'
other old black ops partner, joined Green on the wide seat.
The preposterousness of the whole situation had caught up
with them both, and as the two older men laughed themselves into tears a laughing, dark-furred alien happily joined
them.

  
  The trio, in one way or another, had been to hell and spit
in Satan's eye. After all the horror and suffering and misery
they'd been through, having one of their group running
around in the guise of a giant rabbit-man was just one more
absurdity in a world full of the preposterous.

 
   "Shalom, my friends," Jack Ross finally said, smiling. "It'll
take more than fur or funny ears to break us apart." The two
men solemnly nodded. "I'm looking forward, though, to a
time when your Jewish souls wind up in some form that's
decidedly not kosher." That set the trio off on another round
of laughter.


    Eventually the merriment died down and Shapiro gently prodded, "Jack, it's getting late and we still need a suitable name for you. Any ideas?"


    The dark-furred H'kaah was silent for a moment, then
he flashed a big-toothed grin. "Yeah, I got one: D'jiin of the
family S'pook. It's a proper H'kaah name, and if there's not
already a S'pook family-well, there is now."


    L'niik ventured, "Actually, S'pook is a well-known family
name on our homeworld, Jack. I attended early school with a
male of that family, and he, too, had dark fur."

 
   Cory Ross, knowing his father's love of puns and word-play, asked, "Dad, are you sure about that name?"

  
  "Bet your ass I am, my boy!" the alien replied. "The first
one's a play on the name for a male genie. After all, coming
back like this is, for several reasons, pretty much like pulling
a rabbit out of a magician's hat, don't you think?" Cory Ross
just snickered and shook his head. "And as for the family
name, part of my black ops duties consisted of spying, so I was
a `spook', too." This time it was Trudy Bond's turn to collapse
into peals of laughter, to be quickly joined by the other humans present. The other H'kaah, however, completely missed
the joke.

  
  A few moments later, after the laughter had died down,
the dark-furred H'kaah stated, "Well, if there are no objections then it's time for the Jack Ross name to be laid to rest.
Teddy, from now on I'll be known as D'jiin of the family
S'pook." He bowed.

 
   "Oy," Green muttered. "God really does have a sense of
humor!"

 
   "Teddy, there is one thing," D'jiin said as the group
stepped from the ship into the warm Florida night. "This has
all happened so fast I, uh, really need a...a `buddy' to stick
close to me, at least for the time I'm here at Patrons. This form
is still new and unfamiliar to me, and I don't want to appear
too awkward to the native-born H'kaah. That could start some
unwelcome rumors, and that's the last thing I need right
now."

 
   "If my patron doesn't object," L'niik offered, "I would be
honored to help you, Ja-I mean, D'jiin."

 
   "I'll square it with Maria Whitfield," Shapiro stated. "If
she objects, I'll offer to `tickle her fancy' myself."

 
   "Careful," D'jiin said in a stage whisper. "That pork's
definitely not kosher." Laughter followed the group all the
way to the floodlit front door of the building. Shapiro unlocked it with a tiny radio transmitter key fob, but before he
entered it D'jiin pulled S'leen aside for a few private moments.


    "Here's where I have to leave you," he told the suddenly
glum-looking female. "In a few days, when some of the dust
has settled, we'll sit down and see what kind of life we can
put together."

 
   "But, Jack-I mean, D'jiin," she said in a small voice,
"everything has changed. You're H'kaah now, and...and I'm
nothing more than...than j-just another female." She couldn't
have shocked him any more had she yelled RAPE at the top
of her voice. Before he could respond to her outrageous
statement she added, tears welling up in her huge liquid
eyes, "O-other females will sing to you of their l-love, but...but
please remember that I l-l-loved you first."

 
   Moving so quickly he even surprised himself, he took
her in his arms and planted an intense human-style kiss on
her soft, velvety lips. After a timeless moment he released
her as quickly as he had embraced her, saying around a gasp,
"Whew! Any more of that and I'll have to find a convenient
spot and see what else this body can do." He grinned nervously, adding, "Must be those damned pheromones. Wow!"

 
   Wow was an understatement as far as S'leen was concerned. She was so confused she began trembling and automatically reached for him for support. He gladly provided it,
but carefully turned his body away from the group of friends
standing at a discreet distance, saying, "This is about to get
out of control, Dear." He pointed to the bulge in the front of
his shorts. "As much as we both would enjoy pursuing this,
we can't afford that luxury right now. I'm hoping these next
few days will give me time to get myself together-for both of
us." She dared to hope that he meant what he was saying.
"Promise me," he said ardently, "that you'll go on out to the
estate and try to take care of things there until I've finished
with the necessary paperwork and...and whatever else I've
got to do to make this work. Do that and I promise you a lot
more interesting life than you seem to think you're destined
to have. Deal?" She looked into his eyes with a passion that
was almost frightening, then she nodded. "It's set," he said,
grinning. "I'll see you at `my' funeral." He quickly kissed her
again, then snatched the heavy door open and disappeared
through the dark opening.

 
   Shapiro and L'niik said their farewells to the others, who
quickly climbed back into Jane for the short hop back to the
Ross estate. Once the ship had disappeared into the night
sky the remaining human and his H'kaah friend entered
the Patrons building, to complete the transformation of Jack
Ross, technically deceased, into D'jiin, Earth's newest male
H'kaah visitor.

 
   Earth had changed a great deal in the brief time mankind had crawled across its surface. It seemed destined to
see even more changes in the years to come, courtesy of one
black-furred alien who fancied himself somewhat of a born-again guardian angel.

 
   Perhaps he actually was.







Chapter 13

A Tale of Two Tails
When Teddy Shapiro and L'niik entered Patrons' front door
they found the dark-furred male H'kaah huddled in the far
corner of the enlarged reception area. The first time Jack
Ross had set foot in it, the reception area had left him cold
with its cramped, impersonal air.

 
   Now it was four times its original size, furnished with
warm woods, rich fabrics and lush carpeting, all of it wasted
on the catatonic, black and blonde-gold furred alien. Jack
Ross, now known as the H'kaah male D'jiin (and for all intent and purpose still only a few hours "old") had apparently
reached emotional overload, and like the rabbits upon which
his adopted species was based were prone to do, he had
withdraw into himself to quiver in fear.

 
   "Jesus H. Christ!" Shapiro angrily boomed. "Where's the
`Black Jack Ross' half the fucking world seems to want dead?"
L'niik jumped like he'd had his butt rudely goosed, but the
dark figure huddled in the corner of the room didn't stir. "A
few roaches catch him off-guard," Shapiro sarcastically observed, "and what does he do? He comes totally unglued.
Where's the future in that?" Still nothing. "Y'know, L'niik"
he drawled in disgust, "maybe our bad-ass `bunny-boy' wasn't
such a big hairy deal after all." The white-furred H'kaah looked
at the swarthy human like he'd lost his mind.


    "I often wondered if maybe `Black Jack Ross' was more
swish than substance, more mouth than macho," the man
snarled. "This proves I was right." L'niik was certain the human had come unhinged; based on what he had learned
about Jack Ross, both from legend and from painful firsthand experience, he couldn't imagine a more fierce warrior.
The white-furred H'kaah began trembling in terror, believing that nobody could talk that way to such a powerful person
and live. "What a pathetic pussy," Shapiro spat. "It's time, I
guess, to send this miserable excuse for...for whatever he is
back to those fat-headed Mn'rii, then I'll take his little female
fluff aside and show her what a real man's like-where it counts."

 
   L'niik had to give Shapiro credit for at least one thing;
he certainly knew how to get under virtually anybody's skin.
In a flurry of movement so fast the human didn't even have
time to raise his arms in defense, D'jiin (aka: "Black Jack
Ross", "bad-ass bunny-boy" and "pathetic pussy") exploded
from his corner like an uncoiling black spring. He bowled
the big man over, knocking him heavily to the carpeted floor
where he lay momentarily stunned. With Shapiro flat on his
back, D'jiin quickly straddled the man's torso, then sat solidly on his chest, straining the human's ribs nearly to the
breaking point. The dark-furred alien entwined the fingers
of his left hand in the man's hair, then cruelly pulled the
attached head back against the floor to expose the throat.
With the claw-tipped fingers of his right hand D'jiin
reached back and grasped the man's gonads through the
fabric of his trousers, then he skinned his furry lips back
from his impressive front teeth.

 
   "Well, Tzvi," he hissed, "which would you like me to rip
out first, your balls or your throat?" D'jiin drew his lips back
and clacked the teeth together, and Shapiro realized that he
had only moments left to live. "You've seen Jack Ross do terrible things," the black-furred nightmare said, "things few
people would believe humanly possible. But ol' Jackie-Boy's
no longer shackled by his so-called `humanity', so maybe
he's free to take-things-to the next level." He dug his claws
into the man's groin, which brought forth a sharp gasp of
pain from the helpless man; this only encouraged the H'kaah
to tighten his grip in the man's scalp.


    "No doubt you think the Mossad trained you in all aspects of torture," D'jiin grated, "but understand this, chaver:
Compared to me, you know NOTHING about inflicting pain.
Before I met you and Noach I learned about pain from the
best as well as the worst in the business, and most of what I
learned came from being on the receiving end." The dark,
demonic figure perched on Shapiro's chest laughed, and
the sound brought even deeper fear to both the human victim and the white-furred H'kaah observer. L'niik had never
dreamed one of his own kind could be so vicious, but then
he remembered with a start that D'jiin wasn't exactly his own
kind, despite the dark-furred H'kaah's biology.

 
   "But yet," the terrifying figure suddenly commented in a
strange tone of voice, "I guess there really isn't anything I
could do to you that would equal what that alien mind-sucking machine did to me a few hours ago." He looked long and
hard at the human lying helpless beneath him, then as quickly
as he had overpowered Shapiro he released him, springing
away from the prone man in a smooth, easy move. Within
seconds D'jiin was again the perfect image of a passive, dark-furred male H'kaah. No trace of his demonic alter ego could
be seen.

 
   "None of you have any idea what that damned alien device really is, do you?" the former human ventured as Shapiro
slowly crawled to his feet. After a few moments of silence he
said, "I'll take that as a `no' answer, Tzvi, and I'll look forward
to the time when you and Noach and a bunch more sanctimonious mamzers either get too old to function or become
critically injured. At that point you'll no doubt happily submit to one of those machines' so-called miraculous processes,
and then you'll understand that dying's not the worst thing
that can happen to you."

 
   The dark-furred alien gestured toward a decorative full-length mirror on the wall near the front door. "A few minutes
ago I looked in the mirror-and I didn't see myself." He
looked at the other two people in the room. "Do you have any
idea what it's like to look in a mirror and not only see somebody
else, but see someTHING else?"


    Shapiro gently rubbed his abused crotch, then shakily
ran his fingers through what was left of his thinning hair.
"Welcome to the real world, Jack," he softly rasped. "Be glad
you're not a vampire; then you wouldn't have seen anything
at all. But since the mirror never lies, you'd better get damned
used to that face, because unless you hook yourself up to a
cybernetic box again you'll wear that fuzzy kisser to your grave."
The man was carefully watching the alien as he spoke, but he
knew with a chilling certainty that if the volatile non-human
decided to attack him again, once again there would be
nothing he could do to defend himself. "Now, are you
ready to do this the way we planned, Jack," the man asked
carefully, "or do you want to further punish me for still
being an old Jew?"

 
   The dark-furred H'kaah briefly hung his head, then
looked up and said, "Don't ever call me `Jack' again, chaver.
That goes for you, too, L'niik. `Jack Ross' is dead, and I'm
going to do my damndest to remember that." He slowly walked
over to the bruised man, then held out his right hand. "Tzvi,
I'm sorry that I hurt you, and I understand why you did what
you did, said what you said." The man looked directly into
the alien's pale gold eyes, then after a long sigh he took the
proffered furry hand.

 
   "Do us both a favor," D'jiin said evenly. "Regardless of
the situation, don't ever say anything like that about S'leen
again." He released the man's hand, adding, "If you do, despite our decades of friendship I'll kill you first and mourn
your passing later."

 
   Shapiro nodded and smiled wryly, saying, "You'd probably have to get in line. There are so many people who know
and like S'leen I'm sure someone would beat you to it."

 
   L'niik felt somewhat left out of the conversation between
the two old warriors, but then D'jiin turned to him and said,
"And now it's your turn, friend L'niik." The white male
cringed. "I'm going to be entirely at your mercy for the next
few days, so now's your chance to take revenge for what I did
to you at the party that handful of eternally-long days ago.
While I did what I felt was necessary, you may have a different
opinion, and-"


    The big male H'kaah was horrified at what D'jiin was
implying. "Jack-forgive me, D'jiin," he interrupted in a rare
display of courage. "Had you not done what you did I would
either be dead or as good as dead, like...like-" He couldn't
say the name of the H'kaah who's body D'jiin now wore. "H-honorable Sir," he forced himself to continue, "I was about
to...to rape S'leen! You saved her from that, and in doing so
you saved me from a fate like...like-" L'niik bowed his head,
humbly adding, "I will do anything in my power to help you."


    D'jiin snarled and reached a clawed hand toward L'niik's
throat, but he stopped, changing his hand from a lethal
weapon to a proffered gesture of peace. "Nuts," he softly
said. "You can't help being the wuss you are anymore than I
can help being the bastard I am." He sighed. "Son, I'll make
a deal with you. Stand by me and try to teach me the critical
things I need to know about being a male H'kaah, and we'll
consider any debts between us satisfied. Deal?" The white
male was taken aback, and he looked at D'jiin's outstretched
hand like it was a snake about to strike. Yet after a few moments had passed he smiled at his dark-furred counterpart,
then he extended his own hand and they made it official.


    "Deal," L'niik said, and was rewarded with a wide grin
from D'jiin. Even though it came from a non-human face, it
looked a lot like the infectious grin once sported by one Jack
Ross, recently deceased. "With your permission, sir, I would
like to remain your friend even after this is over."


    "Son," D'jiin stated, "the feeling's mutual."

 


   As predicted, it took the better part of three days to create for D'jiin a plausible background that would withstand
the closest scrutiny. During this time the one-time human
government-sponsored terrorist discovered that being a male
H'kaah on Earth can be more than a little humbling.

  
  D'jiin raged, "Do you mean to say that most of the H'kaah
who pass through Patrons' doors are winding up as sex partners
to their human hosts?"

  
  "Surely you don't think you're the only human who's
fallen in love-or at least lust-with an H'kaah, chaver," Shapiro
chided. "Tony Wilson is just as crazy about C'maat as you are
about S'leen; he simply hasn't taken the ultimate step-yet."


    "Damn it," D'jiin snarled, "we're trying to help the H'kaah,
not turn them into `sex toys' for wealthy humans!"

 
   Shapiro shook his head tiredly while L'niik looked
startled at the outburst. "I know, I know," the man said, "but
sometimes no matter how hard you try to `do the right thing',
people are going to do what they want, regardless. Over two-thirds of our placements have been to middle-age men and
women who ultimately wind up bedding their cuddle-bunnies. We've only had two `rejections'; one man discovered he
was highly allergic to H'kaah fur, and the other one lied
about not having an aggressive dog, and the damned mutt
tried to EAT his companion. Luckily for everybody the bites
weren't serious, and the female wasn't permanently traumatized by the experience. We were able to place her with an
elderly gentleman who thinks she's an angel and treats her
like royalty. Consequently, before we approve a client for a
contract we now have a human caseworker and a male H'kaah
visit the customer's household, ostensibly to look for unforeseen hazards like low ceiling fans and such. The H'kaah is
actually along to sniff out any signs of undeclared pets on the
property." He frowned. "So far we've caught two men and a
woman lying about what they had in the way of pets. One man
had a combat-trained Doberman (on the application form
and in the preliminary interview he claimed it was a Yorkie);
the other had seven half-feral cats living inside his house.
The woman claimed to have `no' pets; in fact she had four
cats, six dogs, three birds, two iguanas and the biggest captive
python I've ever seen; none of them declared on the registration form. We, uh, we think she wanted an H'kaah as just
another pet to add to her menagerie."


    D'jiin stood speechless, his mouth open in shock.
Shapiro added, "Now that we've expanded the process to
include male H'kaah we've placed twelve males to date,
counting L'niik. So far, five of the the seven unmarried
women who've contracted with us want big, macho bucks capable of making them `feel special'. If that means acting as
escorts, then escort service is what they get; if it means performing in a more, um, special way, then that's what is now
being written into the contracts before any signatures go on
the paper."

   
 "My God!" D'jiin exclaimed. "L'niik, how did our males
handle the, uh, special part of it before we came up with the
pheromone trick? You told me you were totally unable
to...to perform because your patron, Maria, didn't `smell
right'. What about the others?"

 
   "The day before your discovery," the big white-furred
alien explained, "one male had been returned to Patrons
with his contract paid in full-for `non-compatibility' reasons, his female patron claimed, and three others, including
myself, believed that we were facing the same unhappy fate."
He smiled as he added, "Twelve hours after you came up
with the answer to the problem the males already placed
with patrons were sent very special Ziplock bags. One of our
resident females who was, as you would say, `in full bloom'
provided us with ample estrus pheromones for scent-applicators, and the males who most needed the help were immediately able to perform to their patrons' satisfaction."


    "Since then," Shapiro stated, "we've placed three more
males-not counting the one returned to us whom we sent
right back, Ziplock bag in-hand-and each one has left Patrons equipped with his very own `hot-bunny-in-a-bag'." He
laughed. "From that point on we've had no complaints,
even though most of the women quickly figured out what
was on those powder puffs the males `playfully' rubbed
them with."


    D'jiin shook his head and smiled wryly, saying, "I had no
idea how potent H'kaah sex pheromones are. When S'leen's
near me my blood feels like it's on fire, and I have this overwhelming urge to screw her `till she squeals, then screw her
some more."

  
  Shapiro snorted around a grin, but L'niik looked
troubled. "I...I don't understand why you would feel that
way," the white alien told his compatriot. "S'leen went out of
season right after you were shot."

  
  "What do you mean?" the dark H'kaah demanded.
"There must be some of those pheromones left in her fur;
otherwise-"

 
   "No, sorry," L'niik countered. "I've been in very close
contact with her numerous times since the shooting, and I
can assure you that by the time we took your human body to
the Mn'rii homeworld S'leen possessed no trace of estrus
pheromones."

 
   "Then why do I...I-?" D'jiin said, perplexed.

 
   "Perhaps your reaction is a carryover from your human
existence," the alien sagely offered. "Your emotional attraction to her may be enough to initiate your physical response,
although it normally doesn't happen with us when our females
are not in season, regardless of our affinity toward them."

  
  "Leave it to me to be the oddball," D'jiin sighed as he
stared gloomily out a window. Moments later a mischievous
grin briefly crossed his face-unseen by the others in the
room-and he turned to the human and said, his expression carefully neutral, "But to test that, Teddy, how about
granting me a little private `quality time' with F'haan? If she's
not in season and L'niik's theory is right, I shouldn't have any
desire whatsoever to `tickle her fancy'. However, if she IS in
season and she's `interested'," he snickered evilly, "I'll ask
her to name the child after you."

 
   L'niik laughed, saying, "She won't be in season for several more weeks, so all you'll do is annoy her and frustrate
yourself." Shapiro just smiled and nodded benignly.

  
  "Fine," D'jiin stated. "I'm used to frustration so let's run
the experiment anyway. It'll be interesting to see how she
appeals to me, now that I'm a lot different from when I first
saw her. At that time I thought she was cuter 'n hell; I just
found another female more to my liking." He winked at
Shapiro, adding, "Still, F'haan IS the perfect example of a
`cuddle-bunny', and I always did like red hair."

 


   D'jiin was standing as he absently peered out a window
in Patrons' small auxiliary conference room. The door slowly
opened and Shapiro's H'kaah companion hesitantly padded in, closing it behind her.

   
 "Hi," he said in H'kaah, smiling, then asked her to flip
the lock on the knob so they wouldn't be disturbed. He then
invited her to join him at the window, and for a time they
stood side by side, enjoyed the serene view of the lush greenery surrounding the Patrons building. D'jiin found her warm
musky scent pleasant, but certainly not arousing.

 
   He eventually asked, "Did Teddy or L'niik tell you why I
asked you to join me?" To her confused negative headshake
he sighed and said, "It figures. Well, Dear, it's like this: I've
got kind of a `personal' problem. Any time I'm near S'leen, I
have a difficult time keeping my...my, uh, self under control."


    Apparently that didn't make sense to F'haan so he elaborated. "Since I'm new to living as an actual H'kaah male I'm
discovering that lots of things are different from what I'd
expected. One way human physiology is different from ours
is that human males aren't limited to desiring sex with their
females only when the females are fertile." This time she
nodded in understanding. "As you should know from living
with Teddy," he carefully stated, "human males are capable
of and are interested in sex at virtually any time." F'haan
momentarily frowned and D'jiin added, "From what S'leen
told me after I got to know her better, most H'kaah females
would like their males to show interest in them between
their estrus cycles, but that just doesn't happen. Right?"

  
  She gave him a faint smile, and he asked, "That's one of
the things you females find attractive about human males,
isn't it?" His strange questions were making her nervous,
and although she again nodded in agreement she worried
about what he was going to say next.

  
  D'jiin noticed her unease and quickly smiled, saying,
"Dear, this isn't a criticism of you or any other female. I'm just
trying to learn why I'm having the, uh, problem with S'leen that
I told you about a few moments ago." Oh! "I first thought that
she still had traces of estrus pheromones lingering in her
fur, and that was what was making me so...so excited when she
was in my arms." He carefully reached to gently stroke her
soft cheek. F'haan's eyes widened in surprise, but she didn't
draw away.

 
   "Teddy and L'niik and I wanted to know if another familiar, personally attractive female, one NOT recently in estrus,
would have the same effect on me. Or," and he gently turned
her to face him, then stroked her other cheek as he looked
down into her incredible sea-green eyes, "if not stricken with
an immediate reaction, would I even find a female who was
between estrus cycles desirable at all?" D'jiin reached down
and gently grasped her soft hands and brought them up to
his downward-tilted face, then he rubbed them over his long
ears.


    WOW! The sensation of her hands stroking his ears was
like an electric shock traveling through his body, and it
seemed to terminate in his groin. He drew in a hissing breath,
then quickly released her hands while he tried to get his
breathing under control. F'haan was now beyond surprise;
she was as shocked at his reaction as he was, but for a far
different reason.

  
  It is not my time, she thought in amazement, yet he acts as if
it is! "I...I would not mind your touch," she hesitantly offered, "where...wherever you might wish." Like him, she was
becoming caught up in the wonder-and the heat-of the
moment.

 
   D'jiin slowly enfolded the shorter russet-furred female
into his powerful embrace, and she lay her lop-eared head
against his bi-colored, broad chest. Ever so gently he stroked
first one, then the other of her droopy, silky velvet-furred
ears and she shuddered with apparent delight. Then he slid
his right hand under her long deep-red ponytail and glided
it down the cool, lush fur of her back. He carefully fondled
her plush tail, and she responded by rising up on the balls of
her feet, pushing her body firmly against his.

 
   Her human-style uppermost breasts were firmer than
he'd expected under their angora-thick cover of fur, and as
he nuzzled the top of her head, marveling at the enticing,
musky scent around the base of her ears (something his numb
human nose had never noticed with S'leen) he used both
hands to untie her halter top and drop it to the floor.

  
  Firmly moving her out to where he could face her he
carefully asked, "Are you OK with this, Dear? While Teddy
understood that something like this might happen, YOU
are the one it's happening to, and I want you to understand
that I am NOT forcing myself on you. You can stop this now,
but if it goes much further we...we both might lose that
choice. Our people, as well as the humans, have strict laws
against rape, and I don't want whatever happens next to come
back to haunt either of us."



    Her answer didn't come in words. She reached behind
her back and unsnapped the fastener above her tail, and her
shorts dropped to the floor. D'jiin saw that, like the fur covering her breasts, her crotch fur was the same deep shade of
russet as the rest of her body. With a flip of a foot she kicked
the lightweight shorts into a corner. While inside the Patrons complex and not on public display, most H'kaah wore
nothing on their feet, and both D'jiin and F'haan were no
different. Once free of her own garments she quickly stepped
behind the dark, muscular male, and D'jiin felt her stubby
fingers deftly unfasten the snap above his tail that held his
own blue satin shorts in place.



    His garment, however, didn't immediately drop to the
floor; it was being partly held up in the front by his towering
erection. Her hands reached from behind and carefully
worked the fabric free of the obstruction, and he felt the
sudden coolness of air ruffling the fur covering his butt, his
balls-and something else. He looked down and was amazed
to see the size and shape of his unsheathed organ. It damned
sure doesn't look that way when I piss! he thought, amused.

 
   D'jiin felt F'haan's body press tightly against his back,
pinning his elevated tail against the small of his back. Again,
a feeling like an electric shock coursed through his body,
and again it seemed to terminate in his groin, making his
member throb all the more insistently. Her soft hands gently
reached around his middle and stroked the fur on his flat
stomach and muscular chest, and D'jiin was grateful that his
body donor had been in the prime of his young adulthood.

 
   And then F'haan slowly spun him around to face her.
Her eyes widened once more as she looked at his impressive
maleness, and at the same time D'jiin took another long look
at her, sans clothes.

 
   God but she's a pretty little thing! his inner voice cheered.
He slowly reached out and, using his thumbs, gently stroked
her pink peek-a-boo nipples. F'haan quivered and moaned
in response, and she quickly grabbed his wrists and brought
his hands up to her wide, furry cheeks where she nuzzled
first one, then the other hand. A moment later D'jiin gently,
firmly grasped her head in his hands and, tilting his head
down, tilted hers up.


    "This is how humans kiss," he rumbled and then
slowly, passionately guided F'haan through the right of
passage all human lovers make. At first she was reluctant,
but after a few awkward moments and some shared giggling she discovered that the activity was at least as sensual as ear stroking.

  
  Maybe more.

 


   When they came up for air over an hour later the two
lovers had done more than simply break new sexual ground.
F'haan, like most female H'kaah recruited by Patrons, had
been a virgin when she first set foot on Terran soil. Her time
spent with Shapiro had technically removed her from that
status, yet as far as relations with her own kind were concerned she was still "untouched"; that is, until D'jiin came
into her life.

 
   He, on the other hand, had bedded a variety of women,
as well as S'leen in his former life as a human. In his new
form, however, he was as virginal-pure (regardless of D'raan's
indiscretions) as a lifelong monk, and his encounter with
F'haan was as clumsy for them both as any between two similarly inexperienced humans.


    A great deal of laughter, loads of squeals, groans, hisses
and an occasional energetic scream punctuated their
lovemaking. When they were both thoroughly spent they
dressed themselves, talked intently for several minutes in
the outside hallway, shared one last human-style kiss, then
F'haan headed for the private quarters she and Shapiro
shared.


    D'jiin, however, took a far different path.


    Several abrupt turns made as he purposefully strode
down short hallways brought him to an unmarked doorway,
and he opened it and barged in without knocking. Inside
the dim room were Shapiro and L'niik, both seated at an
elaborate audio/video console that housed a dozen flat-panel screens and a bank of DVD recorders. Both of the
room's occupants expressed undisguised surprise at seeing
the dark-furred H'kaah, but D'jiin didn't let them begin any
kind of alibi.


    "Enjoy the show?" he brusquely asked, then wouldn't let
the pair answer. "I figured that room would be fully monitored," he continued, "so I trust you got enough steamy video
to produce your own National Geographic Special, complete
with descriptive sound effects." When again they tried to
make some sort of reply D'jiin added, "So, who wins the bet?
F'haan wasn't in season, her normal scent didn't give me an
instant hard-on, yet I was able to satisfactorily perform my
studly duties without chemical enhancements. I'd say that,
as in humans, normal H'kaah sexual performance, as well as
the traditional limitations, lie mostly in the mind." And
then he simply waited, a faint smile on his non-human
features.


    L'niik was the first to actually say something coherent,
but even he took several moments to formulate his thoughts.
"I don't understand how you did that," he stated bluntly. "It's
true that F'haan is mid-way between her estrus periods, and
I detected no pheromone enhancements before she entered
the conference room. By all rights you should not have been
capable of arousal."

 
   The room's human occupant was much more uncomfortable when he finally began speaking. "I...I thought I had
a handle on H'kaah physiology, but I guess I was wrong."
D'jiin knew that knowledge of alien physiology wasn't the
main thing bothering Shapiro. "You both, uh, really didn't
waste much time before...before, uh-"


    "Before we `got it on'?"

 
   Shapiro seemed embarrassed as he acknowledged
D'jiin's rather crude comment; the black-furred alien just
laughed.

  
  "Still got your hangups, huh," the H'kaah commented.
"Did watching us play `hide-a-snake' make you uncomfortable, or did it just make you horny?"


    "God damn it!" Shapiro snapped. "That's not fair and you
know it!" The white-furred H'kaah just looked confused.
"F'haan means a lot to me, and-"

 
   "Hold it, chaver," D'jiin interrupted. "Let's continue
this conversation elsewhere. L'niik, I'll see you later, and
maybe we'll sit down and try to make some sense of this
biological puzzle." He swept a cold, golden-eyed gaze over
the DVD recorders. "Did you make more than one copy,
Tzvi?"

 
   The human's face turned red and he sputtered several
times before saying, "Uh, no. No. Just one." He reached to hit
the eject button on the unit right in front of him and it quickly
spat out a golden disk. Shapiro guiltily handed it to the dark
alien, who in turn inserted it into the nearest DVD unit, then
hit the play button. After a few seconds of video hash on the
monitor above the player a clear image, complete with sound,
appeared, showing D'jiin and F'haan in the small conference room. The black-furred alien fast-forward scanned
through part of the disk and satisfied himself that it did,
indeed, appear to contain a complete, multi-camera-angle
record of the incident in question. He also noticed that
Shapiro was extremely uncomfortable with some of the scenes
he reviewed, and after a few moments he stopped the playback and hit the eject button. Moments later he handed the
disk back to the man.

  
  "Nice little poke movie, chaver," D'jiin softly stated.

  
  "It's not like that at all," the man protested.

  
  "No, I'm sure it's not, Tzvi," the alien said as he turned to
open the door. "Meet me in your office in an hour, OK? That'll
give me time to wash F'haan's musk out of my fur and grab a
quick snack. Of food." He grinned.


    And then he was gone.


    "Shit-shit-shit!" Shapiro quietly exclaimed as he stared
at the door his once-human friend had just exited.

 
   After a moment L'niik asked, "What are you going to do
with the recording? Would you seriously consider making
one of those...those nature shows-?"


    "Jesus Christ!" Shapiro angrily cursed. "This isn't something for a damned `nature show'; this is private. This is...is-" He stopped, looked strangely at the golden plastic disk,
then carefully bent it until it snapped in two. To the white
H'kaah's startled look he stated, "This is something that nobody else will ever see," and to emphasize it he broke the
resulting pieces into smaller pieces, then tossed the scraps
into a nearby trash can.

 
   Shapiro left the bewildered white male H'kaah standing in the monitoring room.

     


   True to his word, at the end of an hour the black-furred
H'kaah was patiently waiting for Shapiro in the man's office.
The human threw open the door and stormed in to find the
alien kicked back in one of the two leather-covered rocker-recliner chairs, apparently perfectly at ease.

 
    "Hello, Tzvi," the H'kaah said pleasantly.


     "Yeah, sure," Shapiro growled as he plopped his bulk
into the oversizd chair behind his desk. "Speak your piece,
I've got a lot of work to do."


     D'jiin slowly nodded, then unfolded his sleek, muscular frame from the chair's aromatic confines. "Crazy as it may
sound, Tzvi, sitting on dead animal skin really doesn't bother
me like I thought it would. After all, cows are kind of like my
people's ancestors-raised for food and skinned for their
hides. Still, leather does make nice upholstery material." He
paused, then added, "The Nazis made nice lamp shades out
of your people's skin, too."


     "Fuck you!" Shapiro snarled, his Semitic features twisted
in anger.

  
   "Naah," the alien casually replied, "I'm really not your
type. Of course, I'm beginning to wonder just who is `your
type', chaver, since you apparently don't seem to care much
about anybody other than yourself." He had slowly strolled to
the far side of the office, and was making a show of examining a small plastic model of the original Star Trek ship Enterprise.

   
  Momentarily speechless, Shapiro's mouth hung open in
shock. D'jiin used the pause as an opening for a pointed remark. "Y'know, Tzvi, if you really care as much about F'haan as
you say you do, you might think real hard about making some
changes in your relationship." The man blinked in confusion.
"Because if you don't, old friend," the alien added, "you'll wake
up one day and find far more than your H'kaah companion gone."


  
  "W-what the hell do you mean?"

 
   The dark visaged H'kaah gave the old Mossad agent a
cold scowl. "What have you given her that she couldn't get
back home; a roof over her ears? Big deal. She has family,
friends, possibly a mate waiting for her on the homeworld.

 
   "Sex? Get real, Tzvi. Human and Mn'rii scientists are
about to open up the H'kaah species to safe, practical birth
control, which will finally give the females control of their
reproductive process. And in case you missed it, I just proved
that out-of-season sex is possible among our kind-and very
desirable. In a week or so she won't need to look out-of-species
to find someone to make her feel special.

 
   "Attention? Love?" Again the human received a chilling
look. "That sweet girl is literally starving for attention, Tzvi,
and as for the `love' you've shown her, give me a break! The
way you've been treating her says loud and clear that, to you,
she's apparently no more than an...an `appliance', an exotic
piece of window dressing, maybe somewhere on the level of,
oh, perhaps a `talking dog'."

 
   The man's swarthy complexion had been getting darker
by degrees, and as D'jiin uttered the final insult his face
turned almost Negro-dark with rage. He lunged up out of
his chair, scrambled over his desk and leaped to land squarely
on the H'kaah.

 
   He missed.

 
   D'jiin easily sidestepped his snarling attacker, who suddenly found himself landing heavily on his face on the carpet. The man lay stunned for a moment, then tried to lever
himself up, but he was unceremoniously shoved back down
by a large, unshod rabbit-like foot planted squarely between
his shoulder blades.

  
  "You made the first move, Tzvi," the dark-furred alien
stated in an ominous voice, "so I'll let you know when it's
your turn to move again." Shapiro snarled something unintelligible and tried once again to rise, and once again he was
forcibly shoved flat against the floor, this time with a foot-thump between his shoulder blades so hard that it knocked
the wind out of him.

 
   "Somehow I don't think you're getting the message,
chaver," D'jiin said, his voice even colder, darker, "but if I have
to repeat it again I'll make sure you understand it by hurting
you in a way you'll really hate. Am I clear yet?"



    Shapiro wheezed and gasped for a few moments, then
spat something D'jiin understood-and didn't like. The
alien dropped punishingly to his knees into the middle of
the human's back, then grabbed a handful of the man's thinning hair, pulling his head back at a painful angle. His other
hand reached around and curled into a claw-tipped weapon,
painfully gripping Shapiro's throat. "Butcher?" D'jiin snarled.
"No, Tzvi, not a butcher. An `executioner', yes; a `murderer',
maybe-but never a...a butcher. Still, it's been a long time
since I've had an excuse to rip someone's throat out with my
bare hands, and you're really pushing your luck." He punctuated the comment with a wordless snarl and a painful prick
of claws on the man's throat, then he leapt free and waited
for Shapiro to slowly regain his feet.


    It took over a minute for Shapiro to crawl to the edge of
his desk and pull himself erect, then he plopped bonelessly
into one of the two leather-covered recliners. In time he
gasped, "Aren't you getting tired of (cough) beating the shit
out of me?" When that brought no response from the H'kaah
he continued, "Tell me, chaver, if you (cough) hadn't killed
all those villagers so long ago, would you really be as interested in saving these aliens' hides? It looks to me like you're
looking for some kind of...of redemption for your sins."

 
   D'jiin stared at Shapiro like the man had crawled out
from under a rock, but when he finally replied it was in a
calm, almost emotionless voice. "That was really low, Tzvi, but
I'll grace it with an answer anyway. Had I not killed all the
people I did-including those villagers-I probably wouldn't
have given much thought to how humanity would ultimately
treat people like the H'kaah, or literally anybody else it
thought it could get away with bullying. So, no, I wouldn't
have been the same person, but if I weren't the person I am
today, we wouldn't be having this conversation."

 
    The black-furred alien slowly approached the seated
man, his voice again taking on a harder edge. "Yes, I killed a
lot of people, hundreds and hundreds of people. And after
I killed them I started thinking about things that I'd never
thought about before. Maybe a killer shouldn't think, maybe
that was a mistake, but perhaps as a result of the terrible
things I did I ultimately became capable of helping far more
people than I killed."

   
  D'jiin stood looking grimly down at the old Mossad agent,
and after a few moments he coldly said, "And that brings us back
to you, Tzvi.  Taking a cheap shot at me doesn't change the fact
you've been treating F'haan like shit since you signed her contract.
An  occasional  poke  in the puss and  a  pat  on  the head does not
qualify as a `loving relationship', which is the very thing you promised her months  ago.  Jack  Ross was there,  or have you forgotten that, too? Your constant demands for her to cook and serve
you meals of animal flesh-knowing full well how much it upsets
her-doesn't sound much like a `loving relationship', either.

  
   "She's shy, Tzvi, not dumb," the H'kaah stated, "and it
won't take much more of your `human-superior' attitude to
convince her to simply opt out of the contract and go home.
After all, your former wives did-all four of them." The man
cringed like he'd been stabbed through the heart. D'jiin
looked strangely at him, then added, "However, like your
ancient Hebrew ancestors, H'kaah males on occasion take
multiple mates. Perhaps-" his golden-irised eyes narrowed
to slits, "-just perhaps S'leen might welcome another female into the household."

 
    Shapiro was speechless, only this time it wasn't because
he had someone sitting on his ribcage.

  
  "It's ironic as hell," D'jiin stated in disgust before the
man could protest, "that the public head of humanity's first
alien business partnership treats his own alien companion
worse than he would any human under similar circumstances." He jabbed a accusing, claw-tipped finger toward
the man's nose in stern warning, saying, "And don't you dare
try to deny it; you're as guilty of it as I am black."

 
   Shapiro had tried to interject a comment, any comment,
into D'jiin's tirade, but finally he could do nothing other
than open and close his mouth like a fish.

  
  One that had been hooked, gaffed and landed.






Chapter 14

Dead Men Don't Have Tails
Theodore "Teddy" Shapiro took one of the longest, most
difficult walks of his life as he made his way to the private
quarters he and F'haan, his russet-furred, French lop-eared
H'kaah companion, shared. His once-human partner, Jack Ross,
now reborn as a black-furred male H'kaah named D'jiin and
sporting an even stronger sense of purpose, had verbally
flayed him to the bone with criticism about his relationship
with F'haan.

 
   The fact that every single word had rung true made the
flaying hurt even worse than the physical punishment he'd
endured.

 
   "Do you want to stay on as Patrons' front man?" D'jiin had
demanded, shocking Shapiro like a sudden drenching of
ice water. "I won't let Patrons go down in flames, Tzvi," the
alien stated angrily. "While I'm grateful as hell that you
helped give me a second chance at life, now that I have that
chance I won't stand by and watch all our work go down the
toilet because of one person's shitty attitude. You were brought
into this project to be its official public head, chaver, but even
though I'm supposed to be `dead' I guarantee that if you
don't clean up your act you'll find yourself on the outside.
All it'll take is a couple of quick phone calls and in less than
a day you'll be standing in the unemployment line.

 
   "Word gets around fast among the H'kaah, and since
I've been back the word I've been hearing about how you
treat F'haan isn't good." The dark alien frowned at Shapiro
and growled, "But that's going to change, isn't it?"

  
  Shapiro looked beaten, and he nodded. "Yeah, it'll
change if...if there's still time."

  
  "I guess there's only one way to find out, hmm?" D'jiin
offered, nodding curtly toward the door. "If things get squared
away there'll never be reference made to this conversation."
The dark figure looked ominous, adding, "If, however, I have
to refer to it again, it'll already be too late."

  
  Shapiro hesitantly opened the door to his quarters,
not knowing what he would find inside the modest suite
of rooms. "F'haan, Dear, it's me," he said lamely, then the
aroma of cooking meat (chicken under the broiler, if his
nose wasn't misleading him) made his stomach twinge
and his mouth water. He hadn't realized how hungry he'd
become, and before he could catch himself he boomed,
"Oy! You read my mind, Dear. `Poor man's pheasant' is
one of my fav-"

 
   That was when the full impact of two statements D'jinn
had made hit home. Rich, aromatic leather upholstery in his
office, their living quarters and in his big Chrysler, and requiring his vegetarian H'kaah companion to prepare animal
flesh for his consumption-dear God, how obscenely cruel
could he be? At that moment F'haan came obediently padding out of the kitchen, a white apron festooned with a bright
floral print adorning her otherwise unclothed russet-furred
body, a quickly-hidden look of revulsion at the ghastly-to-her
meal she was having to prepare momentarily clouding her
soft features.

   
  "Your dinner will be ready in about fifteen minutes,
Teddy. Would you like for me to fix you a drink?" She managed to put on a smile, but Shapiro could see that she had to
force it.

  
   He held his hands out to her and motioned for her to
come to him; she approached slowly, her eyes wide with apprehension. How did I ever let it get this way? he silently cried.
I've never hit her, but she looks like she expects me to. God help me, 
how could I be such a mamzer?

  
   She saw a strange, pained expression on his dark, craggy
features, and it gave her further cause for alarm. "Is there
something wrong?" she timidly asked. "Have...have I displeased you?"

   
  Tears suddenly blurred his vision as he fully realized
just what kind of miserable life he had been providing for his
gentle companion. "Beautiful F'haan," he softly rumbled, "nothing you've ever done has displeased me, but I'm terribly
ashamed knowing that...that I haven't been so kind to you."
By this time she had approached close enough for him to
tenderly fold her trembling form into his embrace. "Dear,
I'm sorry, so very sorry for being such a...a clod," he crooned.
"Please forgive a foolish old man this lapse in...in common
decency. If you believe nothing else, believe me when I say
that from this moment on you will have a better life, a much
better life."

  
   She tilted her head back to look up at him in bewilderment, and that's when she spied a row of four bruises on one
side of his neck, with a single bruise on the other side. Each
round bruise had a small bloody puncture wound near its
edge. "What...what happened, Teddy?" she squealed, struggling to pull away. "You're hurt! Let me get something to
treat those!" But he wouldn't let her go.

   
  "Hush, child," he soothed. "They're not a problem,
they're just a not-so-subtle reminder of...of my incredible
stupidity." Remembering D'jinn's actions on the surveillance
video Shapiro carefully stroked her silky ears, then slowly ran
his hand down her back, ending at the tip of her plush tail.
F'haan immediately responded with a shudder and a deep
sigh of pleasure, and she seemed to reflexively press her
warm softness against his body. He'd had no idea! "If you'll
give this old schmuck a chance to change his ways," he gently
rumbled, "I'll try to convince you that becoming my companion wasn't such a mistake after all."

  
  "Teddy, I...I don't understand," she said, looking up in
confusion at his wry, craggy smile. "I've never said-"

  
  "Someone else said it for you, Dear," he explained, "and
to celebrate our...our `new beginning' I'd like to take you to
my favorite little restaurant where they make the most wonderful Greek salad I've ever had. Interested?"


    Even though she was still baffled by his change in attitude, her curiosity was piqued. "You've never taken me to
a...a restaurant, Teddy. And what is a `Greek salad'?"

  
  "I've been spending far too much time on work-related
matters, F'haan, and unfortunately the only places I've taken
you have also been work-related. This old world has so many
fun places to go, fun things to do! It's long past the point we
started having some good times together. And as to what a Greek
salad is-" He grinned mischievously. "There's a world of
tasty things in a Greek salad, and all of them are things I
think you'll find most delightful."

 
   "But your chicken is almost ready," she countered. "Don't
you want-?"

  
  He shushed her with two fingers against her velvet lips.
"Go put on your favorite outfit while I dispose of the chicken,"
he said. "I promise you'll never again have to prepare animal
flesh for me to eat, and tomorrow I'll get rid of this...this
hide-covered furniture as well as replace the car's seats with
some covered with fabric." He smiled at her shocked expression, adding, "Anything else that bothers you, my dear, anything at all, you just let me know."

 


   Shortly after lunchtime the following day one of the
town's respected businessmen was laid to rest under stately
old oak trees at a small country cemetery. All of the employees of Ross Chevrolet were in solemn attendance, as were numerous local politicians, grim-faced law enforcement officers, a wide cross-section of business people as well as shocked
friends and acquaintances of the well-known man.

  
  A small contingent of exotic lapin aliens stood slightly
apart from the human mourners. As was proper, S'leen, Jack
Ross' H'kaah companion, was seated with the family members
and close friends, all of whom were perched uncomfortably
in folding chairs under the portable funeral home canopy
that shaded Jack Ross' grave. None of the immediate family wore black; Ross hated to see somber-dressed mourners, and many years earlier he had been very vocal about
his wishes: Wear pleasant, attractive clothes to his funeral
or stay home.

 
   His daughter, Trudy, was dressed in a fashionable red
dress, while her husband, Wes, looked sharp in his blue blazer
worn over a white Henley shirt and cool khaki slacks. Their
two little girls were dressed in Easter-bright clothes, and were
far more interested in the living bunny-person sitting on the
other side of their father than anything else. S'leen wore one
of her sky blue shorts-and-halter outfits, complete with a blue
ribbon in her long, brown hair, but in deference to the occasion she also wore an abbreviated gauzy blue jacket. Captain
Cory Ross was resplendent in his crisp gray and black Space
Navy dress uniform, while Lieutenant Nolan Green wore
starched police blues. Shapiro chafed in an ill-fitting brown
tweed coat and Looney Toons tie (all he could find at the last
minute) while Lisa Thomas and a heartbroken Tony Wilson
filled the last two seats under the small canopy.


    Retired Lutheran minister Harry Harriston had known
Jack Ross since before Ross' children were born, and while
the man had officiated at hundreds of funerals he never
found them easy. This one bothered him more than usual,
not because of the presence of the aliens-Reverend
Harriston actually liked the H'kaah-but because of the circumstances surrounding the death, and the person who had
died. Jack Ross had been a genuine friend, and considering
how few and far between such friends were, losing one really
hurt.


    "Please move in closer," Reverend Harriston implored,
after the lid of the strange-looking metal coffin had been
closed and sealed. "My voice isn't what it was twenty years ago,
and I'd rather not have to shout over the final resting place
of our departed friend and family member Jack Ross." Everyone complied with his request, and even the small group of
aliens-C'maat, L'niik, F'haan and an alert, unusually confident-looking mostly black-furred male whom most of the
humans had never seen before-was made welcome as the
mourners surrounded the canopy.

 
   What followed was a short but sincere Christian burial
service. At its conclusion a contingent of Army riflemen performed a traditional twenty-one gun salute as a pair of machine-precise soldiers carefully folded the full-sized American flag that had covered most of the dead veteran's coffin. It
was formally presented to Cory Ross, who then solemnly
presented it to his tearful sister, Trudy. A young police
officer who asked Ross' son to grant him the honor played
taps. While most of the aliens didn't understand the symbolisms and traditions of a Christian, military funeral,
there were few dry eyes among the human mourners. Jack
Ross had been both well known and respected in the community; he would be missed.

 
   Ross' son and daughter, and even S'leen to a lesser extent, weren't entirely acting as they participated in the funeral. The father, grandfather and human patron actually
was dead in the sense that he would never live as Jack Ross
again. So while in their hearts his children knew their father
lived on in another form and under another name, Jack Ross
had, indeed, died.

 
   Ross was fond of his daughter's husband, Wes, and it
hurt him knowing that neither Wes nor the two grandchildren could ever know the truth about the dark-furred alien
standing so close. Life was tough enough as is; unnecessarily
complicating it for innocent bystanders, especially beloved
family members, was something Jack Ross (aka: D'jiin) refused to do. Still, there was one old friend whose nose the
alien couldn't resist tweaking.


    "Pardon me, Reverend Harriston," D'jiin said to the man
as the crowd of mourners began thinning out.

  
  The minister was surprised that an alien would want to
speak to him, yet he felt an immediate affinity for this particular H'kaah. "Yes, my son? Although-" he suddenly
grinned at the incongruity of his statement, "-perhaps my
choice of terms isn't the best." The dark alien cheerfully
returned his grin, and the minister again had the feeling
that this individual was somehow different from the rest.
"Nevertheless, young fellow, what can I do for you?"

 
   "I just wanted to thank you for conducting such a warm,
heartfelt service in memory of our friend Jack," the alien said
with apparent sincerity. "I believe his spirit would be pleased."

 
   Harriston blinked in momentary confusion, then said,
"I...I don't understand. I was told that none of your people
are Christians, and-"

 
   "My name is D'jiin, Reverend Harriston, and while it's
true that we H'kaah follow a spiritual calling somewhat different from yours that doesn't necessarily mean that our souls
are damned." The H'kaah smiled knowingly. "Theologians
of both our people and yours appear to be having a wonderful time debating the possibility that the higher powers we
both acknowledge are, in fact, one and the same."

 
   The minister was stunned to hear that remark issued by
a non-human, since he had last heard it phrased exactly that
way by none other than the recently deceased Jack Ross.
Harriston's confused feelings showed plainly on his aged
features.

 
   "However," D'jiin said, still smiling, "I didn't come here
to discuss such weighty matters; I just wanted to thank you for
being Jack Ross' friend."

  
  "How...how long," Harriston weakly asked, "have you
known Jack?"

  
  "Why, it seems like I've known him all my life," the H'kaah
said with a wink. "Perhaps some day after the dust settles you
and I can toast his memory. I'll even bring the Glenfiddich."

 
   Once again the minister was shocked; Glenfiddich malt
Scotch whiskey was a masculine luxury he and Jack Ross had
shared with almost religious reverence, yet this black-furred
alien- No, Harriston quickly thought, his wrinkled face going pale with shock, it can't be. I just buried Jack Ross, and there's
no way this...this overgrown jackrabbit-jack-NO! Dear sweet Jesus,
it CAN'T be!

 
   L'niik and F'haan hesitantly approached the unusual
tableau. "We're ready to leave," L'niik politely stated in English into the strained silence, "and Lisa wanted us to remind you that you're riding with her, Trudy and Cory. Trudy's
husband and children will not be going to the dealership."

  
  "The rest of us," F'haan said, "are going on to...to Jack's
house, so maybe we'll see you there later."

 
   D'jiin nodded, then said to the minister, "Reverend
Harriston, I wish you well," and he shook the man's hand
with a solid grip, exactly the way Jack Ross had done for more
years than Harriston cared to remember. "We'll meet again,
possibly sooner than you think."

 
   As the three lapin aliens walked away the Reverend Harry
Harriston stood deep in thought, and not all his thoughts
were spiritual in nature.




    "-And so," Cory Ross said to the somber, assembled
staff gathered in the showroom of Ross Chevrolet, "Trudy and I
decided not to fix what wasn't broken; we're not going to sell
the dealership." A look of relief was obvious on the faces he
saw. `But since we both have lives far removed from here we
have to make one fundamental change." That brought out a
fresh crop of frowns on the faces of the staff. "Don't worry,"
Ross stated with a disarming grin, "we're not going to make
your lives miserable by bringing in some hot-shot manager
full of flashy, unworkable ideas. In fact, we've selected a new
general manager from within the rank-and-file." That got
some muttered comments and a few smiles. "Since our
present management staff is doing just fine we felt it best to
keep them doing what they do best." This fueled the muttering from the staff, and into the middle of the low noise Cory
Ross dropped his bomb.

 
   "Throughout the years, through the bad times as well as
the downright horrible times, one person in particular stood
solidly behind my father," Ross stated. "This person never
asked for favors, never took advantage of my father's temporary weaknesses-and those of you who think Jack Ross never
faltered didn't know him very well-and this person probably knows more about the day-to-day operation of Ross Chevrolet
than any other staff member here today." He swept his gaze
over the people like an evangelist sizing up a crowd of true
believers. Then he glanced theatrically toward the open doorway to the internal staircase leading to his father's loft-style
office, and in a TV game show announcer-type voice he called,
"Lisa Thomas-come on down!"

 
    Good-natured laughter greeted the woman as she
quickly descended the stairs, and when she reached the bottom the employees broke into spontaneous applause, punctuated by whistles and the occasional cheerful hoot. Nobody
seemed terribly upset that they would be working for a former
co-worker, and when the noise quieted down she spoke.

 
    "This is something that Jack, Trudy and Cory cooked up
in the hospital shortly before Jack's death," Thomas somberly explained, "and while I'm certainly honored to be given
the chance to manage the store it's not something I ever
expected, nor did I ask for it." She scanned the familiar faces
in front of her, then stated, her tone suddenly upbeat, "Jack
worked long and hard to take what his father built and make
it even better, and I, for one, don't intend to let his...his
spirit see it falter. Let's work to make this year a banner year.
Let's do it for Jack!"

  
   Cory Ross found himself joining the group of employees in enthusiastic response to Thomas' ringing challenge,
and in a flash of insight he realized that she probably was,
indeed, the best person to take over the business. Next, he
knew, would come the delicate part; the "alien connection".

  
   When the black-furred H'kaah arrived at the dealership
in the same vehicle with Lisa Thomas, the employees who
took more than passing notice of him thought him to be no
more than one of Jack Ross' alien acquaintances, many of
whom visited him on occasion at the dealership. D'jiin waited
upstairs in his human self's old office, the lights off, the blinds
pulled, one golden eye carefully peering through a slit at
the people Jack Ross used to employ. Lisa, honey, he thought,
if you blow this intro you'll knock a hole in human/alien relations big
enough to drive an eighteen-wheeler through.

 
    Downstairs, Lisa Thomas was working up her courage;
courage, she knew, that would be needed to get through the
next few crucial moments.

  
   "One last thing before we reopen the driveway gates and
get back to work," she stated, her heart racing. "Jack invited
me to his house for dinner some months ago. Not knowing
S'leen, his H'kaah companion, very well at that time, I feared it
would be a dull, tasteless meal (I'm a `meat-and-potatoes
girl', remember!) followed by strained conversation that
would be of little interest to me." She shook her head, a wry
smile on her face. "Boy, was I ever wrong!"

 
   After the laughter died down she continued. "Jack and
S'leen had prepared a lavish gourmet feast of vegetarian
delights that rivaled the best five-star restaurants, and once it
had been demolished we relaxed and talked about, well,
everything! I learned about Jack's passion for helping the
H'kaah achieve independence in a universe full of aliens
who would like nothing better than to...to eat them. You see,
it was our very own Jack Ross who originated the entire Patrons concept," she stated, "and up until now only a handful
of people, humans and H'kaah alike, knew it." She paused
dramatically for effect while the small crowd of humans muttered in genuine shock.

 
   After a few moments she motioned them to silence, then
continued, "That night I came to understand a lot more about
the H'kaah, and I learned things the public still has no idea
of. And...and then Jack dropped a bombshell on me: He
introduced me to a friend of his, a striking, mostly-black-furred H'kaah named D'jiin." The crowd was quiet now, their
wide-eyed attention fully on Lisa Thomas. D'jiin started down
the staircase but remained out of sight.


    "This H'kaah," she explained, "had known Jack since
shortly after humankind discovered the aliens, and mainly
through his and Jack's behind-the-scenes hard work and
determination the Patrons concept was given a life of its own."
Thomas saw that everyone was interested in her story. Good,
she thought. It's time to bring out the heavy artillery. "By the time
I met D'jiin the program had begun to roll along pretty good,
and he really wanted to live here on Earth and see how the
program worked from this end. To bring that about we agreed
that I would serve as his patron, hopefully to give him a fairly
accurate picture of how his people were dealing with life
among us scary, predatory types." She smiled, then looked at
the staircase behind her.

 
   With that prearranged phrase as his entrance cue, the
dark H'kaah quickly padded down the stairs and into sight,
confidently stepping up to Lisa Thomas' side. He flashed a
brief smile at the surprised group of humans.

 
   "As you might have guessed, I'm known as D'jiin," he
stated in a friendly tone of voice. "You probably saw me earlier at Jack's funeral, and while our religions are different we
H'kaah say goodbye to our dead in a similar manner to you
humans." He paused a moment, then continued somberly,
"It's ironic that Jack died only hours before the final details
of my stay on your world were completed, but like many of
you, we H'kaah believe in fate. Although I traveled here on
numerous occasions for secret visits with him, it saddens me
that Jack and I are no longer destined to work together.

  
  "I first met Lisa at the dinner she told you about, and that
was when the idea of her becoming my patron was proposed.
I returned home to complete the arrangements, and I returned here for final orientation three days ago." So far, so
good, D'jiin silently mused.

 
   "While my species is not as technologically advanced as
yours, our business practices and related education closely
follow those practiced in this country. Along with working on
seemingly endless Patrons matters, Jack and I spent considerable time discussing practical business aspects of this automobile dealership. His heirs, as well as Lisa, have asked me
to spend part of my time on your world working as her business consultant. The rest of my time will be split between
Patrons concerns and helping S'leen manage Jack's properties for both his daughter, Trudy Bond and his son, Cory, who
has subsequently taken over as S'leen's patron."

 
   "Doesn't your contract require you to be a companion to
the human who hires you?" one voice from the crowd questioned. "And if you're hanging around with S'leen, how can
you be a `proper' companion to Lisa? Won't she be jealous?"

  
  Lisa Thomas' face flamed with embarrassment at the
suggestive remark, and D'jiin quickly recognized the
questioner's whiny voice.

 
   Daryl Polk.


    "All Patrons contracts," D'jiin slowly stated, "have a number of standardized terms and agreements. They can, however, be modified to suit whatever requirements both parties
feel are necessary." Polk's questions had embarrassed several other people besides Lisa Thomas, and the obnoxious
young man suddenly found himself standing apart from his
coworkers on the showroom floor. This suited D'jiin even
better since he could now direct his comments to the questioner.

 
   D'jiin stared at Polk for a discomforting moment, then
continued, "We H'kaah are naturally reserved, and Jack believed that serving as companions to you dauntless, frequently
brash humans would be a good way to...to `condition' our
people to the harsh realities we're now having to face. When
one's own people are normally viewed as...as lunch by over
half of the species inhabiting the universe there comes a
time when drastic choices, choices upon which one's species' ultimate survival reside, must be made. Throughout
our history a select few of our males have been given intensive military training, and through that training those individuals learned how to deal with any situation, regardless of
danger." He noticed signs of distress-outright fear, actually-on Polk's arrogant face. The man realized he'd screwed
up; he just didn't understand how badly. "Our government,
however, is well aware that, for many reasons, training all of
our people to be soldiers isn't practical, so when Jack offered
us the Patrons concept, we-pardon the pun-jumped on it."

 
   D'jiin momentarily swept his confident, golden-eyed gaze
across his rapt audience, then returned it to Polk, who noticeably cringed. "I happen to be one of those males fortunate enough to have had military training, so I don't require
the personal protection of my patron. I also possess this
world's international drivers license as well as your world's
equivalent of a masters degree in business administration.
And as for me being a `proper' companion to my patron," D'jiin
flashed a large-toothed grin at the man, "I think her human
companion, Dave Billings, might have something to say about
that.

  
  "Any more questions, Mr. Polk?"

 
   The other staffers took delight in the man's blunder,
laughing and even applauding the way D'jiin handled the
matter. Stepping to one side, the dark-furred H'kaah moved
to join Cory Ross and his sister, once again making Lisa Thomas the center of attention.


    "If anybody has any objections to D'jiin working with me,"
Thomas stated bluntly, "we can discuss them in private. Otherwise, as of now Ross Chevrolet is open for business, and I, for
one, would like to make some money."




    Trudy Bond's husband, Wes, and their two children had
left for home right after the funeral, so after the meeting at
the dealership Cory Ross drove his sister out to the estate
that was now, for all intent and purpose, legally theirs. Shapiro,
Green, S'leen, F'haan and L'niik had gone straight there
after the funeral, but had done little more than relax around
the swimming pool behind the main house.

 
   Ross went inside and brought out a cold Diet Coke for
his sister and a Coors for himself, then they walked around to
the pool. "Somehow," he commented to the group while he
peered around, "it's just not the same. I keep looking for
Mom or Dad to pop out of the house and caution Trudy and
me not to horseplay around the pool."

 
   "Of course it's not the same," Shapiro stated dryly. "You're
not the same snot-nosed little kid you were so many years
ago. Too, I hate to remind you, both your parents are dead.
Your mother was a fine woman, Cory, but she's long gone.
Your father-at least as we know him now-is...is not the
same person you once knew, either." Shapiro sighed, then
added, "The human part seems to still be there, but there's
another element, an alien element, that's muddying the waters." He shook his head. "It may turn out that having his
mental matrix transferred to that male H'kaah's body was not
the wisest move."


    "How can you say such a thing!" S'leen yelped. "Jack was
your friend, and he was dying!"

 
   Shapiro hung his head but refused to retract his statement. "Jack Ross was my friend," he explained, "but I've seen
things about our bunny-boy D'jiin that I never saw in his first
incarnation." He looked first at S'leen, then at Ross' two
grown children. "I trusted Jack with my life so many times I
lost count." He sighed again, adding, "But in the past few
days the person Jack became has twice threatened to kill me,
and I don't think that, given the right conditions, he would
hesitate an instant to do so."

 
   That revelation shocked the small group, but once again
it was S'leen who challenged the statement by hotly demanding, "Why don't you tell us what you did to provoke his threats?
I have seen nothing in his behavior to make me think he is
any more dangerous than he has always been."

  
  "I think the little lady has you there, chaver," Green stated
quietly. "Are you claiming you did nothing to warrant his
threats?" The man looked directly at his former Mossad partner, and after a few tense moments Shapiro looked away.
"Just as I thought," Green rumbled. "Methinks that, given
the radical procedure D'jiin had just had undergone, our
man Tzvi may have pushed him a little harder than was prudent."

  
  But it was L'niik who offered D'jiin's best defense. "I was
witness to one of the incidents," he hesitantly offered. "At
first I thought both Teddy and D'jiin had lost their minds,
but after careful consideration I've decided that both were
right in what they did." That convoluted statement got everyone talking at once, but in a surprising show of determination the white H'kaah male held up his hands and demanded
the mixed group pay attention to him.

 
   "D'jiin had become-what is the English term? Ah, yes!
Catatonic." He smiled, delighted at his command of the ofttimes difficult language. "Nothing was bringing him out of it
until Teddy said some...some pretty terrible things, and some
of them concerned S'leen."

  
  "Damn, L'niik," Shapiro protested, "you don't have to
tell them that!"

  
  The white H'kaah stared pitilessly at the man. "But I do,"
he stated. "At first I thought Teddy was insane to say the
things he did, and when D'jiin erupted from his catatonic
state to attack him I feared that a murder was about to take
place." The big male alien added, "I dare say that had D'jiin
and I traded places and circumstances, I might have reacted
the same as he did."

 
   "You...you can't mean that!" Shapiro cried. "You'd never
attack-"

 
   The alien shocked both humans and H'kaah alike by
snarling, "You have no idea what any of us are capable of doing, Honorable Teddy Shapiro. You didn't think S'leen capable of killing-but she did. Two different times! I'll bet you
didn't know that at S'leen's homecoming party, during a period of momentary insanity, I...I was about to rape S'leen,"
L'niik nearly shouted, "and when Jack stopped me I...I tried
my very best to kill him!"

  
  The four humans, as well as F'haan, were shocked
speechless at L'niik's confession, but what followed brought
everything into focus.

 
   "Few humans outside this small group know that male
H'kaah are prone to succumb to pheromone-induced spells
of mindless lust, and that the resulting crimes of passion
traditionally result in death sentences for those of us who
succeed in our shameful endeavors. Remember, that's the
very same crime that resulted in D'raan's death sentence, a
situation that became Jack Ross' salvation." L'niik was doggedly exposing his innermost secrets, and S'leen knew he
would never have done it had he not cared so much for his
friend D'jiin.

 
   "Jack stopped me from assaulting S'leen, and because of
his interference I...I tried to kill him," he repeated. "By our
laws he would have been justified in killing me for both
crimes, yet he..." the big male H'kaah suddenly began crying, "...he didn't. Jack threw me to the ground and restrained
me, but while it would have been far easier for him to maim
or cripple, he caused me no permanent injury. Considering
that I am stronger and faster-and far less skillful-than he
was at the time, he demonstrated incredible control of the
situation. Then he frightened me so badly I...I fainted, but I
needed that fright to snap me out of my pheromone-induced
rage. You see, Jack had compassion, and he used restraint."
L'niik sniffed and wiped his gray eyes, adding, "Jack Ross not
only saved S'leen's honor, he saved my life."


    Before the others could voice any objections the male
H'kaah said one more thing. "Teddy, you were right to shock
him out of his catatonic state, but you went too far. If I were as
deeply in love with S'leen as D'jiin is-" L'niik shook his
head, "-I most likely wouldn't have stopped."

 
   Shapiro was appalled. "You mean you would have-"

 
   "-Ripped off your testicles and torn open your throat,"
L'niik grimly stated. "From what S'leen has told me in the
past few days, my friend and mentor Jack Ross has done far
worse than that when you and Nolan Green and he worked
as government-sponsored killers. In your case I think our
mutual friend showed a remarkable degree of self-control."




   Lisa Thomas was nervous. Although she'd fantasized
about running the dealership her way, she'd never really believed it would happen. In her wildest dreams she'd certainly never thought it would happen this way!

  
  "Is it beginning to weigh heavily on your shoulders?"
D'jiin asked Thomas as the woman settled into the former
owner's leather chair, in the former owner's oak-paneled office, in the former owner's dealership. "Remember one
thing," he stated. "If I hadn't had full confidence in your
ability to take on this responsibility, I'd have said so." He had
closed the heavy wood door to the office, and the blinds
behind the desk were still shut. "This is probably the last
private time you'll have in this office, Lisa. The staff and
customers expect to see someone working in here, and I'll
have to keep a professional distance since we're not, well-"
and he laughed. "Our `relationship' is supposed to be strictly
business. Everybody pretty well knew that S'leen was more
than just Jack Ross' casual friend, but if they suspect you and
I are-" He grinned and whistled. "Let's just say it would
cause problems."

 
   Lisa Thomas signed and shook her head. "Y'know, people
thought I was sleeping with you, I mean with Jack, after
Maureen's death."

 
   "Maybe the stupid ones thought that," D'jiin quietly said,
stepping around the side of the desk to stand next to the
chair-formerly his chair-where Lisa Thomas stiffly sat. "The
smart ones knew that you were an employee and a friend,
and they kept their damned mouths shut." He moved behind the low-backed chair and, before Thomas could react,
he put his claw-tipped fingers on either side of her throat and began to knead her shoulders and neck.


    "What-?"

 
   "Sit still," he ordered. "Otherwise you might accidentally wind up with Shapiro-style claw marks on your throat,
and that would be a bit awkward to explain." He worked in
silence for a few moments, then said, "You've been so stressed
out recently I'm surprised you haven't run off and hid somewhere. Relax! The blinds are shut, the door's locked, and as
long as you don't start moaning and groaning too loudly
nobody's going to think we're doing anything out of the ordinary." She did moan and groan, but not loud enough to attract any attention. "In about five minutes I'm going to open
the blinds, and you're going to show the world that Lisa
Thomas is `in charge'. You'll make a couple of quick intercom calls, then I'll walk out that door, go down to inventory control, and Sam Espisito will hand me the keys
to that sharp-looking black Blazer sitting on the patio out
front."

 
   "For heaven's sake, D'jiin," Thomas said, "if you want a
sport-ute take one of the Tahoes; they're bigger and more
comfortable."

 
   "The three Tahoes in inventory have leather seating,
Dear," he gently said. "The Blazer demo I-as Jack-used
had cloth seats, but for numerous reasons that one needs to
be grounded. We might even have to send it to the auction,
since it now carries an unpleasant history." He frowned momentarily, then explained, "Most H'kaah find the practice of
sitting on skin-covered seats to be, well, creepy. S'leen never
complained about riding in my old Corvette, but once she
discovered it had leather upholstery she carefully let me
know she liked riding in the truck better." He grinned, then
stated, "That's why I want that nice little cloth-upholstered
Blazer. Once Jerry Reinhold puts a dealer tag on it for me, I'll
get out of your hair for the rest of the day."

  
  "But-"

  
  "No buts, Lisa. The best thing you can do right now is
jump in with both feet and immerse yourself in the business. I've got some personal matters to take care of, then-" He paused his therapeutic ministrations, sighed, then
resumed work on Thomas' neck and shoulders. "Then,
I'm going to try to go home again. `They' say you can't do
that, and maybe `they' are correct, but I'm gonna give it
my best shot anyway."

 


   An hour later found the black-furred H'kaah fighting
the mid-afternoon traffic as he worked his way downtown.
Tony's was one of the trendiest men's clothing shops in town,
and owner Tony Wilson could often be found circulating
among his customers. All eyes in the store, Wilson's included,
quickly spotted the tall, mostly-dark alien who came purposefully striding in the front door. Wilson's surprise turned to
puzzlement as he recognized the male H'kaah as one he had
seen at Jack Ross' funeral that morning.

  
  "Hello! Good to see you again," Wilson said as the dark
alien approached him. "What can I do for you?"

 
   D'jiin smiled and said, "I'd like to talk to you for a few
minutes, Mr. Wilson. It is, however, something that's best discussed in private," and the alien nodded toward Wilson's
windowless office, located in the back of the building. Puzzled
black man and mysterious black-furred H'kaah padded silently across the thick beige carpet as they headed for the
solid wood door that had the letters T. W. tastefully embossed
on it in antique-style gold letters.

  
  Tony Wilson's office doubled as a small gymnasium; the
retired NFL running back liked to keep himself fit. Once
inside, D'jiin made it a point to snap the deadbolt on the
door, effectively insuring that they wouldn't be disturbed.
"Hey! Why did you do that?" Wilson said, more annoyed than
alarmed.

 
   "Relax," the H'kaah said, smiling. "I just didn't want
Allysha to come barging in at the wrong time."

 
   Now Wilson was really puzzled now. "How...how did you
know my secretary's name? What is it that-?"

 
   "As I said, Tony-relax. You see," and D'jiin held his arms
wide as he turned all the way around, grinning, "what we
have here, my friend, is an elaborate disguise. A few days ago I
didn't have all this fur, these big teeth and these...these
goofy ears." He dropped his arms to his side, lost the grin and
his entire body seemed to droop. "A few days ago I was a gut-and head-shot, dying, middle-aged honky named Jack Ross,
and...and now I'm an overgrown `Black Jackrabbit'." D'jiin
looked solemn as he waited to see what kind of reaction
Wilson would have.


    He didn't have long to wait.

 
   "Bullshit!" the man blurted out, then started toward the
door, adding, "I don't know what kind of crap you're trying to
pull, bunny-boy, but I want you to get the hell out-URK!"

 
   D'jiin had moved so quickly Wilson had no chance to
defend himself. In less than two seconds the man had a black-furred arm tight around his neck, and his left arm was being
held painfully behind his back. He also had a snarling, toothy
muzzle mere inches from the side of his face.

  
  "Understand this, Tony-my-man," the alien growled, "I'm
as sensitive about racial slurs as you are, so if I hear you refer
to me as again as `bunny-boy' I'll most likely kick the living
shit out of you."

  
  "Y-you're not man enough to do it!" Wilson gasped.

  
  D'jiin barked a laugh, then said, "You're right about not
being a `man'-boy. I lost that designation a few days ago. You
see, my human body finally crapped out from all the bullet
holes those three dickheads gifted me with." He tightened
his neck hold on Wilson, making the man choke. "But with a
little help from some friends I found a new home-boy-and
I'm even more of a bad-ass now that I was before."


    Wilson hadn't stopped struggling, and with the derogatory racial term goading him, he struggled all the harder. It
didn't do him any good, either. D'jiin's muscular arms were
like velvet-covered steel.

 
   "And now that you're thoroughly pissed," the alien coldly
said, "you need to remember the only white man who ever
got away with calling you boy-and why." Wilson's eyes suddenly took on a look of terror, and his powerful muscles
seemed to turn to mush. "Yeah, Tony-my-man," the black-furred H'kaah grated, "think about who saved your black ass
from that trio of piss-brained rednecks that night-from-hell
those long years ago. They were well on their way to giving
you a terminal case of `Texas road rash', weren't they? You
were already hog-tied and they were almost ready to drag you
to death behind a rusty old Dodge truck, all because they
didn't like you having a white wife." The man began to tremble,
and D'jiin loosened his stranglehold.

 
   "Old Black Jack Ross had seen them grab you that night
as you walked home alone from a party, and in a piece of
Oscar-caliber acting he passed himself off as a bubba who's
neck was every bit as red as theirs. It didn't take long to convince them that he, too, didn't take kindly to a nigger marrying a white woman, no matter that he was a star football player.
Remember how Jackie-boy argued that the rope they were
using wouldn't hold up long enough, that it'd wear out and
break before you were dead. Instead, old bubba Jack convinced
them to use a length of nice steel chain-which of course
they didn't have handy. In the confusion he got in close
enough to get his hands on the biggest one-and I snapped
his fuckin' red neck like a rotten twig." D'jiin abruptly released
the man and stepped away, leaving Wilson to wobble
bonelessly in the middle of the floor. "I think you remember
how the second one's mangy skull split open like a ripe watermelon when I slammed it into the truck's rusty bumper,
and who could forget the satisfying scream the third one cut
loose with when his belly had a fatal `close encounter' with
his very own Buck hunting knife." D'jiin simply stood looking at his friend, his arms crossed. "It shocked you even more,"
he added, "when the cops helped me stage a fiery, single
vehicle crash that charred the three bodies almost beyond
recognition."


    "Tony, I'm not a `man' any more," he softly said, "so don't
ever call me that again. Promise me that and I promise you
I'll never again call you `boy'. Deal?"

 
   It took Wilson a good fifteen seconds to recover from the
struggle, and it took another fifteen seconds for the shock of
the H'kaah's revelation to sink in.

  
  But it did.

  
  "My...my GOD, Jack," he rasped. "It IS you!"

  
  "Bet your black ass it is, Tony, and from this moment on
you're also never to call me `Jack' again. I mean it!" When the
man began to protest D'jiin stepped forward and grabbed
Wilson's arms in an iron grip, and the grip had claws. "Who
the hell do you see standing in front of you? Jack Ross? No.
Jack Ross is DEAD, Tony. You and I went to his funeral this
morning."

 
   Wilson didn't struggle to escape the alien's grasp; he
was too busy trying to grasp the impossible-seeming story the
black-furred H'kaah was telling him. "But...but why?" he finally said. "And how, and-?"

  
  "C'maat was with me throughout the whole horrifying
ordeal, Tony, so if you don't believe me just ask her. What
she'll tell you is that what you see here is the body of a condemned H'kaah criminal, and while he was guilty of a terrible crime he was still a better person than a hell of a lot of
humans I know. A group of alien scientists-you don't need
to know who or even what species, so don't ask-sucked his
mind out of this body and shoved mine in. Even though he
was condemned, this was only done with his permission,
along with a promise that if they can repair the damage to my
old human body, the H'kaah who's body I'm now wearing will
live again in the repaired human one. This switcheroo gives
me a chance to continue some very important work that got
rudely interrupted, and it gives the H'kaah criminal a possibility of redemption. This body has been physically changed
so it won't be mistaken for the criminal's, and if the scientists
can repair my old human one they'll also change it enough
so nobody will ever recognize it as Jack Ross." He released
Wilson's arms and again stepped back.

  
  Tony Wilson shook his head and said, "That's the
damndest thing I've ever heard, Jack, and...and I believe
every word. It's just too fuckin' wild to be bogus."

  
  "I'm warning you, Tony-don't EVER call me Jack again;
my name is D'jiin. If the wrong people hear you call me Jack
it might just get me shot. We know without a doubt that the
three roaches S'leen killed have friends."

 
   Wilson's mouth hung open in shock. "S'leen killed those
gunmen?" D'jiin nodded. "But...but she's H'kaah! She's like
C'maat, so gentle, so soft and cuddly. How could she-?"

  
  "I trained her," D'jiin patiently explained, "and in doing
so helped counter at least a portion of her `prey' mindset.
What you and almost everybody else don't know is that she
killed a fourth assailant several days later. He'd slipped into
the hospital's ICU disguised as my son Cory. He was doing
his damndest to finish what the first three started when a
couple of cops jumped him, but he shot both of them-and
then S'leen blew his brains out with a suppressed .380
Walther PPK one of the cops had given her." Wilson's eyes
had gotten very wide; he'd never suspected a gentle H'kaah
could do such a thing. "The first three assailants were going
to kill her, and she acted in self-defense; the one in the
hospital ICU was trying to do a number on me, and she
toasted him to save my butt. She killed them all, and with her
as an example I believe we can eventually convince the
H'kaah-MY people, now-that they can effectively stand
up to any and all predator species they encounter."

  
  Wilson sat heavily on the corner of his big wood desk,
then spent the next few moments coming to grips with all
the incredible ideas and concepts that had just slapped him
in the face. Finally he said, "Parts of this are coming together,
but I'm still having trouble with the funeral. If you're not
dead, why have a funeral?"


    D'jiin sighed. "Tony, you're one of the few people outside my black ops world that knows anything about my past.
You don't know all of it-and pray to God, old friend, that you
never do-but just understand that as long as `Black Jack
Ross' lives, incidents like what happened with those roaches
will continue. As far as I'm concerned I'd like the remaining
roaches to think their dead buddies ultimately succeeded.
Then maybe the ones I don't know about will crawl back
under their rocks and leave me the fuck alone!" He paused,
then continued in a quieter voice. "The Patrons work is important, Tony. It's a project I-when I was Jack Ross-started
and secretly ran, and I plan to keep right on doing it, just
now from a somewhat different angle."

  
  The man nodded in agreement but then stated, "I'll buy
the need for the funeral, but I don't understand why you
were there as...as a mourner!"

  
  "I wanted to be there to help support S'leen, so she
could look over and see that I-well, I really wasn't dead.
Also, I figured that if I could get through such a bizarre
situation without freaking out I should be able to handle
damned near anything." He grinned, and Wilson could see
the old Jack Ross personality shining through the alien covering. "Hell, Tony, I thought it'd be neat to go to my own
funeral. I was curious to see who would show up!"

 
   For a moment Wilson matched the H'kaah's toothy grin,
but then the man's grin melted away to become one of the
most forlorn expressions the alien had ever seen. "Jack-sorry, D'jiin-I...I guess this means I'll be losing C'maat."
Before the dark-furred alien could ask him what he meant
Wilson added, "Shit, there's no way an over-the-hill human
jock can compete with someone like you."

 
   D'jiin literally jumped over to where Wilson was sitting
on the edge of his desk, and the alien grabbed him by the
shoulders and brought his cat-whiskered muzzle to within
inches of the man's nose. "Buddy, don't you ever let me hear
you say anything that stupid again, understand?" When Wilson looked confused D'jiin snarled, "Who the fuck do you
think set the two of you up? I-Jack Ross-did!"

  
  That intense statement had an immediate effect on the
man, and he raged, "Bullshit! I-" Wilson suddenly paused
in mid-denial, a strange look on his ebony features. "That's
right!" he said in wonder. "I got a call from you-from Jack-and you said I should go to Patrons and ask to meet an H'kaah
named C'maat." He smiled widely. "Oh God, she just blew
me away!"

 
   "Right on both counts, Tony-my-man," the alien gently
said, releasing his grip on Wilson's shoulders. "I called you
and told you that I'd just gotten an alien companion, and that
I'd seen one that would be perfect for you-and I was right.
C'maat is a perfect complement to you; the two of you look
good together!"

 
   But the man wasn't satisfied. "Sure, she and I cut a mean
path, but I can't compete with the person you are-one of her
own kind! So don't tell me it doesn't matter," he snarled, "because she won't have a choice, and neither will you!"

 
   D'jiin surprised his old friend when he merely blinked
and softly said, "But that's where you're wrong, old friend.
I've had a choice from the very beginning, and I chose S'leen.
Even with my physical change I haven't changed my mind.
You know damned well that C'maat is a hot little number,
and that I, as Jack Ross, interviewed her the same time I
interviewed S'leen." After a moment Wilson nodded unhappily. "C'maat and I hit it off right from the start, but also right
from the start I realized that I wasn't `man enough' to handle
her, either. You, on the other hand, fit her lifestyle like a big
macho glove, and just because I now wear a different skin
doesn't change that at all. S'leen's my choice, Tony, and like
human society, H'kaah society really frowns on cheating on
one's wife."


    It took the man a few heartbeats to catch the gist of D'jiin's
remark, then he exclaimed, "Wife? You mean-you're married?"


    "Not yet, but one of the reasons I came by here today was
to see if you were available to attend our wedding." Wilson's
mouth hung open, then he consciously tried to close it over
a face-splitting grin, but he couldn't. "I'd like to have a small,
private ceremony at my old estate this evening," D'jiin explained. "A few human and H'kaah friends drop by to witness our wedding and enjoy some refreshments afterward,
then you all go home." He grinned and winked suggestively.


    "Well, yeah!" Wilson said as he grabbed the H'kaah in a
friendly, bone-crushing bear hug. "Count me in!"




Chapter 15

Open Season
One hour later found D'jiin keying his security code into
the electric driveway gate at the Jack Ross estate. A minute
later he parked the Blazer in front of the main house, only to
find his body suddenly so weak with reaction that, for a moment, he didn't have the strength to get out of the truck.

 
   Despite a hostile world and seemingly insurmountable
odds, nothing, not even death, had been able to keep Jack
Ross-aka: D'jiin; aka: bunny-boy-from coming home again.

 
   However, he wasn't allowed much time to wallow in self-pity, or anything else for that matter. The front door of the
old house suddenly swung open and a brown-haired, honey-blonde-furred lapin form bounced out to greet him. S'leen
skidded to a stop a few feet shy of the truck's door, and what
he saw on her soft features made D'jiin's chest ache. She was
obviously overjoyed to see him, yet the fear that he wouldn't
feel the same way about her was also evident in her anxious
expression and ill-disguised apprehensive demeanor. After
looking at her through the tinted glass in the door window
for what seemed to be an eternity-probably no more than
three or four seconds-D'jiin hurriedly fumbled the truck's
door open and nearly fell out into the afternoon heat and
sunshine.

 
   "I, uh, promised you an interesting life," he nervously
said with a smile as the two H'kaah awkwardly stood a few feet
apart, "and, My Love, I'm here to make good on that promise." Conflicting emotions played across S'leen's face as she
dared to hope that her fears had been groundless. D'jiin
held out his hands, then grinned, Jack Ross-style. "Marry me?"

  
  She squealed and leaped into his arms, and the force of
the impact drove him back against the Blazer. Jumbled words
of hope, fear and joy, amply lubricated with tears, spilled
forth from her in such a torrent that the black-furred male
was momentarily overwhelmed. Still, he managed to calm his
bride-to-be long enough to give her a long, passionate human-style kiss. That, of course, ignited a passion of a more
`fundamental' kind, and once again D'jiin had to force himself to postpone what his body demanded he do.

   
 "H-hold it, Dear. Wait!" She really didn't want to listen,
but when he firmly held her at arms' length and absolutely
refused to take matters any further, she reluctantly stopped
her advances. "If we want this to have meaning, S'leen, we
need to do this by H'kaah rules. No-no, hear me out." She
made it plain that she didn't want to hear what she thought
he was going to say, but he continued holding her at arms'
length until she calmed down.

  
  "Darling, I'm not suggesting we have a traditional H'kaah
wedding, nor do I want us to have a traditional H'kaah marriage. Neither of us are known for paying much attention to
`tradition', and I'm certainly not suggesting we start now."
She had remained calm as his words sunk in, but now she was
confused. "What I'm trying to propose," he explained, "is
that we blend some elements of human wedding ceremonies with some of H'kaah, thereby creating something unique,
something special to us. That should be a nice start to a lifetime together, one which I assure you will be anything but
boring."

  
  She had settled down to the point that he could gently
embrace her as they both slowly walked around to the back of
the house. The pool area was deserted; the humans and
H'kaah visitors had left over an hour prior to D'jiin's arrival. "According to the weather forecast I heard on a local radio station it's supposed to be a nice night," he stated
offhandedly, "so let's get married on the patio here by the
pool."

 
   S'leen stopped abruptly, forcing D'jiin to swing around
to face her. "You...you want to do this-tonight?" she squeaked.
"But there are preparations, a guest list, a...a priest!"

 
   "Of the countless things I learned while staying at Patrons," he said soothingly, "among the first were the basic requirements of H'kaah wedding ceremonies. Nowhere does
it state that we must have an elaborate event, and the same
rules apply to human weddings in most modern societies.
Weddings are more personal in this day and time, and really
can be as fancy or as modest as the participants want. Members of both species can choose to have their vows officiated
by a religious leader, or they may simply choose a legally
licensed lay person to administer the binding oath." He surprised her with a quick kiss, then said, "You know, Dear, you
taste a lot better now that we're two-of-a-kind." He nuzzled
the enticing-smelling base of her ears, nibbled her cheeks,
then worked his way under her chin where a major lapin
scent gland resides. "Jesus!" he suddenly exclaimed, then
had to quickly hold her at arms' length, his eyes wide, his
mouth open.

 
   A fast-growing bulge in the front of his blue satin shorts
signified the kind of reaction he was experiencing.

 
   "Th-that was like an electric shock!" he gasped while she
looked at him in concern. "But...but I didn't think you were
in estrus. L'niik told me-"

 
   "I am many weeks away from my time," she said, confusion causing her to frown. "I don't understand why you're
having such a...a reaction." D'jiin quickly suggested she
nuzzle him under his chin, and moments after she did S'leen
quivered and took a sudden deep breath. She cooed, then
dreamily blinked and smiled at him.

 
   "Is there a chance that you've come back into season?"
he carefully asked.

 
   Her smile didn't melt away as she replied, "A female
knows when she is fertile, D'jiin, and I am certain that I am
far away from my time." She slowly stroked her claw-tipped
fingers over his muzzle, then trailed them provocatively down
his chest and belly to end with a playful tweak of the still-prominent bulge in his shorts, which caused him to yip and
jump in discomfort. "Our stories tell of a time long ago when
romantic males and females did-this-whenever they
wished."

  
  "Kind of an `open season', huh," he said, grinning.

  
  "I, uh-" She paused, completely at a loss for words.

 
   "L'niik is a good teacher," he explained as he struggled
to get himself back under control. "In the past few days he's
brought me up to speed on things I'll wager no human knows
about our people, as well as a lot of grim details about our
bloody history."

 
   She frowned and emphatically shook her head. "One
human knows. I...I told Cory some of the shameful things
that have shaped our society." She added in a low voice, "He
had said some things that-well, he needed to know the
truth."

 
   "Yea, verily, and the truth shall set you free," D'jiin dryly
quipped, "if it doesn't get you killed in the process."

 
   Over S'leen's weak protests he outlined his plans for the
evening's festivities, then made several quick phone calls
ending with, "Yes, Reverend Harriston, we'd like to begin
the ceremony promptly at nine p.m. If you could be here no
later than eight I'll explain a few things, answer your questions and give you a large-print script of our vows to study."
He smiled into the telephone, adding, "And along with the
customary fee, I'll have you a fresh bottle of Glenfiddich to
take home as a remembrance of the evening." D'jiin paused,
then laughed. "Tonight I promise you a surprise you'll never
forget. Just remember to dress casual and glue your dentures in tight. Goodbye!"


    To S'leen's puzzled expression he explained, "He's the
only human minister on this mudball I honestly respect, and
before the ceremony I'll give him every opportunity to back
out although I really don't think he will. Harry believes in
the human-specific God, but despite his advancing age he's
also very pragmatic."




    At a quarter-to-nine D'jiin ended his intense, rapid-fire
narrative with, "-And that's why there had to be a public
funeral, Harry. Otherwise, the roaches would have kept on
trying to kill `Black Jack Ross' until they succeeded, and along
with their primary target only God knows how many others
might have died."


    The minister sat quietly at the breakfast nook table, and
after nearly a minute had passed he softly spoke. "Why do
you want me to administer the vows, Jack, er, D'jiin? This obviously won't be a Lutheran marriage ceremony, so I don't see
how it could be official. Anyway, I don't read or speak your
language, so-"

  
  "H'kaah law," D'jiin gently interrupted, "simply states
that a `priest or person who customarily performs weddings'
must conduct the ceremony. There are no H'kaah priests
here on Earth, and I really don't want someone like a notary
officiating our wedding. For that matter, Harry, you're the
only religious official on any world that I'm comfortable standing before." When the man didn't say anything D'jiin said,
"As for the language problem, we have human guests who
don't speak H'kaah, so whatever's said will have to be said in
English." After a pause he added, "I guess the question is,
are you comfortable performing the service?"

  
  Reverend Harry Harriston spent a few moments studying the two pages of notes D'jiin had given him, then he
pursed his lips, smiled and said, "D'jiin, the vows are short
and to-the-point, and...and certainly not offensive to my beliefs. Since you say there are people here who don't know
your true identity I'll be careful not to let any references to
your, um, `former life' creep into the ceremony." He paused
for a moment, then added, "If you'll permit an old minister a
few words in addition to this," and he tapped the printed
sheets, "I'd be honored to tie the knot for you and this sweet
young-well, er, S'leen."

 
   The black-furred H'kaah breathed a heartfelt sigh of
relief before saying, "Harry, the honor is all ours." He looked
at the wall clock and added as he stood up, "We've got about
ten minutes before showtime, so I'm gonna go have myself a
quick panic attack and barf up the Big Mac I ate this afternoon, then I'll brush my teeth, take a leak and try not to be
late for my own wedding." D'jiin quickly left the kitchen to
the accompaniment of hearty laughter.

 
   Nine o'clock found a small mixed group of humans and
H'kaah seated in folding chairs on the pool patio. Muted
Bach drifted from the outdoor speakers while several discreetly-located bug lights busily zapped nocturnal pests before they could annoy the wedding guests. The Reverend
Harry Harriston, wearing khaki slacks and a shocking pink
Hawaiian-style shirt, stepped up to a small lectern and placed
upon it a worn black Bible and a few folded sheets of paper.
After a long moment spent studying what was printed on the
papers he peered over his half-glasses, sweeping his aged,
rheumy eyes across the collection of expectant faces, some of
them looking like images from a child's storybook. He smiled.

  
  "Ladies, gentlemen and H'kaah friends," he began, his
voice clear and strong, "we're gathered here tonight to celebrate more than a marriage. No doubt you thought you were
here simply as invited wedding guests, but believe me, what
will take place shortly has never been done on this old planet.
The next few minutes will truly be what they call `history in
the making'." He grinned, adding, "I'm just glad I lived long
enough to see it, and I feel truly blessed to be an active participant."

 
   Reverend Harriston cleared his throat, then began. "Our
modern societies and religions, human and H'kaah alike,
wholeheartedly agree on the fact that marriage is a sacred
trust, and must not be entered into lightly. Man and woman,
male and female; a traditional marriage for any of us is, by its
nature, a union created to form a family, most often with the
hope of rearing children in a stable, loving environment. We
would not have been created by our God as man and woman,
male and female, without a good reason, and countless generations of both our species' ancestors prove beyond any
doubt the sound logic behind the concept of holy matrimony."


    He gestured to a high wall of shrubbery behind the
seated wedding guests. "Will the bride and her attendant, and the groom and his attendant, please come forward?"

 
   From a break in the solid green barrier stepped four
figures. Two were recognizably H'kaah; the other two were
completely covered in floor length heavy red satin, deeply
hooded robes. L'niik escorted the shorter of the covered
figures while F'haan guided the other, and as the figures
moved up a narrow aisle between the chairs and took their
places in front of the lectern the audience saw that the two
attendants' clothing was made from the same red satin material as the robes.

  
  Most of the humans in the audience were surprised to
see that both of the attendants were armed; L'niik carried a
massive Scottish Claymore broadsword while F'haan sported
an ornate Japanese samurai sword better suited to her smaller
size, both borrowed from Jack Ross' prized collection of authentic edged weapons. Another shock to the humans was
the pair of red velvet ropes the attendants held in their free
hands, ropes that trailed up to and into the head areas of the
hooded robes.

  
  It looked disturbingly like the mysterious, cloaked figures were prisoners being led to their execution.

 
   Reading carefully from his notes, Harriston intoned,
"Red is the color of fire, and through extraordinary means
the two before us this night have forged a relationship of love
and respect that burns brighter than the stars. The only thing
brighter than the fire of their love is the blazing glory of
Almighty God who watches over us all and blesses us with His
eternal love."

  
  L'niik and F'haan solemnly presented Reverend
Harriston with the ropes they held, then each one withdrew
about six feet back and to the side from the shrouded figures. The procedure, so far, had appeared somewhat pagan,
with only Harriston's words and demeanor serving as an anchor for the Christian and Jewish humans in the audience.


    After peering briefly at his notes, Harriston looked wistfully at the rope ends he now held. "These ropes," he carefully explained to the gathered humans, "are symbolic of a
time when H'kaah had to be restrained from, uh, allowing
their passions free rein. The passing of the ropes to the officiating priest signifies that the couple agrees to be bound, in
law and in spirit, by the matrimonial agreement." Harriston
carefully tied the ends of the ropes into a solid knot, then
held it over his head for all to see.

 
   "The binding has begun," he stated, then draped the
knotted rope over the lectern. "Reveal yourselves to those
who would witness this marriage," Harriston commanded,
and both robed, hooded figures deliberately slid the coverings off their bodies, letting the crimson fabric fall to the
white tile deck before kicking them out of the way. With the
weight of the material removed, two sets of H'kaah ears sprang
to their normal upright positions, but that wasn't the cause of
several surprised gasps from the audience.

  
  Other than their lush fur and the red velvet ropes around
their necks, both D'jiin and S'leen were totally nude from
the tips of their ears to the sole pads of their rabbit-like feet,
and they both slowly turned to face the audience, then they
bowed deeply before turning back to face the minister. Many
of the humans in the small wedding audience, the Reverend Harry Harriston included, had never seen any of the
lapin aliens unclothed.

  
  One woman whispered, "His...his thingie is just a furry
lump!"


    Her neighbor whispered back, "That's a sheath, dearie,
kind of like a dog's. I can assure you that when they're aroused
they're more than `man enough' to take care of business."

 
   While in another section of the audience a man muttered, "Oh my!" upon getting a good look at S'leen. Two
chairs to his right another man hurriedly crossed his legs to
hide the growing lump in the crotch of his pants. In his front
row seat Police Lieutenant Nolan Green squirmed with embarrassment. The H'kaah pair before him were friends, and
seeing them this way made the conservative-minded cop very
uncomfortable.

  
  After clearing his throat and nervously swallowing, Reverend Harriston intoned, "You stand this night before God
and witnesses, clothed as you were at your birth when you
first met Him. Are you ready to complete the binding?"

  
  "I, D'jiin of the family S'pook, am ready."


    There was a hastily muffled snicker and several sputtering coughs from the audience.

 
   "I, S'leen of the family M'faan, am ready."

 
   "Very well," Harriston said, smiling as he again carefully
read from the notes. "Do you, D'jiin, promise to love and
honor S'leen? Will you provide for her, care for her in good
times and bad, help raise any children she may bear, and will
you grow old with her?"

  
  "I, D'jiin, promise S'leen these things and more." He
reached up and untied the rope around her neck, letting it
fall to the patio tiles. Harriston handed him a half-inch-wide
woven platinum collar, which D'jiin carefully fastened around
S'leen's throat.

  
  "Do you, S'leen, promise to love and honor D'jiin?"
Harriston asked. "Will you support him in his endeavors,
care for him in good times and bad, raise any children your
union may produce, and will you grow old with him?"

  
  "I, S'leen, promise D'jiin these things and more." She
reached up and untied the rope around his neck, letting it
join hers on the patio tiles. Then she accepted a slightly
larger platinum collar from Harriston that was otherwise the
twin of her own and fastened it around D'jiin's throat.
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During the entire procedure neither H'kaah showed
any recognizable emotion; even their normally expressive,
fluffy tails lay flat against their buttocks. For many in the audience this helped drive home the realization that these
weren't simply humans wearing fur suits. Their mutually stoic
demeanor also helped D'jiin curtail any outward physical
reaction to S'leen's presence. While certainly no prude, he
had been terrified that nothing more than S'leen's close
proximity-never mind her sensual, musky scent-would
give him an untimely erection in front of "God and witnesses".

 
   When D'jiin had voiced this concern to L'niik late that
afternoon the white male H'kaah laughed and said, "Such
problems were commonplace in ancient times. But a thousand years ago a chemist discovered that after breathing the
fumes of a burning taoé root, a male would become totally
incapable of responding to a female's scent-even one in
estrus-for about an hour."

 
   "Great," D'jiin groused. "Where am I supposed to get a
piece of this...this taoé root on such short notice?"

 
   L'niik momentarily smiled and reached into his small
nylon fanny pack. He handed his black-furred friend a tiny
rubber squeeze bulb that had a cap on its tapered end. "The
chemical that nullifies the male's ability to become aroused
is readily available on the homeworld. We normally carry a
puffer of it to avoid unfortunate situations like I found myself in when...when I assaulted S'leen."

 
   D'jiin glared at the large white H'kaah and snarled, "Why
in hell didn't you use it that night?"


    The alien blinked but didn't shy away, a major reactionary change that D'jiin secretly noted with pride. "I was so
upset about not being able to perform to my patron's satisfaction-" he sighed, slowly shaking his head, "-I forgot to
wear my belt bag when we left for the party. At the first tickle
of estrus pheromones it's automatic to dose oneself with it,
but when I ran across S'leen I...I had no defense. Remember, I was the only male H'kaah at the party, so there was no
one there I could turn to for help." He looked the dark
H'kaah straight in the eye, adding, "The rest you know."

  
  "Yeesh!" D'jiin replied. "Every day a new piece of the
puzzle drops out of the sky. It seems I spend most of my time
running and dodging, trying to keep from being squashed
by them."

 
   "The suppressant should guard you against any kind of
reaction from S'leen's scent," L'niik said, "but it will be up to
you to keep your mind on the ceremony and out of her-"

 
   "Enough!" D'jiin interrupted. "If the minister can bring
himself to perform the ceremony-and I'll make sure to
have a notary on hand in case he refuses-then I guess I can
control my thoughts long enough to get through the hard
part."

 
   L'niik tilted his head as he looked at D'jiin. "If everything goes according to plan," he said, deadpan, "the `hard
part' will happen shortly after the ceremony."


    D'jiin didn't hit his friend, he used his teeth.

 
   "-And it is my pleasure," Reverend Harry Harriston
proudly declared, "to pronounce D'jiin and S'leen united
in holy matrimony, partners in and for life." The two H'kaah
picked up the ends of the ropes that had bound them, then
they joined the ropes into a large, solid knot, creating a symbolic, unbroken circle. They turned to face the audience,
held the knot high between them-and they smiled.

 
   "We were two," they said in unison, "now we are one.
Only God can untie the knot." They momentarily turned
back toward Harriston and handed him the rope, and when
they turned back to the audience F'haan ceremoniously presented S'leen with the samurai sword, then L'niik passed
the huge Claymore to D'jiin. Holding the swords high-D'jiin in his left hand, S'leen in her right-the newlyweds
linked their free arms and proudly walked, tails high,
down the short aisle between the folding chairs, to disappear behind the wall of high shrubbery behind the seated
guests.

  
  "Friends," Harriston called to the suddenly restless
crowd, "my understanding is that they will return in a few
moments, at which time we will have a BRIEF reception under the trees." He indicated a group of folding tables about
fifty feet away, on which were trays and bowls of light snacks,
as well as soft drinks, beer and wine.

 
   Concealed behind the shrubbery wall the two lapin lovers stood locked in a tight, almost frantic embrace. "In my
wildest fantasies I wished for this moment," D'jiin murmured,
"but I never dreamed it would happen quite this way, or that
I'd have to...to die for it to come to pass."

  
  "Did you truly mean what you said out there?" S'leen
hesitantly asked. "There are many more H'kaah females than
males, and a lot of them are far more...more attractive than I
am."

  
  He quickly pushed her out to arms' length, his grip on
her shoulders firm to the point of almost being painful. "Understand this if you understand nothing else, S'leen," he
softly growled. "The first day I met you I knew-I knew-that
I was in love with you. Despite all we've been through that
hasn't changed, and while I won't deny that I find many other
females attractive there's a big difference between `attraction' and `love'. I married you because I love you." He emphasized that by kissing her, then gasped when they came up for
air, "I don't make promises lightly, Dear, and once made I
make every effort to deliver on them." He nuzzled her, adding, "And when this libido-suppressing chemical wears off I
promise you a night you won't soon forget."

 
   Only five minutes had passed before the newlyweds reappeared from behind the shrubbery wall, but this time they
were clothed in red satin outfits that were duplicates of the
ones worn by their escorts. However, they were still barefoot.
As the two H'kaah strode toward the wedding guests they
were welcomed with a round of enthusiastic applause-and
several quiet sighs of relief.

 
   "I don't know if they're applauding because you snagged
me," D'jiin whispered to his bride, "or because I snagged
you."

 
   After a few seconds S'leen whispered back, "You should
be thankful that I'm exercising restraint in front of all these
people. That remark deserves a bite!"

 
   The newlyweds followed H'kaah tradition by promptly
taking bowls and trays of refreshments and personally catering to their delighted wedding guests. Only after everyone
had been served did D'jiin and S'leen put down their trays
and accept glasses of champagne from Reverend Harry
Harriston, a uniquely human twist to their otherwise traditional H'kaah wedding reception.

  
  "I propose a toast," Harriston announced and the guests
scrambled to acquire their own glasses of champagne from
one of the tables. A few moments later he declared, "In front
of God, friends and acquaintances, S'leen and D'jiin have
begun their life together. We wish them long years of happiness, great success in their endeavors and children who will
bring joy to their lives and make them proud." Harriston
clinked his crystal glass to theirs while the guests did likewise with those around them, then everyone sampled their
drinks.

  
  Most of the aliens had never experienced anything quite
like genuine French champagne, and D'jiin had made sure
the sparkling beverage was neither too dry nor too warm.
Several squeals, both of surprise and delight, came from the
H'kaah guests as they discovered the unique properties of
the naturally carbonated drink.


    "The bubbles are different from Coke bubbles-these
tickle!" S'leen exclaimed, then promptly sneezed.

  
  "I'm told that the trick is to keep them out of your nose,
Dear," D'jiin drawled, then discovered that not only his nose,
but also his cat-like whiskers, were being assaulted by the
cheerful effervescence. "However, drinking this stuff quickly
may be the (ACHOO!) best solution to the problem." He
promptly followed his own advice.

 
   Over the next three-quarters of an hour each wedding
guest got to spend a few relatively private moments with the
newlyweds. Some were genuinely ecstatic, most expressed
sincere congratulations, one was bizarre.

 
   The Reverend Harry Harriston was so proud he was about
to burst. "This afternoon was a low point in my life, D'jiin," he
solemnly said. "Performing a funeral service for a long-time
friend is both physically and mentally draining, and I
struggled to get through it." Then he grinned. "But when
you made those cryptic comments after the service you set my
mind spinning, and then when you called me this afternoon
I knew God had kept me alive these eighty five years for a
reason, and that He had something incredible up His sleeve!"
He hugged both aliens, then added to S'leen, "My Dear, I
just hope I'm still around to bounce at least one of your
babies on my knee."

 
   She surprised the old minister with a quick, feathery-light kiss on his wrinkled cheek. "Nothing would please me
more, reverend sir, than to give you that opportunity."

 
   Tony Wilson and C'maat were more subdued, but certainly no less pleased. "Even though you're, well, not one
anymore," Wilson told D'jiin after making sure no other
guests were within earshot, "you're still my `main man',
brother." He grinned, his ebony face split by a beautiful set of
perfect, white teeth.

 
   C'maat reached up and stroked her delicate clawed fingertips down D'jiin's left cheek. "Tony says that despite
your...your change you are still a mighty warrior. I regret not
becoming better acquainted with your strength." She looked
at S'leen and smiled, but there was no implied threat in it.
"Still, I am pleased that matters have worked out as they have.
S'leen and I each have a fearless hero to love and care for us,
and some day I might even convince Tony to make the ultimate commitment."

 
   Wilson blinked, then softly sputtered, "Me? Become a...a
bunny boy?"

 
   D'jiin laughed and clasped the man's hand in an iron
grip. "Tony, my friend, don't knock it `till you've tried it. Given
the chance, I wouldn't go back."

  
  "No shit?"

 
   "Not a bit," the black-furred H'kaah stated. "I'm young
again, perfectly healthy and full of piss `n vinegar. Some day
soon I think you'll realize that you've `done it all' as a human,
and at that point you'll decide to `take a walk on the wild
side' with C'maat as your guide. Just remember that when
that time comes she can set things into motion; she's seen
first hand what's involved and she knows who to contact."

     
   Teddy Shapiro and F'haan were quite popular with the
other guests, but they managed to break free and spend a
few minutes with the newlyweds. "D'jiin, my boy," Shapiro
boomed, "I wish you and your new bride peace, happiness
and lots of children. Enjoy your head of thick, golden hair
while you can, since I can tell you from experience-gleaned
from the seven kids my ex-wives are raising, and that I'm still
paying for-that kids will turn your hair gray before you know
it!"

 
       F'haan left Shapiro's side only long enough to hug both
D'jiin and S'leen, then the couple wandered back into the
knot of guests.

  
      A blue-uniformed, dark-featured man quietly sipping a
Coke drifted over. "Shalom, Noach," D'jiin softly said, smiling. "I'm glad you could make it, old chaver, and I'm pleased
to see that you managed to drag Captain Horne along." They
both watched the petite female pilot happily chatting with
several H'kaah, and a certain white-furred H'kaah male in
particular. "You'd better watch it, though," D'jiin added with
a laugh, "or L'niik might steal her away from you."

  
      S'leen gently swung Green around, and before the man
realized what was happening she raised up on her toes while
pulling his grizzled head down to meet hers-and she lightly
kissed his cheek. "I never got to thank you, Nolan," she said,
"for...for being my friend when I so desperately needed one."
Green's swarthy skin darkened with embarrassment, but then
he smiled and hugged S'leen when she added, "Should you
ever need a friend, I'll be there for you."

   
     And then there was Daryl Polk, who had been invited to
the wedding over Lisa Thomas' strenuous objections. The
weasel-like young man seemed to materialize at D'jiin's side,
spooking both the dark-furred H'kaah and his new bride.
"I...I'm sorry for the rude things I said this afternoon at the
dealership, D'jiin," Polk offered with apparent sincerity.
Then his attention centered on S'leen. "And, ma'am, over
the past few months I guess I haven't been very nice to you,
either." His gaze lingered just long enough to make the female uncomfortable. "I'm sorry for that, too. There were a lot
of things I really didn't understand-before." He quickly
glanced at D'jiin before adding with a strange, nervous smile,
"Thanks for inviting me. I hope you have a lot of years together." Polk slinked away.

  
  "That was strange," D'jiin said in H'kaah, his voice soft.
"I feel as if I've just been kissed by a rattlesnake."

  
  "Something about him gives me a deep fear," S'leen
stated. "I want to run when he is nearby."

  
  "He makes me glad I have you to protect me," D'jiin
quipped with a sudden grin and a hug. "Just remember, it
only takes one of your carefully-placed shots to his right eye-end of problem!"

 
   S'leen drew back and thumped him in the chest with a
surprisingly strong fist. "D'jiin, that's terrible!"

  
  Rubbing his insulted pectoral muscle, he said without
any trace of humor, "In this case it would be classified as a
`preemptive strike', and something tells me we may regret
not exercising that option."

  
  "What are you two cuddle-bunnies plotting?" The voice
came from behind them, and it belonged to Lisa Thomas.
Despite their keen hearing, Thomas had managed to slip to
within a few feet of the newlyweds before speaking, and at
the sound of her voice both aliens started like they'd had
their furry tails tweaked. "Jeez, I'm sorry," she soothed. "Didn't
mean to scare you, but after `Mr. Personality' walked away you
looked like you were plotting his untimely death."

  
  Both H'kaah stared at the woman with carefully stoic
expressions on their faces, and she said, "Hey, I don't understand your language, so forgive me for making a bad joke-"

  
  D'jiin caught Thomas completely by surprise when he
quickly reached out and folded her into his powerful arms
in an apparent friendly hug. "Shhhh!" he whispered in an
ear. "Hug me like you mean it; I'll explain later." After a
momentary hesitation she returned the embrace, and just
before he released her he added, "You were absolutely correct, but you never know who's listening, so smile." Then he
grinned as he said in a strong voice, "Thank you so much for
the kind wishes, Lisa!" In whispered H'kaah he told S'leen,
"Hug her like I did, then thank her for...for something, anything, but do it fast."

  
  S'leen quickly hugged the startled woman, then cheerfully said as she released her, "I, too, appreciate your words!"

 
   The Reverend Harry Harriston was smiling as he approached, a glass of his favorite beverage in hand. "I didn't
catch the remark," he boomed, "but consider it coming from
me, too. Does that entitle me to a hug from our new bride?"
Almost hiding in his shadow was Daryl Polk, a slightly confused look on his dark-eyed, sharp features.

  
  S'leen smiled at the minister and embraced him without having to be prompted. She spent a moment whispering
something into his ear that suddenly made him hoot with
laughter. When that happened he had to lunge to catch his
upper denture, which had popped out of his mouth like a
tiny pink-and-white creature making a dash for freedom.

  
  After quickly replacing his wayward false teeth Harriston
glanced sideways at S'leen, then laughed again, this time
mindful of his loose denture. "Oh my!" He quickly clasped
D'jiin's right hand in both of his, enthusiastically pumping it
while stating with a grin, "Son, I predict this lovely little girl
will make you a fine wife! Yes, a fine wife indeed!" He walked
away chuckling and giggling to himself like a kid.

  
  Daryl Polk had oozed back into the crowd by the time
Reverend Harriston walked away, and Lisa Thomas hissed to
S'leen, "What in God's name did you tell him?" The female
H'kaah whispered something into the woman's ear. Thomas
suddenly squealed with laughter, paused to look at D'jiin's
perplexed expression, then laughed again. She, too, walked
away chuckling and giggling to herself.

    
    The black-furred alien was burning with curiosity. "S'leen,
what did you tell them?" She tried to ignore the question but
he wouldn't allow it. "Tell me, Dear, or...or else-"

      
  She looked at him with a defiant gleam in her eyes. "What
would you do, D'jiin? We are married now, so there is little
you can legally do to me, the mother of your children-yet-to-be."

     
   He bared his impressive front teeth at her. "You feared
my teeth when they were small," he declared in H'kaah, "so
imagine what I can do with this fine set." He clicked the teeth
together.

    
    "We are evenly matched," she responded, totally unimpressed, "and I have had a lot more experience with mine."
She flashed her gleaming rabbit-like teeth at him, then
smiled mischievously. "I will, however, tell you what they found
to be so amusing."

     
   He leaned slightly closer to S'leen, not really knowing
what she had in mind. "I said," she began in a low voice, in
English, "I had been told that when you are at the peak of
your passion, your ears flap up and down like the wings of a
bird." She lightly touched the tip of his nose with a sharp
claw as she lithely danced out of his reach, laughing. Moments later she joined a small crowd at the punchbowl.

      
  D'jiin stood with his mouth hanging open in stunned
surprise, then he absently reached up and touched his ears.
"Who...who told you that?" he weakly muttered to nobody in
particular. "I haven't-we haven't-" His eyes suddenly widened in horror.

     
   Betrayed!





Chapter 16

Loose Ends
It was ten thirty and the minister had already left, a new
Glenfiddich bottle happily clutched in his hand. Most of the
other guests had either left or were on their way out the
estate's gate, and within the next few minutes crickets began
cranking up their shrill nighttime serenade. Lisa Thomas,
Cory Ross and Trudy Bond stood quietly with D'jiin and S'leen
on the old house's front porch, each person lost in private
thoughts.

 
   "Well, D'jiin," Thomas eventually stated, smiling, "I don't
guess you'll be putting in an appearance at the store tomorrow."

  
  "You guessed right," he stated matter-of-factly as he took
off his red satin vest and draped it over the back of a porch
rocking chair. "Despite the fact that S'leen and I are legally
married, we still have a lot of `bonding' to do." He put an arm
around his new bride and she snuggled into the embrace.
"This past week has been the roller coaster ride to hell and
back, and since my change I really haven't had more than a
few hours to spend with the person I'm going to spend the
rest of my life with." He looked at Lisa Thomas and his two
human children. "In all my years as Jack Ross I never dreamed
I'd end up like...like this." S'leen cocked her head around
to look at him, a perplexed expression on her face. "Looking
at it from this vantage point, though," he said, smiling at her,
"I wouldn't have it any other way." He gave S'leen a quick,
human-style kiss to emphasize it.

 
   Thomas grinned tiredly and said, "Well, I'm going to
leave you two to do whatever `love bunnies' do." Everyone
laughed. "D'jiin, should I look for you early next week?" She
got a nod of agreement from him. "You have enough money?"

 
   "Yeah," he replied, "I always kept a few thousand in cash
squirreled away in the house for emergencies, and one of
the many things I did while being `processed' through Patrons was to get a well-stocked checking account, an ATM card
and a VISA Platinum card in my new name. When I return to
work I'll show you how to have Stuart Williams, our comptroller, set it up in the books to split my old net profit percentage
between Trudy and Cory. Official financial records at Patrons
will show me getting the normal stipend amount from the
company, drawn from funds paid to it by you. That's the same
setup we had for S'leen when she was my companion. Don't
worry," he said with a grin as he observed her sudden frown,
"we'll make sure your compensation as Ross Chevrolet's new
General Manager handsomely reflects your position, and what
makes it even better is that my official Patrons monthly expenses will be in addition to your healthy GM salary.

 
   "And should our hypothetical snoop manage to dig into
Patrons' books he'll find that S'leen's money will be coming
from funds paid to Patrons by Cory. Now that he's part-owner
in the business he'll more than be able to afford the luxury
of a companion." After another round of laughter D'jiin added,
"It doesn't seem fair, though, that Cory has to pay for a companion without the benefits of having one." He grinned and
winked.

  
  D'jiin was surprised when Cory Ross said, "Oh, but you
don't understand, Dad. S'leen and I spent some, um, `quality time' together in Jane while you were having your brains
sucked out in that Mn'rii lab."

  
  "`Quality time'?" the black-furred H'kaah said, his eyes
wide with apparent shock.

  
  "Yeah," the young Ross elaborated with a leering smile
reminiscent of his human father, "and I've even got a bite
mark on my arm to show for my efforts."

  
  "On that cheerful note," Lisa Thomas nervously injected,
"I'm outta here!" She quickly hugged everyone, then hurried to her car and in moments was out the gate and roaring
down the street.

  
  "I've never been able to figure her out," D'jiin stated.
"She likes a ribald joke as much as anyone else, yet there
times that suggestive comments and innuendoes literally
freak her out."

  
  "I don't understand," S'leen said, confused at what had
just happened. "What does Cory mean by `quality time'?"

  
  "Dad and I were trading rude barbs," Ross explained,
"and Lisa took them at face value."

  
  "But," the female H'kaah said, "you and I did spend
some time in Jane, and...and I did bite you on the way back to
the laboratory."

 
   "A lot of human humor," D'jiin said, "is sexual in nature,
and in the context of the remark `quality time' was a term
for-" He leered and winked at her.

 
   S'leen wasn't dumb, but it took her a moment to pick up
on the innuendo. "But we didn't do that!" she exclaimed
indignantly. "And I bit him because of a silly comment he
made, not because of...of-" This time she was the one embarrassed by the turn of the conversation.


    "One thing you have to understand about our family,"
Trudy Bond said, "is that Dad and Cory and I constantly set
verbal traps for each other. It's harmless fun and I guess it
keeps us from taking ourselves too seriously."

 
   "It's the predator in us," D'jiin stated, smiling, "and even
though I'm no longer one of that species I still enjoy it." He
looked at the two young humans, a serious expression suddenly clouding his alien features. "But that's a remnant of a
life that's forever changed, so before you leave I'd like a few
moments alone with each of you. Cory?"

  
  The man and the male H'kaah stepped into the house
and closed the heavy wooden door, leaving S'leen and Trudy
Bond on the porch. "This all happened so damned fast, Son,"
D'jiin said. "I...I never really got to ask you what you thought
of...of S'leen. You know, no one can ever replace your
mother-"

  
  "That goes without saying, Dad, but knowing Mom the
way we did, were she still alive she probably wouldn't have
been too understanding at finding her ex suddenly enamored with an overgrown female rabbit." The young man
grinned. "But I liked S'leen the first time I met her, and I
like her even more now that we've become friends. In my
book you're damned lucky to have found someone like her,
regardless of what she is. Hell, Dad, you're `one of them',
now; it's only natural that you'd marry her!"


    "You're not upset?"

  
  "You'd have found me more than `upset' if you'd dumped
her after going through the change," the young man said
with a familiar edge to his voice. "Do you know she actually
thought you'd do that; that's part of what we talked about in
Jane. I had to work damned hard to convince her that you
weren't that kind of person, but if you'd proved me wrong I'd
have washed my hands of this whole situation."

  
  D'jiin smiled wryly. "I'm glad it didn't come to that, Son,
because I couldn't have made it without you-hell, without
all of you. I'm still kind of shaky about-" and he gestured to
his dark-furred body, "-this, you know. As I stated on the
porch, I never dreamed I'd wind up as...as a fur-covered
alien. Look at all this hair, these huge ears and...and I've got
a ridiculous TAIL for Christ's sake! It hasn't even been a
week since, well, this happened, and I'm still spooked every
time I look in a mirror and see-" What the young man saw
was an unmistakable look of terror on the dark alien's face.
"Cory, s-sometimes I'm so damned scared I...I-"

 
   "Dad," the young man soothed, quickly gripping the
H'kaah's shoulders with powerful hands, "when I was a kid
you taught me that fear can be a good thing if you use it to your
advantage. You said that a person who goes through life never
afraid is either not doing anything interesting or important,
or he's a damned fool." Cory Ross smiled warmly at the person inside the alien skin, the person who raised him, the
person he once called `Dad'-and despite the recent turn
of events, still did. "I can't picture you as either of those
miserable people, Dad. Can you?"

  
  After a few moments the terrified look faded from D'jiin's
face and he slowly shook his head, his ears swaying with the
motion. "No, Son, I...I guess not. Thanks." The two embraced,
then Cory Ross walked out onto the porch and sent his sister
inside.

  
  "Hello, Kitten," the black-furred, man-sized anthropomorphic rabbit gently said to the young woman standing,
wide-eyed, just out of arms' reach. "It's been one helluva
roller coaster ride this past week, hasn't it?"

  
  "Daddy?" she hesitantly ventured.

  
  "Well, despite the homegrown fursuit and more than a
few genetic differences we won't go into right now," he stated
with a wry smile, "I guess, at least in private, I can still answer
to that name."

   
 Trudy Ross hesitantly reached out a trembling hand,
and D'jiin gently enfolded it into one of his dark-furred,
non-human ones. "I keep thinking," she slowly said, "that
this is all a...a dream, and that soon I'll wake up and find that
I'm actually clutching one of my stuffed rabbit dolls." She
brought her other hand up and slowly stroked the thick, soft
fur on the alien's muscular chest. "Daddy, where did it all go
wrong?"

  
  "Sweetheart," he replied, tears beginning to fill his large,
pale gold-colored eyes, "it went wrong long before you and
your brother were born. I was foolish enough to believe people
I knew in my heart I should doubt, and I did things, horrible
things, that have haunted my dreams ever since." They moved
closer together. "You see, ultimately...ultimately the responsibility of my actions resides on my shoulders. I bear the guilt,
and now I have to deal with the consequences. What happened to me the night I was shot was, in a way, probably nothing more than...than delayed justice." Tears were painting
twin shiny stripes down the sides of his muzzle and dripping
onto the floor. "I just thank God, whichever one He is, that
S'leen wasn't harmed, and that in the subsequent hospital
attack nobody other than the intruder had a terminally bad
day."

  
  The young woman had only seen her father cry one time
before; the day her mother was buried. And while the creature before her in no way resembled Jack Ross, she had never
doubted that everything Jack Ross was, stood locked inside
the giant rabbit-like alien person whose hand she now
clutched. Yet, for reasons she couldn't put a name to at the
moment, she had maintained an invisible barrier between
D'jiin and herself. With a tearful, wordless sob that nevertheless spoke volumes, Trudy Bond rectified that situation.

  
  D'jiin was rocked back on his heels by his daughter's
lunge to wrap her arms around him, but he wasted no time
before returning the embrace. For a timeless moment she
was twelve years old again and the family's German shepherd
dog, Wuff, had just died from a water moccasin bite. Trudy
had cried the tears of a thousand frustrations then, knowing
but not accepting that there was nothing that could have
been done to save the beloved pet. Now that same bitter grief
had returned, only this time it stemmed from losing both
her mother and her father. She knew her grief was selfish,
but she couldn't hold it back, and her tears quickly soaked
the thick, lush fur on D'jiin's shoulder.

   
 Several minutes passed while the young woman poured
out her anguish, then as quickly as they had started the tears
dried up.

  
  "I...I'm s-sorry, Daddy," she said, pushing herself away
from him in embarrassment. "I don't know w-what came over
me. I'm-sorry."

  
  He gave her a warm smile as he released her hands. "It's
been a long time since you cried on my shoulder, Kitten. But
it was all right then, and it's perfectly all right now; that's one
thing in this crazy world that hasn't changed. Soothing their
daughters' hurts is one of the main things daddies are
good for." His smile turned wry. "Even though a lot of
years have gone by, even though I've been through a
helluva change, I'll always be `Daddy' as long as my little
girl wants me."

  
  She looked at him for a moment, then briefly hugged
him again. "Regardless of what happens, Daddy, please don't
ever change that. Keep that the same and...and regardless
of what happens, I'll always be your little girl." Then she
grinned and wiped her eyes on her shirtsleeve.

  
  "You know, Kitten," he said with a strange expression on
his face, "in one way we're all really lucky."

 
   Trudy Bond looked at the black-furred alien, and she
didn't have a clue what he was talking about.

   
 After a good ten seconds passed and she didn't say anything D'jiin leaned back against the wall and said, "When I
lay dying in the hospital the most convenient body available
to me was that of a good-looking male H'kaah. If it had been
one of the other alien species we've discovered, things would
have turned out a lot differently-and probably a whole lot
worse."

   
 "I still don't understand what you're talking about,
Daddy." Her expression backed up her words; she really
didn't have a clue.

  
  "Humans get along exceptionally well with H'kaah," he
explained, "but imagine if I had wound up with a Mn'rii
body. A lot of people aren't comfortable around overgrown
otters, Trudy. Regardless of how brainy or fun-loving they
appear to be, they're kin to weasels, and many people don't
like their wicked sense of humor-and don't trust them.
Also, humans don't find them very cuddly. Or," and he smiled
slightly, "I could have wound up in the body of a Fruusk."

  
  She looked puzzled. "What...what is a Fruusk?" The mansized black rabbit grinned just like her father had done countless times. Hell, she thought offhandedly, it's time to admit that
he IS my father and get on with it.

  
  "Imagine," he began, "a swamp rat the size of a great
Dane dog-"

  
  "I've never heard of such a creature. When were they
discovered?" Her eyes narrowed. "Or is this one of your jokes?"

  
  He laughed. "No joke, Kitten. We stumbled across a
whole menagerie of alien species shortly after we found the
H'kaah, but we felt some of them were too, well, too `controversial' to showcase. The Fruusk fall into that classification
due to their unsettling appearance, and their personalities
pretty well mirror the way they look."

   
 Her confused expression told him that she had no idea
what he was talking about. "If I'd wound up in the body of
one of those," he stated, grinning even wider, "you could
have called me `Daddy Rat' instead of `Daddy Rabbit'." Her
reaction wasn't long in coming, and it was everything he'd
hoped for.

  
  She shuddered in revulsion, then squeaked, "A...a
RAT rat? You mean, not a nice-looking rat-man along the
lines of...of your current rabbit-man form?" He smiled,
shaking his head. "Beady black eyes, naked tail, nasty yellow rat teeth-?" He nodded. "They're not nice people
like the H'kaah?" Again he shook his head, his ears wiggling with the motion.

   
 "They flat-out stink, too," he stated, wrinkling his pink-tipped nose. "But that's not the worst of it," he added. "I
could have wound up with the body of a bird, or a reptile,
or-"

   
 "Enough!" she cried. "I get the message." She looked
contrite. "I'm glad that I still have you, regardless of how you
look."

   
 "Just think," he said with a cheerful smile, "this time
next year you and Cory may be the first humans to have a baby
bunny for a half-sibling. Won't that be a hoot!"

  
  Shortly after midnight a small Ross Chevrolet rental car
containing Cory Ross and his sister droned out through the
estate's front gate, leaving D'jiin and his new bride standing
alone on the front porch. The old neighborhood had quieted down for the night, and the loudest sounds nearby were
the crickets and a pair of large owls hooting in the nearby
trees.

 
   "Dumb birds are probably debating on whether or not
you and I are `fair game'," D'jiin commented, peering into
the trees in a futile attempt to spot the winged predators. "If
one of them tries anything stupid, though, it'll get one helluva
surprise." He brushed the waistband of his red satin shorts
and a second later a sharp click came from his right hand,
which had suddenly sprouted a small, wicked-looking knife.
"I have my own `talon', and if one of those hooters gets within
reach I'll lay it open from beak to butt-hole."

  
  S'leen looked at him in shock, but he only said, "Contrary to human belief, owls aren't very bright. While they obviously can't kill and eat an adult H'kaah, if they're foolish
enough to attack they can still inflict nasty wounds." He waved
the knife in their general direction, grinning evilly. "But
unlike our rabbit cousins, I fight back."

 
   Several minutes later the two owls could be heard wisely
heading toward the nearby salt marsh to find less dangerous
prey. D'jiin flipped his hand and the knife, now refolded
into a tidy package, disappeared back into the waistband of
his shorts, then he used both of his powerful arms to enfold
S'leen into a loving embrace. "Y'know," he said wistfully,
"maybe I was a little overly-critical about the human furries
who yearn to live their lives as something other than what
they are. Even if I hadn't been critically wounded, I probably
would have sought out the Mn'rii's help before I'd have let
you go back to the homeworld." S'leen tickled his face with
her ears and he murmured into them, "Ready for a little
`bonding', my love?"

  
  She nuzzled his muscular chest, then not-so-lightly
nipped one of his fur-covered nipples. "I was afraid you had
forgotten," she cooed after his scream died down.

  
  "Damn!" he exclaimed, rubbing the offended morsel of
flesh and scowling darkly at his new bride. "That's not funny!
Maybe I need to rethink this whole thing."

  
  S'leen blinked and stared wide-eyed at him for a long
moment, then carefully said, "I...I'm sorry, D'jiin." She
hesitated, then added, "It's just that, well, I've never m-made love to an H'kaah, and...and I guess I'm a little n-nervous."

  
  His scowl softened and he gently drew her to him. "We
both already know a lot of what pleases the other," he softly
said, "and now that I've changed into something a lot more
`comfortable' for you," he suddenly giggled at the thought,
"we'll both have some new things to learn." He nuzzled her
ears and rejoiced in their intriguing scent. "But one thing
remains the same, Dear: Your teeth are very sharp, and while
your `love nips' don't normally do damage to fur-covered
skin I draw the line at being bitten in sensitive areas." She
looked at him and saw the steel lurking beneath his words.
"Understand?"


    "Yes," S'leen replied, her expression solemn, then she
nuzzled him under his chin. She sighed dreamily, then
pressed herself against him, holding him tightly with her
arms. Moments later she discovered that the effects of the
taoe root had worn off as she felt the pressure of his rising
erection against her lower belly. A moment later she felt something else.

 
   D'jiin had slipped a hand in between his body and
S'leen's, and before she could react to it he pressed firmly
against her bladder. She squealed and jumped away, chittering
at him in indignation. "We're getting ahead of the game,
Dear," he said, laughing. "We both had Champaign, punch
and sodas at the reception, and I think we'd both be happier
if we started this after a visit to the potty." He nodded toward
the front door of the house, then looked toward the garden.
"The little girls' room is yours, Lover. Now that we're alone I
intend to go `water' some plants."


    S'leen stood on the porch and watched D'jiin bounce
down the steps. Once clear of the porch he quickly shed his
shorts, then grinned over his shoulder. "I don't mind if you
watch, but if you try to help it'll only complicate things." She
laughed, then turned and went through the door. A few minutes later she rejoined her new husband, who was by this
time slowly strolling along a flagstone path in the flower garden.


    "You only `watered' the rosebush near the porch, D'jiin,"
she cooed, running her fingers through the thick golden
hair around the base of his ears. "What about all the rest of
your flowers?

 
   "How did you know-?" he began, but then answered his
own question with, "I forgot; we scent mark even when we
don't intend to." He suddenly stopped walking and faced
her, a concerned expression on his face. "Here I am once
again in my birthday suit, yet the prettiest flower in my garden is still wrapped up in this...this clothing. Is there something wrong?"

 
   She danced around him, saying, "I just thought you might
like to undress your new bride for the first time." She twirled
in close and he captured her in his powerful arms. S'leen
looked up at him, then twisted in his embrace to present her
back to him. "Do you think you can manage things this time,
or do you still need help?"


    He laughed and nuzzled the nape of her neck, saying,
"Actually, I have much more trouble with buttons and snaps
now that I have these pointy little claws instead of proper,
human-style flat nails. This may take a little time, and I'm
warning you-I might be clumsy." To punctuate that remark
he poked her in the ribs with a claw-tipped finger, which
caused her to jump and squeal. Then he carefully reached a
hand around and lightly pinched a satin-clad nipple, and
got a louder, angrier reaction. "Oops! I forgot-the top's fastened on the back side." He then pinched a cheek of her
firm rump, which caused her to jump out of his embrace and
singe the air with invective. "All this jumping and cursing-" he stated mock-seriously, his arms held out beseechingly.
"Is this normal for H'kaah females on their wedding night?
I'm so confused."

  
  S'leen stood facing him, carefully out of reach, and the
look of indignant fury on her face was a wonder to behold.
Then she realized that not only was he teasing her, he was
paying her back for an ill-placed nip, and doing it in a manner that would get her attention.

  
  Like a needle-pricked balloon, her fury instantly deflated,
and she smiled. "You promised me a life together that would
not be boring," she said, "and I see now that you believe in
keeping your word." S'leen slowly approached him, then
turned and again presented her back. D'jiin grasped her
shoulders with both hands and gently drew her to him, and
they stood spoon-fashion for a time, not speaking yet saying
countless non-verbal things to each other.

 
   In time he slowly stepped back far enough from her to
reach the decorative bow on her halter top, which parted
with a soft hiss of fabric. The cloth momentarily clung to her
fur-covered breasts but with a flick of a wrist he whisked it
away. After a smooth stroke of his hands across her erect
nipples, which caused her to momentarily shiver, he reached
behind her upraised tail and deftly unsnapped her shorts.
S'leen remained motionless, and the shorts clung to her
furry hips and rump, refusing to drop. D'jiin gently turned
her around to face him, and he found a strangely alert, yet
serenely calm expression on her face.

 
   Taking her face in both hands, he gave her a long, passionate human-style kiss, which quickly had her clinging to
him like a second furry skin. In time, when they both came
up for air, he pulled slightly away from her and quickly
dropped to his knees, then he slowly skinned the satin shorts
down her legs and held the fabric while she hopped out of
them. When he stood she noticed that more than his sleek,
muscular body was erect. "This time," he gently rumbled,
"there's no reason to stop."


    But that wasn't exactly right.

 
   S'leen hesitated, then carefully said, "When you were a
human I knew that you were inexperienced with H'kaah
females, and that was all right. But now that you have become
H'kaah-" she frowned, but it was more a sad expression
than one of anger, "-I find I have been cheated out of the
honor of being the first female of your adopted species
that...that you-"

  
  My God! he thought in near panic. She's jealous! "Dear," he
said as calmly as possible, "I think there's something we need
to clear up." Her frown didn't lift, but it took on a slightly
confused appearance. He sighed, then said, "It's been a long
day so let's sit on the bench under the pecan tree. I promise
you this: If you don't like what you hear you can invoke the
Inneki clause and-I'll simply go away."


    Her frown turned into wide-eyed shock. "But...but if I
do that it means our marriage never happened. How did you
know-when did you learn about-?"

 
   "I told you that I researched H'kaah wedding information during my stay at Patrons," he explained, "and the Inneki
clause is one of the tightest-guarded bits of marriage information I've ever seen." He smiled. "L'niik flatly refused to
talk about it; he wouldn't even acknowledge its existence.
Luckily, I'd overheard one of the other males mention it,
and since there was no other term for annulment or divorce in
our language I suspected it meant something similar. I had
to call in more than one favor back on the homeworld to get
a straight answer, and when I did the person who told me
about it swore me to secrecy. The Inneki clause is another
legendary link to our pre-holocaust history, one that hasn't
been invoked by females more than a dozen times in over a
thousand years. Still, if it's what you want-" He sat wearily
shaking his head, then said, "But please hear me out first,
S'leen. In fact, why not tell me what you know? It might turn
out that your knowledge isn't exactly accurate."


    She sat primly on the end of the bench, her hands fidgeting, her nose twitching nervously. "I am told that you and
F'haan-" She hesitated.

 
   D'jiin quickly held up a hand. "Wait. Who told you? F'haan
herself? Someone else?"

 
   S'leen looked startled, then said, "L'niik told me that-"


    "Hold it," he interrupted, a hint of steel in his voice. "It's
true that F'haan and I shared an hour of passion in one of
the conference rooms, but did L'niik tell you why we did it?"
S'leen slowly shook her head and he softly snarled, "I'm
gonna kick his lily-white butt from here to-" D'jiin shuddered, then carefully said, "Sorry. Some day soon he and I
will have a `polite discussion' on the ethics of gossip, and
how it's done-and when it's not done. In the meantime you
need to understand a few things."


    He carefully explained his reasons for the experiment,
his suspicions and his beliefs, and when he was done S'leen
said, "Then you really don't love F'haan more than me?"

 
   D'jiin sighed in exasperation, saying, "Dear, I interviewed
twelve candidates the day I met you, and of the twelve I found
myself attracted to three: F'haan, C'maat and you."

 
   S'leen's eyes grew wide again. "But...but that means you
don't really love me-" she began.


    "That means," he firmly interrupted, "out of the twelve I
found three H'kaah females personally attractive, and out of
those three I chose you. As I got to know the three of you
better, I realized that I had made the right choice-for all
concerned. C'maat's exotic as hell, but had I chosen her we
would have quickly become unhappy with each other's company. Tony Wilson, however, is a good emotional match for
her, and I firmly believe that it won't be too long before he'll
wind up wearing an H'kaah skin. When that happens I predict they'll be married in a heartbeat.

  
  "F'haan, however, is a different story. As an angora French
lop I categorize her to be as exotic as C'maat, but in a different way. Still, during the interview I realized that she was far
too passive, too `soft', to be a good match for me. Apparently
Teddy Shapiro was looking for exactly those qualities, though,
and it didn't take long for them to sign a contract." He
scowled, adding, "Unfortunately, that's when things started
to go terribly wrong in her life."

 
   S'leen thought she was beginning to understand the
complex relationships her new mate had with her female
friends, but with the words that followed D'jiin bounced her
conclusions right out the proverbial window.


    "Right after I moved into the males' dormitory I began
hearing whispered comments about the shabby treatment
she was receiving from her patron," he grimly stated, "but
our `encounter' gave me the perfect excuse to question her
directly." Cold steel was evident in his voice. "What I learned
prompted me to have a little `talk' with our friend Teddy,
and I'm pleased to report that since that time Theodore
Shapiro, the public head of Patrons, has been a model patron."


    For a long fifteen seconds she looked at the dark-furred
figure sitting next to her on the bench. Then she ventured,
"I, too, had heard vague rumors that F'haan wasn't happy, but
before the party the night I returned from New York she and
I had not discussed it; our paths had not crossed since I left
Patrons."

 
   S'leen looked at D'jiin in silence while another quarter
of a minute passed. "Tonight I noticed a strange pattern of
red dots and bruises on Teddy's throat," she stated in a carefully neutral voice, "and at the same time I noticed that they
seemed to be far more affectionate toward each other than I
had ever seen." She reached over and took D'jiin's right hand
in both of hers, then turned it over and bent it into the shape
of a grasping, needle-tipped claw. After a few moments of
study she straightened it out, brought it to her face, rubbed
her cheeks with it, then brushed her silky lips across its back.

 
   "For her sake as well as my own," she said, releasing it
and sliding over to snuggle up against him, "I hope you never
lose your predator edge." She nuzzled his cheek, then worked
her way under his chin. A moment later she sighed and literally melted against him, her hands working through the thick
fur on his chest.

 
   He gently embraced her, enjoying her musky scent, especially around her ears. "Does that mean that you forgive
me my practice session, Dear?"

 
   "What do you mean, `practice session'?"


    He chuckled, saying, "Don't forget, this is all totally new
to me. My God, S'leen, I had to be taught how to...to pee
without making a mess! With so many things being so different I, well, I figured I could also justify my time with F'haan if
I looked upon it as a...a `practice session'."

 
   S'leen bit him. Hard.

 
   D'jiin screamed and jumped out of her grasp, then stood
there rubbing his shoulder thinking dark thoughts at his
new bride. Eventually his mood lightened as he wryly thought,
At least she didn't bite a nipple-or anything else equally tender. He
also noticed that she didn't look the least bit apologetic about
her dental assault.

  
  "I understand the reasons for your research into H'kaah
sexual biology," she said evenly, "and I'm very pleased that
you intervened on F'haan's behalf to secure better treatment
for her. But-"

  
  "But-?" he prompted.

 
   "I will have to see if your `practice' taught you anything
useful before I forgive you for...for-"

 
   "-For trying to screw F'haan's floppy ears off?" he finished with a grin. She nodded, a faint smile tickling the
corners of her mouth. "Fair enough," he stated, then added,
"Why don't we see how well yours are attached?"

 
   She grinned, saying, "I thought you would never ask."






Chapter 17

Epilogue
Darkness covers many sins, and gives cover to a multitude of
sinners. In a deep shadow near a tree just outside the wall
surrounding the Ross estate, a solitary figure dressed in familiar all-black garb whispered into a diminutive 2-way radio.

 
   "Seven."


    "Go," came the low-volume, tinny reply.


    "I'm in position, and the only ones I can see are Ross'
female alien and her new `husband', the big black-furred
buck Lisa Thomas has for a helper."

 
   "Are you certain?"

 
   "Listen, I've swept the area with everything from optical
binoculars to an infrared night vision scope," the mysterious
figure patiently explained, "and the two aliens are the only
living creatures I can see on the property."

 
   "What do you intend to do now?"

 
   The observer was silent for a moment, then said, "I think
it's time to close out `Operation Black Jack'. Even though we
lost four good men in the latest phase, their lives weren't
wasted. Everything I've found indicates that Jack Ross is very
much dead. From what I saw when I `paid my respects' at the
funeral I'd say the corpse's appearance certainly matched
the reports we had of Ross' injuries." He laughed, then asked,
"Have you gotten anything back on the skin scrape I got from
the body?"

  
  The voice on the radio sounded puzzled. "Yes, the results from the sample arrived about thirty minutes ago. The
DNA matches the blood from the used Band-Aid you got out
of his trash can a couple of months ago, but there are some
chemicals in the tissue itself that can't be identified."

   
 After a short pause the shadowy figure said, "Considering all the medical crap they can use nowadays to prolong a
dying person's life, it really doesn't surprise me that you've
found something new. I heard that for a period of time they
even used questionable, unapproved medical procedures
to keep him alive. Then I understand he issued a `Do Not
Resuscitate' order for the next time his body failed, and
shortly after that it did, and he did us all a favor by dying.
From the way the corpse looked our loved ones and comrades can rest in the knowledge that Ross must have suffered
greatly before his death."

  
  "What will you do now?"



    A quickly stifled giggle erupted from the dark figure,
then he keyed the transmit button on the radio. "I worked
damned hard to get where I am, and I'm making good money
here, far more than I'd make back home." He paused, then
said, "What will I do now? Why, I think I'll go back to my
apartment, get a few hours' sleep and report to work in the
morning. The new model-year cars will be coming in soon,
and sales should be good."

  
  "What about the two aliens?" the voice on the radio asked.
"Are you going to kill them?"

  
  The shadowy figure took one last look through the infrared night vision scope, then sighed. "Why bother? They're
just a couple of fucking rabbits."

 


   In the soft, cool grass under the edge of an ancient oak
tree canopy, the dark-furred H'kaah paused momentarily in
his pleasurable activity. He noted with a silent laugh that his
long, black-furred ears had, indeed, been flapping up and
down like the wings of a bird.


    "W-what-?" came the breathless question from his partner-in-passion.

 
   "Just an update, Dear, from Nelly. The day after we got
back to Earth Cory upgraded her with a true `Artificial Intelligence' CPU he borrowed from the Mn'rii. She keeps track
of almost everything here through a network of microphones
and miniature video cameras he strategically located around
the property. I've had a tiny radio plug in my left ear all
evening, and for the past ten minutes or so Nelly's been
giving me a running commentary on what one of our nasty,
black-suited, two-legged roaches has been up to right outside the perimeter wall."

  
  S'leen started desperately struggling beneath him and
he quickly moved to calm her. "Shhh, it's all right, Dear; the
roach is crawling back under his rock. He's convinced that
Black Jack Ross is really dead, and that their particular party
is finally over." Moments later D'jiin enthusiastically resumed
his pleasurable activity, which brought forth renewed squeals
and passionate moans from his partner.

 
   He snickered, muttering, "Our boy's even got the gall-OOF!-to report for work tomorrow-UNH!-just like he's
done-OOOH, YEAH!-for the past six months. Oh, God...
Maybe I'll tell Lisa to-OH, GOD!-go ahead and fire the
little shit, Daryl Polk-UNNGH!-the next time the mood
strikes-AAAAARRRGH!"

  
  S'leen cut loose with a loud, wordless cry, and a few moments later D'jiin gasped, "My love, was...was it better that
time? Have I learned anything?"

  
  For several reasons-all justifiable-she bit him. Hard.

 
   After he stopped screaming and caught his breath he
gasped, "Maybe this merits further discussion, but...but for
now I'll take that as an unqualified yes!"




 

Chapter 18

Whispers in the Wind
   Eeoi'ha had been closer to the truth that he thought
when he speculated about the cybernetic boxes to the reborn
Jack Ross, "For all we know they may possess the ability to fly
to distant worlds without using ships, or-perhaps they can
simply read our thoughts."


    While the strange devices resided physically in several
Mn'rii research facilities across the otter-like homeworld,
the machines were, in fact, in close contact with each other
through a link that no citizen of the twenty-six civilized worlds
was aware of-or could comprehend. 7th level physics wasn't
something our form of life had been designed to comprehend,
nor was the type of communication the cybernetic boxes utilized
anything our form of life would recognize as language.

 
   But the four boxes did communicate, and the gist of
their conversations concerned the evolving civilizations their
hidden masters had created ages ago.


    And apparently still monitored.


    But perhaps not closely enough.
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