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CHAPTER ONE

It was asmall mob, just afew dozen young people with asmattering of other ages. Most of the young
ones had that almost unbearably hedlthy ook that told me they had recently gone through asex gate.
Leaning forward on the lounger in our mediaroom, | watched as the events outside unfolded on the



screen. Beside me, Ritareached for my hand.

“Why isthis happening, Lee?’ she asked. Her voice was level, but the guarded ook in her eyes said she
knew something was wrong, and it encompassed more than the mob gathering in front of our gate.

| shrugged, and tried to sound bored. “ It ssems that the news that we're Seconders has gotten out. Well
have to stay tight in here and ride out this demonstration.”

She cast adtricken look at the wall screen where people shook raised fists at our entrance gate. “Why
do they hate us?'

Hate wasn't something Rita understood despite her years of studying psychology. There wastoo much
lovein her heart. She couldn't grasp the anger and jeal ousy that surged through the excited mob. | tried
to maintain acam exterior, athough | was plenty worried.

“It'sasmdl demonstration-probably bored Fourth Worlders with nothing to do, incited by the Church of
the Gates' propaganda against Seconders. It'll turn out to be nothing.”

Ritafaced mewith afrown. “Y ou don't redly believe that.”

| rubbed my throbbing temples. “1 get asense that the pattern surrounding the sex gatesis shifting, that's
dl"

For once, | hoped my gift of sensing patternsin unfolding events was wrong. The sex gates and the
eventstriggered by their gppearance had dominated our lives from the moment one materidized in front
of usyears ago. We were inexorably linked to their fate.

Ritas hand gripped mine, and | knew shefelt the same way.

Thisday had started like any other. Thefirst Sgn that it would mark aturning point came around noon.
Asacompulsive newsjunkie | aways have thewall screen tuned to at least one dl-news station, and the
computer is programmed to scan for items of interest. So it wasn't surprising when the program was
interrupted.

A voice proclaimed, “Wewill take you liveto breaking newsin Ruston, Texas."

Welivejust afew miles outsde of Ruston, so | watched with interest. The graphie on the screen
dissolved, and the next thing | saw was the Ruston sex gate. Demondtrators were gathered in front of the
glowing green arch. They had their armslinked and were chanting.

“Onceisenough! Onceisenough!”

It wasfairly obviousthey were there to siop someone from going through. | couldn't believe someone
had been stupid enough to let it be known that they were going through the sex gate a second time. |
watched a car pull up, and ayoung man hopped out. His spiky brown hair blew in the wind and histhin
face blanched with fear as he eyed the crowd between him and the gate.

“That'sLisaTurner!” Ritaexclamed. “Or Larry Turner now. Y ou remember. Shewasinjured in afarm
accident last week, and they rushed her through the gate to save her life."

| remembered. She was a seventeen-year-old who was fifty years away from even considering atrip
through the gate until her accident. | wondered what made him desperate enough to risk the dangerous
second trip through the gate. Surdly, at hisyoung age, he would find it easy to adjust to hisnew sex. As
Lisa, now Larry, moved toward the gate the demonstrators closed ranksin front of the green arch.



The chant, “ Onceisenough!” grew louder.

The graphie broke into the feed with avoiceover to let us know that the pictures were coming from a
spectator. He wasfilming an dderly rdative who was going through the gate when the demonstration
started. Seeing a chance to make some money off this unexpected turn of events, he was uploading his
shotsto the web viasatdllite.

Larry stopped, hisfear of the angry crowd plain.
“He should leave and come back when they're gone,” | said.

“I hear he'sin love with Brad Mason.” Trust Ritato be up on the latest gossip. “Y ou know how
earthshaking loveis at seventeen. He must be desperate to turn back into agirl.”

| had to smile. Asusud, the sex gates were playing hob with someone'slovelife. Meanwhile, Larry had
second thoughts. He backed away and jumped in the waiting car. The Texas dust flew asthe car
screeched away from the scene.

“Wall, that'sthat,” | said, but asharp painin my templestold me otherwise.

My gift of pattern analysis warned me that there was more to this demonstration than met the eye. | was
not surprised to see the demonstrators turn from the gate in adisciplined group, and get back in their
cars. Nor was | surprised when those cars showed up in front of our massive iron entrance gate ten
minuteslater. Now, Ritaand | were trgpped inside watching our gate through surveillance cameras, and
wondering how these demonstrators had |earned we were Seconders.

Outside, the hot Texas sun blazed out of aclear blue sky. | saw swest beading the faces of the crowd
milling around in front of the gate. More than ever, | was grateful for our state-of-the-art security system,
and the thick walls surrounding our house.

After surviving a Gater attack on thisvery house severd years ago, 1'd spared no expense. This place
was afortress, and we kept enough supplies on hand to withstand along siege. It was not only fortified
and dectrified, but also wired for sound and movement. It also warned intrudersthat it was alicensed
militiaresdence, meaning that 1, the homeowner, was allowed plenty of legd leeway to react violently to
intruders.

| noticed that severd of the young people out front walked in adightly jerky, somewhat uncertain way on
the uneven ground. | recognized the symptoms. They were adjusting to bodiesthat didn't moveinthe
way the mind commanded.

The memories of my first passage through a sex gate are as vivid as ever, despite the numerous
transformations I've gone through since then. | experienced an identical awkwardness after | was
transformed from aman into awoman. As| staggered out after the change, my mind tried to operate my
body in the sameway it dways had. But the body that responded to the brain's commands was now
femde

Thefirst thing I noticed was how top-heavy my body felt. | soon pinpointed the cause-apair of bouncing
new breasts that threw everything off balance. My legs seemed out of place, too, attached to inordinately
wide hips. When | tried to move my female body, nothing worked quite right. While| pride mysdlf on the
sexy sway | eventudly developed, that first walk on my femae legs was laughable. Women who go
through the sex gate and become men experience Smilar problemsin reverse. A lurching wak wasa
dead giveaway that someone was wearing anew body fresh from the sex gates.



Theleaders of the mob unfurled abanner. The sight jarred me out of my memories. Ritawrapped alock
of her thick black hair around one of her fingers, an old nervous habit. Neither one of us said aword, but
our minds touched. | dipped an arm around her, and drew her closer on the lounger. She caught her full
lower lip between even white teeth and nibbled on it. Her dark eyes watched every movement on the
screen while her face reflected her anxiety.

Outwardly there was nothing to cause so much darm. The mediaroom with the main wall screen was
located in the center of the house. We were safe behind thick walls. The only mob soundswe heard
came through the audio pickups. Moreover, the security system sent the video feed straight to the police
station. | expected the loca copsto appear at any moment.

Rita's nails dug into the muscles of my upper arm, and her voice was tense. “ Shouldn't we call the chief
and ask him to get them out of here?"

| turned away from the screen to reassure her, and was Sidetracked by the sight of her long, tan legsin
thigh-high white shorts. Her bresthing was faster than normal, too, and her breasts, barely concealed by
her silkskin blouse, rose and fdll in adistracting way. She gripped my arm harder, her nailsdigging in, and
my mind came back to our problem.

“I'm sure help is dready on theway. In the meantime, let's see what they want.”

| wasn't too worried. People who have passed through a sex gate might look young and immature, but
they arefairly responsible individuals. Their youthful appearance is deceptive. Because of therisks
involved, not to mention the sex change, most people put off going through the gates until they areold
and sck and the gate istheir only chance at life. When they emerge they are young again-most people
look about eighteen years old. And they are adifferent sex, of course. But they till possesstheir
memories. They can cdl on the maturity and wisdom they developed over along life.

Besides, the gates themsalves cull the herd, so to speak. Not everyone who goes in comes out-some
vanish. No one knows where. It's part of the risk of going through. The corollary isthat the people who
emerge seem to belong to the more stable portion of society. Extensive studies have shown those who
vanish are undesirablesin one way or another-too old or sick perhaps for the regeneration process, or
defective in some way that produced criminal behavior or an undterably rigid belief system.

Still, that didn't mean | was relaxed about the mob outside. Despite the Fourth World appearance of the
demondtrators | suspected the event was highly organized. Someone had found out about Larry Turner's
intention to try the gate a second time and used that as an excuse to bring demonstrators to Ruston, al
with the object of moving on to our house. Someone wanted to expose us as Seconders on the tabwebs
that were carrying a broadcast of the event.

A car drove up to our front gate and atrunk popped open. Inside was apile of signs. A tall man handed
them out. A young woman thrust onein front of one of the cameras mounted on the outer walls
surrounding my family homestead. It read: SECONDERS ARE THE DEVIL'S SPAWN.

A couple of people grabbed the iron bars and tried to pull the gate open. The gatesrattled, but | had no
fear that the lock would give, and no fear that the mob could force it open. It was made of a super-strong
dloy. It would hold.

| gave Ritaareassuring squeeze. Thiswas our home. | was proud that my preparations were keeping it
safe from this unprovoked attack.

Crigindly, the house had belonged to my grandfather. It was located in agrove of piney woods afew
miles outside of Ruston. | was the homeowner of record now that my parents-young again after their own



sex change-were back in the military. Y ears ago, | remodeled the house to accommodate our new
family, but it wasforlornly empty except for the two of us. Maybe we should have been frightened-the
two of usalone-but | didn't expect the demonstrators to become violent. They were the frightened ones,
people who wanted answers to troubling questions about the sex gates. Unfortunately, we couldn't
provide those answers, even if we wanted to.

Ritalaid her head on my shoulder. Her liquid black eyes werefilled with the compassion that was as
much apart of her as her bresthing.

“Jackson Lee Stuart, you know what they want.”
By her use of my full name| knew that she wasin a serious mood.

“Yes” | couldn't help sharing her sadness as | watched two men hold abanner high. “ They want what
they can't have."

| spotted another sign printed in red block letters against a black background. The two women holding it
were wearing ersatiz Fourth World jumpsuits. That told me they weren't redly Fourth Worlders. I've
never seen aclean Fourth Worlder jJumpsuit with creases. Their banner read: SECONDERS! REVEAL
YOUR SECRETS!

| understood why they felt the way they did. Most of the people in the mob had gone through a gate
through necessity, rather than choice. Because of therisk of vanishing, only the old, those with incurable
illness, or bodies broken by accidents were willing to take the chance. Of course, with society in chaos,
there are always those who are tossed through by riva gangs or competitors of oneilk or another. A trip
through the sex gatesis even congdered a punishment for mae criminasin certain countries. But most of
the peoplein these last two categories vanished when they went into the gate anyway.

Given the choice, the mgority of those who survived the firgt trip would love to go through asecond time
and come out with bodies of their original gender. But the second trip through agateis more risky than
thefirst. Thefirgt time, you have a pretty good chance of coming out, but the second time chances are
about amillion to one that you will vanish.

Y et ahandful of people do succeed-people like Ritaand me. We are called Seconders. It isnot aterm
of endearment. The world resents those who can come to the table for seconds while they are denied
that same privilege. Some of them resent us so much they want to forbid a second trip through to
everyone.

Seconders have the enviable ability to pass back and forth through the gates at will, changing sexes each
time. This means we are theoretically immortal-when we grow old or sick we can replace our aling
bodies with abrand-new modd by going through the gate again. That alone would be enough to make
lesser mortas hate us. But passing through a gate the second time brings other changes aswell. Changes
we Seconders are careful to keep secret. Of these, the most important isthat our mental capabilities
expand with each trip-aprocesswe are till trying to understand.

Outside, the demonstrators shouted and shook their fists. Most of them were convinced therewas atrick
to successfully making successive passages, atrick that we Seconders selfishly kept to ourselves. That
made usevil intheir eyes. If such asecret did exig, it would be extremely valuable. The wedthy would
gladly sacrifice afortuneto gain effective immortdity. And to make that immortality fun, you could change
your sex whenever you got bored and enjoy swinging both ways. For a Seconder, it was as easy as
walking through one of the ubiquitous sex gates. But there was no secret to sell, and nothing we could tell
this mob would appeaseit. Neither Ritanor | had any ideawhy we could pass through the gates safely
while others vanished if they made the attempt.



She jerked her head up from my shoulder and looked around. | caught the touch of fear in her mind.
Although | was sure we were safe, | pulled her tighter againgt me and voi ce-activated my computer,
disguised as agold sand dollar pendant hanging from my neck. But before | could connect to the police
station, the big red cruiser pulled up outside. It was an old gasoline-powered vehicle, but heavily armed
and armored, as most official cars are these days.

| let out a breath and relaxed. Unless those kids were carrying concealed weapons, the police would
disperse the mob. There weren't going to be any nasty confrontations.

| should have been more dert, but | felt safe. These were my stcomping grounds. Ruston was arura town
in East Texas, not Houston proper or what was left of L.A. Between globa warming, risng oceans, and
the socia chaos brought by the gates, most big cities were dangerous. But in Ruston, | wasaloca boy. It
was hard to believe anyone would harm me here. The townspeople hadn't shown much resentment
toward usfor being Seconders-at least so far. These demonstrators had to be out-of-towners brought in
by some pressure group. | wondered which it might be, though it redlly didn't matter. There have dways
been groups and cults who oppose those they consider outsiders. They are usualy driven by afew
demented individua s who think they have the answersto dl the evilsin theworld.

Rita beamed at the screen, pleased to see the police car. Then she wrapped her arms around my neck.
She was in amood to celebrate now.

“Kissme” she breathed.

| didn't have to be asked twice. | leaned forward and the fresh scent of her lustrous hair filled my nogtrils.
Her swest, full lips made a pleasant target. As my mouth touched hers the mounting sensua hum of her
thoughts was interrupted by aflash of annoyed tolerance. The curve of her breast had touched the butt
end of my little handgun, the one | kept concedled in the Sde pocket of my jirt. Ritadidn't approve of

weapons,

| twined an amused appreciation of her tolerance around her thought. | loved the way our minds
interplayed since we'd become Seconders. Evenif it was only surface thoughts-passing emotions
redly-we were o closeit felt like mind-reading. She moved her upper body, shrugging the bulge of the
gun out of her way. Our kiss degpened. As my eydids drifted shut, abright explosion flared on the
screen and blotted out any further thought of making love.

Ritatore hersdf from our embrace. On the screen, metd rained through the air asthe police cruiser
settled back down onits base. It no longer had whedls and the interior was envel oped in flame. Both of
us legpt to our feet. Bodiesin the cab were twitching and jerking. Then the gas tank went with ahuge
roar, and al we could see was atower of twisting fire and smoke.

“Oh, my god, no!” Rita screamed.

My first thought was to protect her. Her first thought was to help the men caught in the explosion. |
grabbed the back of her blouse as she ran for the front door. She struggled from my grip, desperate to
seeif she could help those il dive around the cauldron of the cruiser'sremains.

“Rital Stop!™"

The delicate silkskin fabric of her blouse ripped down the back. As she whirled around her eyesflashed
with anger, and the remnants of the materia dipped down, baring most of her breasts. | grabbed her
upper ams and held on. Shewriggled for amoment, and then shivered in my arms as | forced athought
into her mind. At the sametime, | saidit aloud.



“That wasamisslel Those demondrators didn't plan that! Another one could hit a any moment.”

CHAPTER TWO

My warning about the missile was aguess, but it seemed logical. Someone was using this demonstration
to discredit us. | doubted the mob knew they were dupes. They were not innocents, however. Their
Fourth World clothing must be fake. Such clothing was auniform for the roving packs of disgruntled first
passersinterested in finding the secret of a second passage through the gates. Their demonstrations were

amost dways peaceful.

In contrast, the more militant groups thought Seconders should be rounded up and forced to divulge their
Secrets using any means that worked. From their actions, it was plain the mob at our gates belonged to
that faction. They wanted to force usto talk. It was asimple plan with only one hitch. Seconders can't
divulge information under duress even if we wanted to. Whenever were questioned, we enter an atistic
gate. Thischangeis completely involuntary. Nothing, not torture nor drugs nor endless questioning, can
penetrate that aura of resstance.

The militants didn't believe that, though. They used every meansthey could think of to discredit usand
turn public opinion againgt us. They believed if we were stripped of our rights as citizens the government
would find away to make us confess. They must plan to blame this missile-and the resulting carnage-on
us somehow.

“Thaose poor people. Why would anyone do something so horrible?”

Rita stared mesmerized at the screen. Her blouse hung in tatters where it was tucked into the waistband
of her shorts, leaving her naked from thewaist up. The sight of her full, dark-tipped breasts rising and
falling with her quick bresthing held mein atrance of desire. Then my mind returned to the carnage
outside.

The explosion had scattered bodies like tenpins. Flames from the burning gasoline engulfed some of
them. It was aterrible Sight, but it affected her more than it did me. Ritaaways had empathy for anyone
who was suffering, and our passages through the sex gates had only enhanced that aspect of her mind.
While she was growing more empathic | was developing in another direction. Now my increased ability
to see and andyze patternsin any event kicked into gear.

A chill swept over me as | answered Rita's question. * Someone wants to make people think we were
responsible. Thiswhole demongtration isa set-up. | hope the chief wasn't in that cruiser.”

Apart from the fact that he was our friend, the chief would defend us from the inevitable accusations that
we were responsible for the blast. He knew we would never do such athing.

Tears did down her coffee-and-cream colored cheeks. Sheisawonderful person, warm and caring
toward those who can't help their condition. But sometimes | think she takes identification with the
underdog too far.

“No,” Ritasniffled, as she caught my thoughts. She smiled through her tears. “ Someone hasto care.
That's part of what makes us human. And even if the chief wasn't in the cruiser, other troopers were.”

| was ashamed for aminute. We probably knew dl thevictimsin the cruiser, at least casudly. Shewas
right-so far asit went. At the moment, though, al the caring in the world wasn't going to help the
shredded bodies strewn around our front gate.

| placed both my hands on Rita's face and turned her away from the screen. She closed her eyes and
rubbed her cheek against my neck. | stroked the warm, silken flesh of her back, giving her the chanceto



get her emotions under control, while | kept my attention fixed on the screen.

My enhanced menta abilities warned me that ambushing the cruiser wasn't part of the demonstrators
agenda. That could only mean that someone el se was using the mob to advance abigger scheme. |
reached those conclusions with lightning speed. With my ability to spot patterns| could take any Situation
and grasp its many interrelated aspects. That madeit dmost child's play to figure out what was going to
happen, provided | had enough data.

As| dared at the smoking cruiser | knew that thisincident was only asmall part of something grester.
The knowledge flooded my mind like arevelation as soon asthe cruiser blew. | felt an ominous presence
behind the burning destruction at my front gate-a presence that was athreat to us, and perhapsthe nation
asawhole. If we Seconderslost our freedom, everyone |ogt.

“Shouldn't we go downgtairs?” Ritadumped against me, thinking about our fortified shelter inthe
basement. “Y ou said there might be another missile.”

| shook my head, relying on my newborn ability. “I don't think so."

Further analysis suggested that the incident was connected to the reinvigorated Church of the Gates.
They didn't intend to kill us. If we died, we would be innocent victims, like the officersin the cruiser. |
sugpected this meant the church had someinkling of our closely guarded secrets.

| didn't need any specid gift to know there would be hell to pay if the world found out repeated passages
through the gates were making Seconders smarter. If people realized we could sense the emotions and
attitudes of anyone standing close to us, we would probably be rounded up and locked away for our
own ‘ protection’.

The gift was even more powerful when we were in close proximity to someone we were emaotionaly
involved with. For instance, | can read Rita's surface thoughts agood ded of the time. When we make
love, not only do our bodies join together, but our minds share a passionate union, aswell. The
experience goes beyond the ability of wordsto describe.

There was one other ability that we Seconders were developing. Perhaps | should say many abilities, for
it wasn't the samefor dl of us. Like the autistic state a Seconder went into under questioning, some
devel oped what used to be known asidiot-savant talents, except we are the farthest thing from idiots.
These are giftsthat manifest, things we can do without knowing why or how.

Rita, for ingtance, was devel oping the ability to discern exactly how much help adown and out person
needed or deserved in order to begin functioning in society again. Asfor mysdf, | wondered if it wasa
propensity for telepathy (or maybe just enhanced empathy) that had enabled us to make the second-and
subsequent-passages and turned us into Seconders.

A final chilling thought occurred to me as | contemplated the secrets we had to hide. What if the federd
security boys had infiltrated the Gaters and were instigating this renewed outbreak of Gater activity? It
wouldn't be thefirgt time the government corrupted a church and used it for its own ends.

| held Ritauntil the tears stopped, then led her over to the big lounger. | turned off the screen, but she
turned it right back on. The demonstrators had scattered, running for safety after the missile struck. That
confirmed my theory that someone had usurped their demonstration for ulterior purposes.

Ritainsisted on watching while more police cruisers and ambulances arrived. Medics gathered the dead,
theliving, and such body parts as could be found. Three of the units came from the next county. Ruston
was too small to have more than one emergency vehicle, and even that one had to be subsidized by



privete citizens
Our phones beeped as the mediatried to reach usfor comment. | ignored them.

A split screen showed paramedicstossing afew gill-twitching bodies through the Ruston sex gate. They
were S0 horribly injured there was no chance of survivd otherwise. Unfortunately, many of the
demondtrators had already gone through the gate once, so there was only a million-to-one chance that
they would come through young and whole again. Anyone who did would be a Seconder, of course, and
ironicaly one of us.

Only one person came out the other side, and | suspected it was afirst passage as soon as| saw the
confused expression on the face of the newly minted woman. After settling her down, the medics waited
to be sure no one e se was going to emerge. The sex change isingtantaneous so afew minutes was longer
than necessary. When no one appeared, they departed, srenswarbling. | have no ideawhy they
waited-anyone successfully passing through a gate was as hedlthy as ahorse. Maybe they were smply
curious to see how many of those they had tossed in survived thetrip.

We watched from the comfort of our fortress home as the tragedy outside unfolded. | didn't know what
to say, afrequent condition for me. Ritawas hurting for those poor people. They had cometo our front
entrance to make a statement about something they thought was unfair. They couldn't have known the
Church of the Gates intended to make a statement, too-a much more emphatic one.

“I wonder if Mesder has caught this on the news, and what he thinks about it.” The words dipped out
without thinking.

Rita shrugged. “Histhought processes are so far beyond ours. HEsimpossible to figure out.”

| agreed. Mesder Scribner was one of the first humans to make a successful second passage through a
gate, and thefirst to deliberately return again and again. He had sensed amost immediately that each
success ve passage enhanced his mentd abilities.

But given my intuition about this attack, | was thinking about Mesder for adifferent reason entirely. He
had founded the Church of the Gates soon after hisfirst passage through a sex gate. He was awoman
then, and called hersdf Messilinda

Messilinda. Her name conjured up memories of those early days. | was a college student when the gates
materialized everywhere on earth, suddenly and with no clue asto their origin. I lived with my buddies,
Don and Russdll. When agreen, glowing archway appeared in front of us Don rushed into it, and became
Donna

In the upheavd that followed, my girlfriend-Rita-moved in with usfor safety. We were acouple, but Rita
had never been a possessive woman. She cared about Don and the problems that he faced adjusting to
life as awoman. When she saw that Donna needed someone to teach her how to make love asafemale,
she volunteered me-unknown to me at the time. She spiked Donna’s drink with a pheromone and oncel
caught thescent | al but fell into her bed. Once | was over my inhibition about making love to my former
male best friend, the three of us became lovers. Later, Donnatook Russell into her bed and the four of us
formed our own safefamily inthe midst of aworld in criss.

After wefinished with college | made agood living writing about the gates for the tabwebs. One of my
godswasto interview the mysterious woman who ran the Church of the Gates. The world didn't know
then that Messilinda was once Mesder Scribner. People would have been more leery of the church if
they knew its founder was a one-hundred-year-old, incredibly rich and manipulative man transformed
into asexy redhead.



With the wisdom born of along life, Messilinda redlized that the gates would bring sveeping changesto
humanity. She decided we needed anew paradigm, like ardligion, to funnd some of the discontent into
nonviolent channds. After ahundred years of taking charge, Mesder-now Messlinda-didn't hestate to

found achurch.

The plan didn't work, but that wasn't Mesder'sfault. His second trip through the sex gate was totdly
unplanned. A would-be assassin shot her while she made a speech in front of agate. The shot toppled
her backward through the gate. Messilinda became an eighteen-year-old Mesder, and ceased to have
anything to do with the church. I'm sure heleft the church to be free to explore his astonishing new mental
powers. After his departure, radical fractionstook over.

Meanwhile, I made my firgt trip through the gate entirdly against my will. Rita had been stabbed and was
dying. | rushed her to the gate to save her life, dipped, and fdl through. We both emerged-now Rez and
Li ingtead of Ritaand Lee-and learned to cope with the change in our relationship. | went from being a
nondescript mae with rust-colored hair and pae blue eyesto asmal, voluptuous fema e with waving
auburn locks and a sea-blue gaze beneath thick lashes. Ritaturned into a handsome man with thick black
hair and asmoking, sexy stare.

With Mesder's departure, the Church of the Gates eventually meddled in politics and even ingtigated a
short nuclear exchange. All four of uswere hit hard by radiation from that attack. We were forced to go
through the gate a second time. Radliation sickness and impending death gave us no choice despite the
million-to-one risk we wouldn't survive. That forced trip cost usalot. Russell and Donnawent into the
gate with us-thefirst trip for Russell and the second for Donna-but never came out. Their losswasa
blow we il felt.

All that Ritaand | cared about now was whether we would ever be able to manipulate the gates enough
to find out what had happened to them. Certainly they had been no sicker than we were. And both were
above-norma human beings. Russdll was a brilliant scientist and Donna was amathematician. | saw no
reason why they should have vanished. But vanish they did.

We were learning alittle about the gates with each passage, and not incidentally, more about ourseves as
wdll. Learning too much, maybe. | was beginning to be leery of taking many more passagesfor fear that
we might become something more-or less-than human. Now | wondered if someone had learned of our
repeated trips through. Was that the reason behind today's demongtration?

| heard aloud sniff and looked down. Tears streaked Rita's cheeks as she watched the ambulances drive
away. It was obvious she dtill felt al the human emotions. She reached into my shirt pocket for a
handkerchief and used it to wipe her eyes.

“Why did that happen?’ Ritanodded at the screen, as she handed me back my hanky. “1 wish Mesder
were here. He aways seemed to know what to do."

| pushed the hanky back into my pocket and tucked her more firmly into the circle of my arm. She
continued to stare at the screen.

“Whoever did thiswas motivated by fear of death,” | said.
“Those were kidsl They had another eighty or ahundred years | eft.”

“Uh-uh,” | reminded her. “Most of them were probably old folks who went through a gate for hedlth
reasons. Becoming young again hasn't taken away their fear of desth. Nothing does. Once you get old
enough to start watching for the black camel to kned by your tent, it's never far from your mind.”



“How do you know, smarty? Oh. Y ou'reright, of course.”

Rita nodded as she recalled the impressions sheld picked up from first-timers. We both discerned surface
emotions, and sometimes whole thoughts from strangers. We had sensed the deep fear of death
emanating from old people asthey struggled to talk themselvesinto risking their first passage. We could
even understand some of what they fdlt, although neither of us had aged beyond our twenties. We were
gl at that young age when we went through the gates accidentally thefirst time, and it was only afew
years|later that the damned Gatersingtigated their brief war.

“Theres something e seinvolved,” | said, tightening my grip on her.

She sensed it even before | said the words. “ The Gaters are behind this. I'm not sure of the total pattern,
but I know blowing up that police cruiser wastheir work."

“But why? What did that accomplish?'

“I'm not sure, sweetheart. Messer might know. He'sway ahead of us.”

“Wdl, why don't we ask him?’ Ritasaid, with perfect logic.

“Her,” | corrected. “Or at least he was a her when we talked afew days ago.”
“Tak to her again,” Ritademanded, her dark eyes flashing with suppressed anger.

We Seconders avoid communicating or getting together very often for fear government snoops, or
worse, mindless mobs, would dream up a conspiracy and either lock us up or diminate us completely.
Asamatter of fact, there were rumors of that exact scenario happening in the fractured political
landscape of China, and in some Middle Eastern countries. We waked very lightly these days. Ritaand |
were together because we became Seconders together. We are the only couple so far that has
accomplished that feat-not that we had anything to do with it, conscioudy et least.

“Ask him why they were here, right on our doorstep,” Ritasaid.

And that convinced me. Why had they congregated at our place? How had the Gaters found out that
Ritaand | were Seconders? To the best of my knowledge, no one knew except avery few peoplein
Ruston who had been present when we went through the gates the second time-the doc, paramedics,
and acouple of others. The government security agencies knew, of course, but so far they were keeping
any information they had on Seconders quiet, because they didn't know anything and hated to admit it.

That thought popped another bit of dataiinto the pattern: what if government security agents, or arogue
section within the security apparatus, had goosed the Gaters to congregate here? That would make the
government's secret agency responsiblefor the cruiser explosion. Thewhole event smelled like something
they would do to shake up us Seconders. They were desperate to pry loose some information. And |
would further bet the Gaters were aware of the manipulation.

Actually, | was surprised our semi-telepathic abilities had not become public knowledge yet-and |
wondered how much longer we could keep the secret. However, that was something we had little control
over. | tabled that thought, and wondered instead whether the feds had an officia policy of harassing us,
or whether thistragedy on our doorstep was ingtigated by arogue cell within the federa security

apparatus.

| stopped holding Ritalong enough to program the phone, so that any conversation with Mesder would
be re-encrypted with anew agorithm. | even concedled my hand movements. If therewasabug in the
house | hadn't discovered, it couldn't pick up the key that way. Then | dided his number from the keypad



rather than talking to the phone. Call me paranoid, but once you've been gone over by federa security
thugs, you become very careful.

Mesder's number answered with arecorded message, encrypted for Ritaand me. The phone began a
faint buzzing, the surface noise of aprogram that turned a conversation to gibberish unless you had the
key. | had it read out rather than take it vocaly. We watched the words scroll up the screen: Hi Lee,
Rita. | saw the news and am on my way. Meet me at the cafe by the Ruston gate after dark. Be of good
cheer. Momentous news probable.

“She'scoming here!” Ritasaid.
| could understand her excitement. We seldom saw Mesder, or any other Seconder.
“It will be niceto have some company,” | said.

Since Donnaand Russell had failed to make it through the gate we rattled about the big old house like the
last two crunchiesin abox of cered. When you've been part of aloving family of four, you find memories
lurking around every corner, in every bed.

An amused expression crossed Rita'sface. | followed her mind back in time. She was thinking about
how we'd met Mesder. | blushed. Messilindawas agorgeous female. | was doing an interview with her
and Ritahad tagged dong. Rita stayed in the outer office while | conducted the interview.

Meanwhile, Messilinda, who wasrichly enjoying her transformation from atottering old man into a
woman with the voluptuous body of an eighteen-year-old, got busy seducing me. Ritalearned about the
seduction when | replayed the interview for her. | had forgotten to stop recording when the interview
ended. | was embarrassed, but she was highly amused.

“Remember when wefirst met her?” Ritasmiled, showing her dimples.
“That wasalong time ago."

“Soit was. But I'll bet you react the same way now asyou did then.”
“Maybe. | haven't seen him asawoman in years.”

| knew he would look the same, though. When we pass through the sex gate, our new bodies are
congtructed from our cell's genetic ingtructions. As awoman, he would look like Messilinda each time.

“You should talk,” | added, taking the offensive. “1t seemsto me that you've developed a propensity for
blondes since then.”

Now it was her turn to blush, but she didn't. Ritawasn't embarrassed by sex. Sexua expression was as
natural to her as presents at Chrismastime. Over the years she had unwrapped afew delectable blond
packages-while she hersdf was ill female. In fact, Ritawas so lacking in any kind of jeslousy that | was
aparticipant in most of these unwrapping sessions.

Now she grinned and conjured up a particularly memorable scenein her mind. | caught the image she
was sending me, and that ended that. Almost.

“I like redheads, too,” she said.
“My hair isn't red-it's rust-colored.”

“Who said | wastaking about you?"



| remembered then that as awoman Mesder had aglorious flame of red hair. Ritawasteasing me. But dl
these erotic memories were having an effect. | felt atirring in my groin. | pinched my thumb and
forefinger together to check thetime. There was plenty of daylight left. | took her hand and we headed
for the bedroom.

CHAPTER THREE

Making love body to body, mind to mind, isthe closest thing imaginable to two people becoming one.
Our minds merged as our bodies connected, and we melded into one organism. Like ariver flowing into
the sea, my sense of identity joined with Rital's and together we plunged into an ocean of bliss. The
pleasure mounted to an intendity that was amost beyond bearing. | shuddered under the caresses|
lavished on Rita's body and she tasted her own sweet kisses on my lips. Together we shared every
delicious movement, every lingering sensation, and the incredible explosive orgasm that ended it. As
always, it took long tender moments for our psyches to separate and become only one body, only one
mind again.

Assoonas| wasable, | propped mysdlf up on one elbow and admired Rita. She was stretched out on
her back in our king-sized bed. Her head was turned toward me, and her breasts trembled with each
breath she took. My gaze lingered on her exposed body, drinking in her many attractions. | never tired of
cataloging Ritas erotic ddlights. Her dender feet and long tan legs were tangled in the bed sheet. The
voluptuous curve of her hips narrowed into asmal waist. Her breasts, round and firm with dark nipples,
were still damp from my kisses. A wedlth of thick, black hair fell down over her shoulders and her deepy
chocolate eyes smiled at me from under long, black lashes.

| offered her alazy, lecherous leer, and she smiled back, pleased to bask in my admiration. | till can't
believe that she picked meto be her lover. When Ritaand | first met, | was insecure and awkward in the
presence of beautiful women. She had to practically trip me outside of our biology classto get meto talk
to her. Now sherolled closeto me and let her thoughts play with mine. However, my mind concentrated
on one thing: the delectable motions her breasts made as they shifted their center of gravity when she
moved.

She pulled up the sheet with agrin, and | was forced to think about our Situation again. | wondered why
Mesder felt such urgency to see us. It was unusud for him to risk coming here. It wasn't safe, especidly
after the horrible mess outside our gate. Each time before when we met him, and it had only been afew
times, we gathered at a carefully arranged location, and he created some sort of diversion so that we
wouldn't be seen associating together.

“Maybe he discovered something important about the sex gates,” | said dloud without any explanation,
but Rita had been following my mental meanderings and knew exactly what | wastaking about.

“But why come here?’” Ritaasked. “Weve dways met himin North Houston."
“Maybeit's something about us he's discovered.”

That could be. The fact that Ritaand | both became Seconders at the same time was an unending source
of conversation among us. wasit Smply ahbillion to one coincidence? From the start Mesder thought
there must be areason. But none of us could pinpoint any factor out of the ordinary between Ritaand
me. I'd thought it must be wild chance, but dl a once | wasn't so sure.

Rita stretched her arms above her head, which resulted in more interesting phenomenalower down.
“Wdl, well know soon. It's getting dark.”

“Soitis”



| turned on the pickup from the front gate and saw that al the vehicles, even the burnt-out cruiser, were
gone. There was an associated message on the pickup. The police chief wanted to see usat our
convenience for questioning. | wasn't worried about that. The chief was an old friend of the family, and he
knew we were Seconders. He had showed no resentment at al, nor had he bandied the knowledge
around.

We both knew why Mesder wanted to meet after dark. There would be less chance of being recognized.
| aso suspected he was planning on making another passage through a gate while in Ruston. It was an
out-of-the-way place. A passage here would be safer for him.

God knows how many times he had gone through the gates by now. He never said, or possibly couldn't
say for one reason or another. | distinctly remember hiswarning, though, back when he spoke to us after
we became Seconders.

“Go through the gates enough times and you will become something more-and less-than human.”

| suspected he had long since passed that point if his prediction wastrue. Almost from the first moment
the gates appeared, Mesder had used his fortune and hisintelligence to interact with them. When he went
through the first time, he took an enormous risk-very few so old re-emerged. The attempted

assass nation accounted for his second trip. After that, he chose to go through again and again, long
before anyone else dared to try-deliberately, anyway. He believed that by going through, he could learn
to control the transition and learn something more about the sex gates themselves-the biggest mystery in
the history of theworld.

Ritaand | followed hislead. We had gone through dmost adozen times, gaining abit in intelligence with
each trip. We discovered that we were gpparently devel oping idiot-savant talents without theidiot part.
Findly, the last time we passed through a gate, we were able to delay the change for an indeterminable
amount of time, enough to sense the existence of a super intelligence that was responsible for the gates
very exisence.

Mesder darted to refer to this super intelligence as the gate masters. He believed they weren't aware that
successive passages increased the intelligence of humans and might eventually allow usto control the
gates oursalves. | wasn't so certain about that, but | had to admit he had been right about things so far. It
was dwaysahit of arisk going through the gates, but like Mesder we wanted to get to the bottom of the
mystery, athough we had a personal reason. We were determined to find Donnaand Russdll again.

But there were pleasant Sde effects, aswell. Ritaand | enjoyed switching sexua identities ever so often.
Thefirgt thing we wanted after the change was to get home and into bed-and sometimeswe didn't wait
eventhat long.

Rita curled an arm around my neck and pulled my head down for aquick kiss, then rolled avay. Asshe
bounced up from the bed | enjoyed the stimulating sight of unfettered breasts swaying in response to her
movements. Y oud think such sightswould have logt their fascination since I've been awoman mysdlf
severd times, but | was a man now and my reactions were once again those of atypica male-for which|
was deeply grateful.

“Let'sget dressed,” Ritasaid. “We need to get to Barney's before long.”

Barney'swasthe local beanery, acafe, watering hole, and generd store dl rolled into one. 1t was | ocated
closeto the Ruston gate.

| dressed in my usua garb, boots and jeans, with ajirt worn over atee shirt so | would have aside
pocket to carry my little automatic. | never go out unarmed any more, nor do many other licensed



citizens. | suspect hdf the population of Texas packs, even though we pay for the privilege of being able
to carry agun by being subject to militia duty whenever needed. | had been called up once, and the
ensuing combat was horrifying. But the prospect of being caught without agun by some of theradicals
loose in the world these days was worse.

Even Ritacarried alittle derringer usualy tucked into in her braor tops. During the times | was awoman,
that'swhat | did, even though | never liked wearing abra. Other times, | said to hell with it and smply
strapped a holster on, especidly if | was going somewhere dangerous to women. | had been forced to
watch once while aman started to rape Rita; | had no desire to experience rape in person.

It was May and the temperatures wererising in East Texas. Ritaput on apair of white shortsand a
scarlet silkskin blouse with thetailstied under her breasts. Her derringer rested in allittle pocket behind
the knot. With her golden-brown skin and dark hair, she looked good enough for agourmet meal, with
no need for dessert. She winked at me, acknowledging my lusty admiration, and we walked outside. |
reset the security system to maximum level, since | did not want to come back home to find someone
waiting for us. My phone confirmed the setting.

We drove the few milesto Ruston, and parked in front of the grocery store. Rita needed to pick up a
few things. After we put our packagesin the car, we decided enjoy the bamy evening and walk to
Baney's.

Ruston is a pleasant place. It has arenovated downtown that has been restored to resemble a country
town in the early part of the last century. There are lots of brick buildings that host small shopsand
department stores. The renovations weren't done to attract tourists, but rather were atown project
agreed on by the taxpayers. Mot of the inhabitants were ol d-timers (though many of them look no older
than their teens or twenties after going through a gate) and they enjoyed the nostagic look. Only the
facades were old-fashioned; insde, the shops were as modern as anywhere ese. But Barney'swas a
throwback, the redl thing, but that sure didn't hurt its business.

The sdewakswere quaint relics made of cement. They rambled for miles around the centra portion of
the town, and sometimes degenerated into footpaths. Other places, they expanded to accommodate
scooters, skaters, chair cars and other small one-person vehicles. We kept to the broadest sidewalks,
walking hand-in-hand. Aswe walked, our thoughts and words twined in and out like arandom computer
program. We were both thinking about Mesder, though in different ways. | wasidly wondering if hewas
cdling himsaf Messilindaagain, snce he was awoman once more. Meanwhile Rita, ever more
emotiond, was hoping he had discovered something about the gates which would help usfind Russdll and
Donna

| wanted to find them, too, but | didn't have much hope based on what we'd discovered so far. The gates
remained beyond our comprehension. They resembled huge turquoise dtars scattered over the earth in
hundreds of thousands, or perhaps millions. And like atars, they accepted worshipers, but reveded little
about whatever deity lay behind them.

We didn't pass many people as we walked, despite the balmy Texas evening. Probably alot of resdents
caught the contretemps at our entrance on the evening news or from an instant tabweb broadcast and
stayed in to follow devel opments. Those people who were out and about appeared to bein their late
teensor early twenties. A young child wasarare Sght indeed. A person from the twentieth century
would have looked around and concluded that they werein a college town and these were students. But,
infact, many of these people had once been elderly or sick or both. The demographics of the world had
changed considerably in the last decade or 0.

Barney's wasn't crowded, so | spotted Mesder right away, even though he was amale, rather than a



fema e aswe had thought. He was casually disguised in work clothes and his hair was shorter than is
normal for amale who had just come out of the gates. He had touched the short hair up with gray, and |
saw that he was wearing contact lenses that changed his stunning green eyesto adull shade of brown.
What he couldn't disguise were the clear, wrinkle-free skin and repressed energy of ayoung man entering
hisprime.

| knew immediately why he had come asamae. Ruston was till countrified in many ways, astrange
young female 0ozing sexuality would have attracted more atention than an unknown man. And, of

course, he had chosen to meet us at Barney's because there was no recorder there, either inside or out.
Thelocalswouldn't put up with one. How Mesder knew that was another story; he had never beento
Barney'sto my knowledge. Probably he had it scouted by one of his minions when he decided to meet us
in person.

| waved to some casud friends as we ambled over to the booth where Mesder was Sipping asodawhile
reading something on his computer. His head was down, but he was relying on amind-touch to tell him
when we arrived.

It worked. | felt the sharp presence of hismind probing mine. | dmost didn't recognize histouch; he had
changed even more since we had last seen him. The gestalt of his mind pattern was becoming more
unusua each timel touched it. | didn't know whether that was good or bad. While | was wondering, he
withdrew hismind to acold place where | couldn't follow.

Wedid into the booth on the other side of the table. | automatically guided Ritato the insde where she
would be more protected. That showed my ol d-fashioned upbringing and drew amused mental chuckles
from both of them. | didn't mind. I've changed alot since the gates arrived, but my origina male outlook
gtill takes control agreet dedl of thetime, especiadly when it comesto Rita.

“Hi,” | said, for the benefit of anyone listening.

Thethree of uswere dready exchanging greetings viaour new abilities, brief snatches of emotion that
told him how much we gppreciated his coming to us after the tragedy earlier in the day. Herolled up the
computer screen and stuck it into his shirt pocket. He reached out with both hands and touched each of
ours.

“Pardon the disguise. | don't want to be recognized.”

My hand tingled where he touched it, and his voice sounded strange and otherworldly. Something about
the rhythm of his speech had changed. Even hisface wasn't as| remembered it. His eyes held the oddest
look, the infinite stare of afanatic who has had arevelation of some sort. For the second time that day |
remembered the words he had voiced to us before we began trying the gates repeatedly. Y ou may
become something more-and possibly less-than human. A chill draft from the air-conditioning vent made
my skin crawl.

“ThisisRuston. Y ou should be safe here)” | said inanely, Saring a him.
He shrugged. “Y ou'd be surprised. Anyway, | wanted to talk to you both, and then-"

He broke off and stared out the window. From our booth we could see across the sdewalk toward the
edge of town. The Ruston sex gate sood only a couple of hundred yards away, glowing in the darkness,
atwenty-foot-tal enigma. He didn't have to say anything else. | redized he intended to go through that
gate tonight. He always picked smdll, out-of-the-way gates to go through. He was one of the richest
personsin the world, and a publicly known Seconder, so he spent an enormous amount of timetrying to
avoid publicity.



“What have you learned, Messer? And why come hereto tel us?” Thiswhole business seemed more
and more like some sort of tabweb spy story.

He continued to Stare toward the gate with fierce intensity. Abruptly, he did out of the booth.
“Comeon. I'll tdl youwhilewewalk."

| stood up while Ritatouched her phone to the terminal on the table to tell the waitress we were leaving
without ordering. She joined me, eyebrowsraised. | shrugged.

We stepped out into the warm Texas night. The sky was clear and bright with stars. An dmost-full moon
lit the scene. Together we strolled across the street and onto the sdewalk that would take usto the
Ruston sex gate.

“Stop where you are,” aman said, coming up beside us.

He kept hisvoice low to avoid attracting attention, but his words had the snap of one accustomed to
command. Another man stepped up to our other side. We had blundered into the arms of two federal
security men. | knew that's what they were by the grim and purposeful look on their faces. Both radiated
the characteritic paranoid mind pattern of the federal bureaucracy.

Ritaand | froze while they presented their IDs in a perfunctory manner. They ignored us. They dso
ignored ayoung man and woman who strolled hand in hand toward us. They came up beside our group,
glanced our way, and maneuvered around us. | noticed that they went afew steps, stopped, and turned
back. The young man, atall sandy-haired blond, wore alook of intense concentration.

Both security thugs dropped their identity cards onto the sidewalk with aclatter. The man who had
spoken stared at Mesder, hiseyesblank asif held gone blind. His companion was stricken with the same
stupid expression. Thetwo of them wandered off onto the grass awvay from us.

“Comeon,” Mesder said. “There may not be much time."

Hejogged toward the gate. As heran, the couple that had passed us closed back in on each side of him.
| tugged Ritas hand, and we started after them.

“What's going on?’ Ritacried. Her hand went up to the knot of her blouse where she kept her gun.

The young couple continued running, one on each side of Mesder. At first | feared they might be more
federd agents, but | sensed their fierce protectiveness toward him. They were bodyguards, | concluded.
It was hard for me to be certain because Mesder's sharper thought pattern overrode everything else
around him. Once | knew they were not after us| began looking around for any other possible dangers. |
didn't know what elseto do, and Messer wasn't explaining.

We ran down apath and across a stretch of lawn toward the Ruston gate, our feet pounding on hard
ground. | knew this gate well. My brother and parents had gone through years ago. Later, Rita, me,
Russdll, and Donna had staggered through, dying of radiation poisoning. Its curved green arch seemed to
mock meas| ran. Two of my friends had entered that gate, never to return.

Beside me, the young man grinned in triumph as we neared the gate. | sensed his one goa wasto get
Mesder safely there. | wondered how he and his companion had stopped the feds. Were they Seconders
with extraordinary mental powers? Or wasit something smpler?

Despite the demonstration at our house earlier, | knew the feds were here because of Mesder. Hewas
such arecluse and was protected by so much money and so many layers of security that ordinarily they



couldn't get near him. But tonight one of his codes had been cracked somewhere dong the line, perhaps
even thelineinto my security system. Now that they knew his whereabouts, they intended to bring himin
for questioning as they had once before. They never got anything from a Seconder, but they never gave
up trying. What agovernment can't understand, it attempts to coerce and suppress, and Seconders were
no exception.

Asweranupthelast risein front of the gate Mesder quickly explained what was going on, mixing words
with mental images to be sure we got the picture. The bodyguards paid no attention. They scanned the
surroundings, dert for another attack. If anyone else was on the scene they stayed hidden. Maybe they
were frightened by the sight of their fellow agents wandering mindlesdy over the lawn, or perhapsthe
feds only had time to send those two agents. But even so, it wouldn't be long before others arrived on the
scene. Meanwhile, Mesder talked as he ran.

“I wanted you two to be nearby when | went through agate again, in case | don't makeit. If | do, | want
you with me afterwards. The feds are planning to engineer another crackdown on Seconders. Randy and
Terri will explain moreif | don't come through thistime.”

“Why?

Ritaand | both mouthed the word at the same time, accompanying it with the mental question. Why
would you not come through on this particular attempt?

We arrived at the gate, and Mesder leaned his head back to stare up at the arch, his expression grim.
“Thelast time | passed through agate, | got theimpression that one more passage would do it for me. |
hope on this passage | will be able to understand their origin, and enough of their workingsto control
them at long last. 1t's been building up and now it's come to ahead. | wanted to talk to you at length, but
somehow the goddamned government got the word | was headed thisway."

Heturned his unnerving stare on me. His eyes gleamed with fathomlessintelligence and an dmost
childlike anticipation of eventsto come. Hewas certainly not afraid, even after his narrow escape from
detention by those federa security agents.

“What do you think they are?’ | asked, meaning the gates, not the agents.

A pattern was forming, one that didn't bode well. But | couldn't make it come together, and | wanted
more information in case Mesder did vanish. | dready knew why he wanted us closeif helearned
anything more. He till held onto his hunch that Ritaand | were something specid, because we remained
the only couple to have become Seconders together. Persondly, | thought it was wild coincidence. But |
couldn't discount the fact that Mesder Scribner was a man who had made his fortune with hunches. He
might have told me more, but as he glanced toward me a second time his eyes opened wider. He saw
something behind me that caused him to turn and sprint into the waiting gate.

“Meet me on the other sde!” Mesder shouted. His bodyguards split, one running around each side of the
gae. “I think they're-"

Messer miscalculated, or perhaps he didn't. In norma circumstances, he would have had plenty of time
to get aword or two more out, but something happened. | have watched many people go through the
gates. Always, when they get to acertain point at the entrance, they smply pop out of existence on that
Sde and regppear (most of the time) on the other side. Thistime, the hazy nimbus within the arch reached
out and yanked Mesder into it, asif some entity within the gate didn't want him to say any more. On the
other hand, he was running at the gate. Maybe he dove forward and my mind completed theimage.
Eyewitnesses are notorioudy inaccurate, and there's no reason | should be any different. At any rate, he
popped out of existence before he got the last word out.



| stared dumbfounded, trying to decideif | should trust my eyesor not. After blinking afew times, | got
hold of mysdlf and followed one of the bodyguards around to the other side. My heart hammered, and |
prayed that | would see Mesder emerge as afemale, ready to continue telling uswhat he saying ashe
entered the gates. Ritajoined me and we waited.

And waited.

He never appeared. | was standing there befuddled, holding Rita's hand in adeath grip, when | felt atap
on my shoulder. It was the femal e bodyguard. She was a cute young blond who was dressed in tight,
semi-trand ucent jeans and trand ucent top. Many women wear such clothes to show off their assets, and
herswere nothing to hide. But | sensed in this case her clothing-or lack of clothing-was designed to
attract attention to her and away from Mesder. As| gazed into big blue eyesfilled with uncanny
intelligence | aso suspected that the blond curls and sexy ouitfit hid a penetrating mind. | examined her
outfit one more time to admire the effect. | wondered where she carried her weapon, but it was only an
idle thought; there were more pressing mattersfor us to worry about.

“Mr. Stuart, | don't think he made it through thistime. We need to go before more of the feds show up.
Infact-" She broke off.

| looked around for ‘Mr. Stuart’ for a second before | redlized she wastalking to me. It had been along
time since | had been addressed by anything but my first name. My glance took in another purposeful
figure heading in my direction. He was alarge mae. Hislips moved in the familiar motion of aperson
talking to theair. In fact, he was addressing his hidden body computer. His hand moved up to the pocket
of hiswindbreaker, and | knew what he wasfedling for. At least one more federa agent had arrived.

Whether he was calling for backup, or sounding agenera dert, he should have been watching from both
sdes. While he had his eye on Rita, me, and the blond, her companion came up from behind and pointed
afinger toward him. The agent reached up to touch his neck and blinked in a bemused fashion. | watched
his face turn blank. He wandered off on some errand agpparent only to him.

“Comeon, let'sget out of here,” the cute blond said. She grabbed my arm.
“Wait aminutel” Ritashook off the touch of the other of Mesder's erstwhile bodyguards, the mae one.
“No time, not unless you want to talk to the feds again.”

The man's deep baritone held conviction, and the mind touch he added to hiswords carried asharp
warning. Ritaand | barely caught it, but it was enough. | suddenly realized the blond girl was reaching out
to uswith her thoughts, aswell. A certain clumsinessto their telepathy told me they were new Seconders,
in the process of learning how to use their ability, but the apprehension they broadcast was enough to
grab our attention.

| got Rita's assent and we went with them. We had only taken afew steps when an eectricar pulled up
beside us. The driver jJumped out and hurried off, leaving the car to the four of us; that was agood thing
snce fivewould have been aredly tight fit.

| till didn't know which guard was named Randy and which was Terri. Their names could have been
Randi and Terry, for al | knew. | found out by asking the driver, the blond woman.

“I'm Terri. Thisbig lug besde meisRandy. After hisfirg trip through the gate he became Randi with an
‘i', whichiswhy hetalks so much.”

That must have been aprivate joke. So far he hadn't said aword. The big lug nodded in our direction.



Randy wastal and muscular with sandy hair, cut short and dicked back. He had probing blue eyes.
“I'm Jackson Lee Stuart and thisis RitaHernandez,” | told them.
“Weknow."

Terri brushed back alock of hair with aquick gesture. She didn't glance at me, but kept her gaze on the
road and on the rearview mirror, asif expecting trouble.

“Where are we going? And why?’ Ritaasked.

| hadn't even had time to think about our destination. | was sill bemused by Mesder'sfailureto makeit
through a gate after so many passages.

Thelittle e ectricars were made for coupleswho didn't mind Stting close together. | wasin front with
Terri. Our shoulders and thighs touched, and the warmth of her body made mefedl sweaty despite the
cool night. She was as cute as abug. The fact that we were on the run from danger didn't interfere with

my appreciation of her beauty.

She glanced a me as she drove. “Mesder |eft ingtructions to take care of you if he didn't makeit.
Remember how he said that the feds were cracking down? Well, they are, and the Gaters are acting up,
too."

“How do you know what he said? Y ou weren't there.” Telepathic abilities weren't that good so soon
after a passage through the gates, and especialy not with strangers.

Terri grinned, and the cutest dimple appeared in the cheek turned toward me. “We specidizein being
unobtrusive. Besdes, | had amike trained on you the wholetime."

“Why?’ Ritawanted to know.

“In case you weren't redly you. | was matching voiceprints.”
“Oh,” | said, inadequately. Mesder always had been thorough.
“You dill didn't say wherewe are going,” Ritainssted.

“Thefirg thing were going to do is ditch thiscar.” Randy spoke for thefirgt time. He was aready
opening the door on hissde.

Terri pulled to ahdt on aside street and jumped out. She motioned for usto follow. She and Randy
herded usinto alarger vehicle that was parked and waiting. We drove off again, thistime with Randy at
the whed. His handsome Nordic face was set in lines of grim concentration. With their shared blond
good looks, | wondered if they were sister and brother. Almost before | finished the thought, my knack
for pattern analysis told me they weren't-but that they were something more than smple bodyguards. It
wouldn't belong before | wasto find out how much more.

Two carslater we were well beyond Ruston. Our shepherds began to relax abit. Ritaand | sat together
inthe back seet, holding hands. | wasfinaly beginning to think purposefully again about our future.

“Mesder said the feds were going to be cracking down on Seconders. Did he have any plans? What was
he going to do about it?"

Terri turned in her seat to face us, her expression solemn. “He was going to try to protect as many of us
as he could. Y ou know he has-had-more money than God. These daysthat can accomplish alot.”



“Hesgone” | said.

“You'e here, though, Mr. Stuart.”

“So?’ | didn't get it.

“Meder designated you as hisheir. It'sall arranged.”

CHAPTER FOUR

After | finished college, | made my living by my skill with words. But once you've tasted the total
comprehension that comes with exchanging thought and fedling mind-to-mind, words paeinto
insgnificance. Not long after | became a Seconder, | gave up my lucrative career as atabweb reporter
specidizing in stories about the sex gates. Words seemed usaess to convey the mysteriesthat lay before
usthen.

Now I've started this chronicle of the eventsthat led to so much upheava. But | find mysdlf struggling to
convey the ingtantaneous concepts that leapt into my mind at Terri's announcement of my inheritance. It's
difficult. After repested trips through the gates, my thought processes didn't fit into the common human
mold anymore. My skin crawled with theicy cold touch of premonition-or maybe my ability to see
patterns. | knew Ritaand | were on the verge of a graduation ceremony of some sort.

Since becoming Seconders, we had spent most of our time arranging passages through gates at places
where we wouldn't be recognized. After each passage we were able to meld our minds and bodies at a
deeper level. Grim experience had taught Secondersthat it was necessary to wait long periods between
each passage. Those who tried to go through too often vanished. We let severa weeks pass between
trips, and usualy more.

During those weeks we tried to make sense out of our amost incomprehensible experiencesinside the
gate, so far without any notable success. Early on, we started to sense some presence behind the gates.
But dwaysit was atantaizing glimpse, nothing more. After awhile, we concentrated on finding away to
dow down thetrip through. Normally, it is over and you are through in the blink of an eye.

However, the last time we went through, we were able to dow down the transformation process. This
timeit took ablink and ahalf, and we got afaint glimmer of what the gates were about. Both of us had
felt an al-powerful and faintly condescending presence, which controlled the gates. Wed felt it before,
but thistime | sensed that it was not floating in space, but in an actua location-somewhere.

Somehow. Somewhere. VVague words, insubstantid, like afog. Like | said, words were never designed
to convey these concepts. The ever-mysterious sex gates were as hard to pin down as fog, too. When
they first gppeared in numbers estimated in the hundreds of thousands, there were wildly conflicting
opinions on their origin and purpose. Scientists investigated for years, but found nothing. The gateswere
imperiousto our technology. They even stood unscathed through anuclear explosion.

When science failed to find an answer to the mystery, government and religion stepped into the void.
They tried to control the gatesfor their own purposes, but when push comesto shove, hardly anyone
wantsto die, regardless of that pie-in-the-sky afterlife most people say they believe in. Whenever anyone
tried to control the gates, the people demanded continued access.

The gates were irreplaceable. Providing you made it through, they gave you away to avoid death for
another whole lifetime. Scientists soon discovered that the gates did more than change a person's
sex-they rearranged their genes so that any inherited diseases were liminated. First-passers were no
longer ill, nor could they becomeill from any genetic disease. And ahighly tuned immune system usualy
ended their suffering from infectious diseases aswell.



There were two sticking points. The first was the chance that you might vanish. The older and the sicker
you were the less chance you had of re-emerging. Criminal types and psychopaths tended to vanish too,
though not aways. The second sticking point was that most people didn't want to change their sex. They
were satisfied asthey were. But given a choice between dying and the sex change, most opted to change,
if they didn't think about it too long.

The sex gates provoked some serious thinking among the |ate middle-age population, particularly
consdering that humans are congtitutionally unable to comprehend their own death. Hence, the power of
the belief geneswedl carry, according to the theorists. These genes control our ability to believein things
that can't be empirically proven. The popular press calsthem the ‘religion genes.

These genes compensate for our inability to comprehend desth and other matters our brains aren't
evolved enough to handle. They provide the ability to form abdlief system to explain the unexplainable,
even when thereisn't ashred of proof for most of the beliefs, and even when they are contradictory to
observed facts. Nevertheless, for most people, they seem to be essentia, and thus must have evolved as
asurviva characterigtic. | don't know what that says about the small percentage of people like mewho
see through the nonsense. Are weinferior or superior to the ones who have the genes?

The gatestriggered our ‘religion genes big-time. Morerdigionsthan | can count were formed, changed,
grew, and declined with the coming of the gates. The most prominent and long-lasting one wasthe
Church of the Gates, whose members are commonly caled Gaters.

The Gaters' influence waxed and waned with the political and socid winds. At onetime, they amost
caused arevolution in America, before their influence died down. Now the church was active again,
moving back up from South Americawhere the faithful had retreated for severd years. If my andysis
was right, the feds had infiltrated the church and were using it to advance their own agenda. That spelled
trouble for Seconders.

The Gaters newest dogmawas that one passage through the gates was dl God intended. Anyone who
made it through more than once was denounced as abnorma, anti-religious, and deluded by the Devil.
The present leader of the Gaters was awoman named Sdlinda. She was nominaly femae, asdl thetop
hierarchy in the church had been sinceits formation, but those wise old eyesin the dim young body
betrayed the fact that she had previoudy been amae. My guess was that sheld been fairly old before
chancing agate.

What redlly bothered me was one particular rumor that she had formerly been an extreme right-wing
fundamentdist Chrigtian. I'm frightened by fanatics of al religions. They are so surethey havedl the
answersto the questions, which befuddle the rest of mankind, and they show it with godlike arrogance.
In their righteous certainty, they stop at nothing to try to make the rest of us believe asthey do.

Unfortunately, the mind-set of the country was ripe for radicalism. After anumber of years of
improvement, the economy was fatering. Too many of the changed young people needed to sart
working again to earn the money to support the long lives they had ahead of them, and there weren't
enough jobsto go around. We were entering another depression like the one we suffered after the smal
nuclear war Sarted by the Gaters.

Y ou would think that an organization responsible for so many deaths would never gain another follower.
Infact, you would think they would lose dl the followersthey did have. But the human mind doesn't
work that way whererdigion is concerned. Sometimes| think that the more desth and misery isdedlt out
inthe name of aparticular reigion, the morelikdly it isto survive and grow.

| woke up with astart, aware that the car had stopped. | straightened in the cramped seat and |ooked



around. Wewerein agarage, and | had no idea how we'd gotten there.

After hearing the shocking newsthat | was Mesder'sheir, | had fallen silent, my mind obsessed with the
question of what he had had in mind for me-and Rita, of course. Asthe countryside sped by, | tried to
digest theideathat | was now abillionaire many times over. It'sahard thought to get your mind around.
What did a person do with abillion dollars? | dready had everything materid | wanted in life, and Rita
was my one and only true love, despite my occasiona wanderings into someone elsg'sarms.

Theonly thing | redly desired wasto get Donnaand Russdll back, but money couldn't buy that. All
money could do was keep us out of the hands of the Gaters and the feds |ong enough to find out more
about the gates. If we could discover where someone went when they disappeared into a sex gate, we
might be ableto find our friends.

Thinking about that impossible future, lulled by the steady motion of the car, | had fallen adeep. Now |
stared at the four walls of atwo-car garage. Our car was the only one there. The other space was empty.

“Where arewe?’ | asked.
“We're at one of the bosss little hideaways. He keeps-kept-safe houses here and there,” Terri said.

As she opened the car door, the insde light caught the glint of tearsin her eyes. | could understand her
grief. Mesder was a charismatic individua, one of those people who drew othersto his powerful
persondity. When you were with him, you developed an ingtinctive loydty to his cause that swiftly
deepened into devotion. | felt an acute sense of loss now that he was gone.

There certainly wasn't any luggageto carry in. Wed fled from the Ruston gate with nothing other than the
computers around our necks and the clothes we were wearing. | smiled at Ritaslong, bare legs as she
stepped out of the car. In her case, that didn't amount to much.

The hideaway turned out to be a spacious underground bunker that was disguised on the surface asa
rundown country home. Knowing the kind of precautions Mesder took with hisaffairs, | was certain it
wouldn't be listed in his name anywhere, perhaps not even on any tax rolls. Texas had abolished property
taxesin favor of aflat income tax years ago.

Randy led usinsde. We found oursalvesin a cramped kitchen. His mouth curved in asatisfied grin ashe
waved his hands in acomplicated pattern. Without a sound, the wall moved and the kitchen range sivung
out. Behind therange, | saw a et of stairsleading downward.

“I'll show you the combination later,” he said. “Right now let's go on down."

| grinned in turn, but, asthe four of us clattered down the steps | was busy with my own thoughts. My
near-perfect memory called up the way his hands moved, and | was certain | could duplicate the
movements exactly.

Downgtairs, the place opened up into a three-bedroom complex, smply designed but with ample space,
and dl the luxuries necessary for comfort. Terri took us on aquick tour. The bedrooms radiated from a
central den with loungers, and a huge compscreen dominating one wall. There was aso afully equipped
autokitchen. A wak-in refrigerator/freezer held enough food to satisfy ahungry army after aforced
march.

“I'll fix ussomething to eat,” Terri said, and Ritamoved automatically to help.

It no longer seemed peculiar to me that we stayed more or lessin the traditional maleffemaleroles
regardless of which sex we happened to be at the time. The palitical correctness of the pre-gates erawas



being replaced by an awareness that the sexes were different, no matter how many ‘equdity’ lawswere
passed. Millions of years of evolution can't be legidated into oblivion, no matter how libera the governing
class. Men were better at some things and women at others, and neither made either sex inherently
superior or inferior.

The way Randy's eyesfollowed Terri madeit pretty obviousthat they werelovers. Even if that hadn't
givenit away, the familiar patterns of interaction | perceived between them would have.

| suddenly realized that | was both tired and hungry, despite dozing off during our trip. Rita probably felt
the same, though she has more slaminathan mein most ways. It had been along, extremely stressful
evening.

Randy tore his gaze away from hislover, and looked a me. “Mr. Stuart, you and Ms. Hernandez can
take any of the bedrooms. They aredl fully furnished, or should be. If they're not, let me know."

“Do they have baths?'
“Of course. Two bathrooms per bedroom as a matter of fact.”

| might have guessed. Mesder never did do things halfway. But before we explored the bedrooms |
wanted to sort afew things out. One of the first was our relationship with this young couple. I've never
been much of adiplomat.

| smply asked, “What sort of duties are you and Terri supposed to be performing for us, other than as
chauffeurs?'

Randy straightened, and looked mein the eye. “Mesder-Mr. Scribner, | mean-left instructionsto care
for, protect, and obey you and Ritawith the same devoted loyalty we gave to him. He suspected he
wouldn't makeit thistime."

| heard the catch in hisvoice.

Thelounger was comfortable. | leaned back and tried to catch histhoughts, but | didn't learn much. |
hadn't been around him long enough. | did get the impression that what he wastelling us was the truth.

“But why us? Did he say?"
“No. He only said you were specid.”

| couldn't seeit, but didn't pursue the matter. Time would settle that question. In the meantime, Terri and
Ritaemerged from the kitchen carrying food and drink.

| accepted the glass Rita handed me and took along, satisfying draught. 1t was one of my favorites, rum
and coke with a dash of smoke flavor. She sat a plate down on the arm of the chair next to me. While the
rum warmed my stomach, | leaned back and enjoyed the sway of her hips as she brought her own drink
and plate over.

Rita caught my amorous thoughts, and winked a me. “ Eat something,” she commanded with alaugh.
“Where are the computer controls?’ | asked around a bit of Spam and light bread

Ritaknows my tastes, even though she laughs a them sometimes. | don't care. | like Spam and | didike
whole grain bread. I'm aso anewsjunkie, and | don't mean just writing it; I'm uncomfortableif | don't
know what's happening around the world, though since our intelligence has begun increasing, the news



seemsincreasingly childish.

Randy answered my question. “ Tell your system to merge with MesderPrime and that should do it for
evaything."

| did s0, and the big screen brightened. It was dominated by the face of Mesder Scribner. The sound of
his voice gtartled me. It took me amoment to redlize that he was reciting asort of last will and testament
to us-or to me, rather.

In histypica arrogant fashion, he began without any introduction. His recorded image looked directly at
usand was so lifdikethat | could almost believe he was present. He must have set the computer control
so that this file would come up as soon as my computer merged with his.

When you hear this| will have gone through agate for the last time. | have not returned. Lee and Rita, |
leave you my fortune, my goodwill, and my hope that you will survive whatever convulsions may occur

after my departure. My disappearance will have been recorded by my bodyguards on unaterable lega

software; that software will see through the smple disguise | was wearing.

Therewill be no problem with my will. Asyou know, the Supreme Court has aready ruled on lega
questions concerning disappearances through the sex gates. So | am now legaly dead and my will cannot
be contested, most especialy because | leave no descendents. | outlived them dll.

He sad thelast sentence with aghostly chuckle.

| believe with dl sincerity that you and Rita have adestiny to fulfill asyou continue to make successive
passages through the gates. Y ou will become increasingly aware of that with each passage. What that
destiny may entail, | cannot say for certain. | believe the human raceis on ajourney of unprecedented
proportions-and the dienswe first believed responsible for the gates may turn out to be not asaien as
wefirst thought.

| remembered his last words to me as he went through the gate-words that were cut off. What was he
wastrying to tell me?

Randy Tendler and Terri Winsdotter are either with you now or should be shortly. Please trust them.
They have been with me for more years than you have been dive and are absolutely loya and dedicated.
When | indicated that my passages through the gates were nearing the end, they purposely dared a
second passage, hoping to follow me as Seconders-and against al odds, both succeeded, as you and
Ritadid.

Randy and Terri will introduce you to the world of great wealth. Since | am gone, | cannot control your
actions, but | beseech you to use my money and the influence it brings to protect and succor any and dl
Seconders. Follow events concerning them closdly. Y ou will redlize how important thisisasyou go
through the gates again and again-if you chooseto do so.

In any event, whether you follow my path or chart one of your own, | leave you my best wishes and
warmest personal regards. Perhaps somewhere and sometimein the future we'll get around to arematch.

Those last words were said with achuckle. Of course, he was referring to our first encounter and
damnedif | didn't blush dl over again. Randy and Terri tittered at hislast remark. Obvioudy, the couple
had heard the story of my seduction.

| looked across the room at Randy and Terri. | tried to gauge their reaction to Mesder's statement from
their surface thoughts. All | picked up wastheir shared determination to carry out hiswishes, and



curiogty about Ritaand me now that they were interacting with usin person.
Terri caught my attempt to pry. “Mr. Stuart-"

“Cdl meLee. | dont likeformality.”

“Okay,” shesad.

At thesametimel saw Ritasmiling. She knew aswdl as| did that | could stand formdity red easy from
people | didiked, such asfedera agents and Gaters. And perhaps Terri aready knew | liked blondes. So
did Ritafor that matter.

“What were you going to say?’ | asked.

“Oh. | was going to say that perhaps you might like to go over the details of your inheritance with me. I'm
the lawyer of thepairr.”

“What'sRandy?’ Ritainterjected.

“I'm the operator.”

| raised my brows.

“Whatever you or Ritaor Terri needsto have done, | seetoit.”

“Good. How about killing a couple dozen federd agentsfor me?”

“Givemetheir names, and I'll take care of it.” He smiled like acard shark with a stacked deck.

Could heredly?*Later, maybe,” | said, waving my hand nonchaantly. “But for tonight, no inheritance
talk. | can't assmilateit so soon. How about alittle news, then let's all get some deep?”

| started to tell my computer where to look for news, but Randy beat meto it. He brought up a genera
customized news clip program.

“Thiswas Mesder's service. You can changeit around if you dont likeit."

| settled back and watched the bits of news redling off from the program. In North America Gaters were
actively recruiting new members from among our armed forcesin Mexico. Our army wasin Mexico to
fight the secessionist movement there. Lots of Mexicans resented the breakup of their country. | don't
know why. The peoplein the part of Mexico we had admitted to the Union were ahell of alot better off
than they used to be.

Congress had passed some new legidation that put a huge inheritance tax on Seconders. The theory was
that we wereimmorta for al practica purposes and could always accumulate more money. The
president said he intended to veto it.

The UN was appedling for more money for Africaand Asia, what waseft of them. The United States
was threstening to veto any funds going to governments rather than to approved private groups. |
doubted that would prevent any more corruption. The private groups were every bit as corrupt as such
governments as were | ft.

|sradl was both appeding for cam and threatening reprisds againg Germany if it didn't reininits
skinheads. The Russian mob had been broken up again, for the umpteenth time. Chinaand Taiwan were
gtill shooting at each other. Indiaand Pakistan were fighting skirmishes as usud. The Kashmir settlement



hadn't stopped that or even dowed it down.

There was a short segment on the dustup at my house, very short. The graphie who reported it
speculated that it had been adiverson while Ritaand | were kidnapped by unknown parties. There was
no mention of the fact that we were Seconders, but | expected that would change before long. There was
areport of agate disappearing in Tibet. | listened to that one closdly, but there weren't many details, and

| doubted it wastrue, anyway.

Saudi Arabids parliament abdicated in favor of another Emir King. Heimmediately denounced the sex
gates, Gaters, Seconders, Chrigtians, Buddhists, Hindus, and anyone else he could think of, and
pronounced another jihad againgt the Sex Gates, in capitd letters. Asusual, his denunciation roused a
few Arabs and they threw bombs at severa gates. Y ou would think they'd know better after all these
years. The human race couldn't make a bomb powerful enough to hurt the gates.

“Turnit off,” | told Randy, dready tired of the blather coming from the screen. It was atypica day in
world affairs.

“Wait!” Terri shouted.

| turned back. They had switched to area announcer, not agraphie, and a scene that was blurry swam
into sudden clear focus. A courtyard appeared on the split screen. A young man and young woman were
tied to poles. Both of them had bland expressions on their faces, asif they had no ideawhat was

happening to them.

The person doing the talking was atoothy, scruffy man with severa days worth of whiskerson hisface.
| recognized his attitude immediately. He was wearing awrinkled semi-military tunic of some sort with
severa ostentatious medals appended to the lapels. His voice came out asagrowl.

These Seconders have been accused, tried, and convicted of withholding vital information from the
People's State of Tretonika. They have been sentenced to death, and al of their appeals have been
rgjected. Our Supreme L eader, the most worthy and merciful Junsihl Walosny, has confirmed the ruling
of the court.

He paused and looked down at his computer screen, an old Goshi that | was surprised to see even
working. Then helooked up again with asmirk on hisface,

The Supreme Leader, however, ismost compassionate. He instructed me to waive the desth pendty if
these two Seconders reconsidered their monstrous errors and confessed to their crime of causing
grievous harm to the State. They must aso release to the State the information it rightfully demandsto
fulfill its purpose of protecting its citizens. They weretold of this offer and after many hours of gentle
guestioning, they refused to accept it. Therefore, it ismy duty to carry out the sentence.

The speaker turned and the image widened out. Now we could see the same man standing in the
courtyard holding asword. His earlier speech must have been pre-recorded. He raised the sword and
counted in adow cadence as the five gunmen with rifles raised their weapons and took aim. They fired
and the man dumped againgt the pole, hishead dropping down.

Rita screamed, and buried her head against my chest.
“Turnit off!” Terri shrieked.

| couldn't move, nor could | tear my eyes away from the screen. The sword was raised again, the count
started once more, the gunmen fired, and the young woman's body jerked as the bullets tore through her.



Randy blanked thewall screen. | held Rita as she sobbed in my arms. While my hand stroked her hair,
my mind whirled with the implications of the broadcast. Tretonikawas one of those rinky-dink Eastern
European states that have come and gone, merged and split over thelast couple of decades asthe sex
gates provided aconvenient focus for centuries-old prejudicesto run rampant. | wasn't worried about
any threat from the country of Tretonika. No, the danger was that the ideathey'd started could spreed. If
Seconders could be persecuted and executed there, the same thing could be done anywhere, once the
ideatook hold.

Rita's aggravated thoughts pounded a my mind. | tried to hide my own thoughts from her while |
murmured comforting phrases. At the sametime, | looked over at Randy and Terri. Terri was crying and
Randy was holding her. They were new Seconders. Each of them had returned to their original gender,
and they were acting out of the habit of years, plusthe ingtincts of their bodies. It is strange how
hormones control so many of our thoughts and actions. Had | been in awoman's body and witnessed
that terrible execution | might have cried too, even though | would till have the male menta conditioning
that teaches usto repress our emotions. The powerful hormones could break through that conditioning.

Brief snatches of Randy and Terri's intertwined emotions washed over me asthey comforted each other.
They were scared, but there wasn't much | could do about that. Hell, | was scared, too. | had been up
close and persond with idiots who thought they had al the answers severd times since the appearance of
the gates-and if you didn't agree with them, too bad for you. Either conform to their ideology or suffer the
consequences, and the consequences could range from verba abuse right on up to being shot or
pummeled to desath. Those were the kind of people who hardly ever went through the sex gates; too
many of them never came out.

Rita pushed herself away from me. Tears streaked her face, but the crying was over. She had caught the
fear that Randy and Terri wereradiating, and that had automaticaly triggered her nurturing nature. She
was dready in an emphatic mode, her concern centered on them. With loving care, she evauated how
much emotiona support they needed. A brief smiletouched her lips, and | caught the thought she sent to
me-1 should do most of the talking. Why | should take thelead | didn't know. But before | could speak,
Randy looked up from Terri's bent head, hisface grim.

“I'm gtill having ahard time believing that happened,” he said. “Wasit red? Could it have been faked?!
| shook my head. “1 don't think so. I've seen people shot, from a distance and up close, too."

“Oh, yeah, you have, haven't you? Mesder told us abit about your militiaservice.” He didn't mention the
couple of other times|'ve shot someone, so | didn't either.

“But what does it mean?’ Terri asked. “Arethey going to start shooting Seconders everywhere? That's
stupid. We don't know anything, and couldn't tell if we did!” She choked back more tears.

At firgt her reaction seemed excessive to me. The web broadcast was from a distant country, after all.
Then | thought about the demonstration outside our home, the burning car, and the fed's attempt to
kidnap Mesder. Maybe | wasn't paranoid enough. The whole world wanted the truth from the
Seconders ... except we couldn't reveal what we didn't know.

“Y ou can't draw conclusionsfrom oneincident.”

| tried to soothe her even though | knew that wasn't Strictly true. My talent for patterns was aready
gnawing at theincident, adding other reportsto it, and jumping to conclusions no one else could see. |
didn't like the conclusions | was reaching adamn bit, either.

When no one said anything, | added, “Besides, we're all too tired to think straight. Why don't we get



some rest and see what conclusion we come up with in the morning?"
“Itismorning,” Terri said. Her soft pink lips quivered in aforlorn attempt at asmile.
| pinched my thumb and forefinger together and saw she wasright.

“I'd like usto stay together,” Ritapurred, in a soft voice while shooting me alook that warned meto
agree with her.

As she spoke, Randy and Terri glanced at each other with relieved expressions. Trust Ritato know what
they needed. Terri's face had regained some of its color a Rita's suggestion. Her smile became more
heartfelt.

“Wdll, the beds are dll big enough, but the one in the master bedroom is better. We can dl be
comfortableinit.”

| noticed that Randy didn't object to the ideathat we share abed. | wondered how long Terri and Randy
had lived as Terry and Randi before becoming Seconders. Long enough, | suspected. Thereis nothing
like asex changeto loosen up your thinking in regard to human sexudity. To tell the truth, it took me
longer than most people to adjust to anew gender after | went through the gates the first time. Rita
played amgor part in teaching meto relax and accept my sexua fedings-whatever the sex of the body |
happened to inhabit at thetime.

| caught more of Randy and Terri's surface thoughts. Both were pleased at the suggestion of sharing a
bed. And it was only partly because they wanted others close to provide comfort after witnessing the
shocking events on the screen. Sex was on both their minds. That didn't surprise me. Thethreat of death
somehow wakes up the reproductive urge in humans, other things being equa. And persecution away's
draws the persecuted closer, whether in smal groupslike ours, or in nationslike Isragl.

Rita nudged me to get me moving, breaking my train of thought. | concentrated instead on the pleasant
movements Terri's backside made as Ritaled her into the bedroom. Ritaand | took one of the
bathrooms and Randy and Terri shared the other. They finished first and were aready under the sheets
when | came out with Rita. She did out of her wrap (although she might aswell haveleft it on for al that
it concedled) and snuggled into the huge bed next to Terri.

Someone turned down the lights as | climbed into the bed after Rita. As| lay back against apillow, |
could make out the dim contours of bodies and faces in the darkened room. | found the hint of mystery
sensually suggestive. Despite being short of degp and tense from al that had happened today, both the
events we'd been through and what we'd seen on the screen, my body was in the mood. Judging by the
dight quickening in Ritas breathing next to me, she wastoo.

Asl sad, Ritataught meto shed my inhibitionslong ago. | pulled her to me and began kissing her, asif
wewere doneinthe bed. Asher handstrailed over my back and shoulders, shefelt out the knotsand
kneaded them away. Once | wasrelaxed, | eased her back and explored her breasts with gentle, teasing
kisses, asif | hadn't done it athousand times dready. It didn't matter. | never tired of caressing Rita's soft
breasts and each kisswas as swest asif | weredoing it for thefirst time. Breasts were my favorite toys,
and | enjoyed playing with them whether | was mae or femae.

Her nipples hardened into taut, erect peaks under my exploring touch. | marveled at their perfection as|
brushed the tips of my fingers across the stiff little knobs. Rita moaned softly in the darkness and arched
upward, pressing her full breastsinto my hands. Her own long, dender fingerstouched mein al the
places she knew | liked to be touched.



When you have experienced sex with the same person, first as aman and then asawoman, thereis
never the dightest doubt about what makes sex so wonderful with each other. Since Ritahad been a
male, she knew how to please my male body. And | drew upon my memories of lovemaking asafemae
to heighten her pleasure.

| lowered my mouth and pressed atrail of kisses down her somach while her nails dug into my back,
urging meto hurry. | took my time, teasing her, paying no attention to what the other couple was doing. |
could hear the enthusiastic sounds they were making, of course, and knew our amorous play hed
encouraged them to make love aswell. I'm sure it wasn't that much different from our melding, alowing
for our greater experience with sexud switching.

Our minds merged into one as completely as our bodies did. | entered Rita and gasped with pleasure at
her velvet heat, while sharing her moans of joy as she reveled in each thrust into her body. Together our
two bodies burned with the fire of an gpproaching orgasm. There was never a problem with climaxing
gmultaneoudy if that was what we wanted, and we usudly did.

Her fingers dug deeper into my back, trying to grasp handfuls of skin, urging me closer and closer while
her legs tightened around mine and she strained up againgt me. All thewhile | sensed her mind sharing in
my urgent need as| drove into her again and again. Our bodies glowed with heat aswe pressed againgt
each other, both of us swallowed up in our mounting pleasure. With each movement we soared closer to
release. We cried out in one voice and | could no longer tell whose body bel onged to whom. The
exploson engulfed ustogether.

CHAPTER FIVE

| woke up to the sound of women's voices murmuring. The whisperswere so low that, asclose as| was,
| couldn't understand them. As| cameto full awareness, | realized that | wasredly hearing soft little cries
of assent and endearment-and was hearing their thoughts as much astheir voices.

| blinked my eyes open. | wasresting on my side. The lightswere on, but turned to their dimmest setting.
Next to me, the coffee-and-cream skin of Rita's back glowed in the golden light as she hovered over
Terri. She was propped on one elbow, and using her free hand to do things | couldn't see. But the low,
throaty groans of pleasure from Terri made it obvious she was enjoying them. As| watched, Rita bent to
kiss Terri. | could see that the other woman's eyes were closed. At the sametime, | sensed that Rita
knew | waswatching. It dowed her down not awhit. Terri's blue eyes opened as her whimpers of
pleasure grew more intense. She looked at me, but her eyes were glazed with desire, and when | touched
her thoughts her mind was wholly focused on the sensations her body was feding.

| might have stayed and joined the action if | wasinvited, but | needed to get up. Besides, the sense of
newborn wonder in Terri's thoughts told me thiswas her first woman-to-woman encounter. | figured she
might want it to stay that way for now; without me, | mean.

Randy was dready up and gone. | |eft the women to enjoy themselves and headed for the bathroom.

When | came out the big bed was empty, the covers thrown back to show rumpled sheets. | stared at it
with apang of regret. | had been thinking of going back to bed mysdlf, snceit was being used for
something other than deeping. | heard the shower going in the bathroom and toyed with the idea of
joining them in there. But there was something ese on my mind, something | wanted to talk over with
Rita, and perhaps the other two.

| found Randy in the kitchen cooking breskfast. The smells coming from the stove made me redize how
hungry | was. A hollow feding in my stomach reminded me that we hadn't eaten for along while. |
walked up to Randy's side, and glanced at the contents of the pan.



“What are you cooking?'
“Nothing. I'm warming up some things the cook |eft for us.”
“Cook?'

“She comesin once aweek to seeif the place has been used. If it has, she cleans and replenishes
supplies”

“Doesn't that compromise your security?”
Randy grinned. He had aquick, easy smile. His even white teeth flashed in his tanned face.

“Nah. Shethinksthisisa corporate hideout for executives cheating on their wives or husbands. Weve
never disllusoned her, and let her gossip dl shelikes. We leave some names around for her to find; not
ours, of course. It works. Best cover intheworld.”

| agreed. Sometimesthe best way to hide thingsisright out in the open.

Randy picked up aspatulaand did it under each of four little loaves. Whatever they were, they smelled
wonderful. He did them onto plates, which he then transferred to the nearby dining table. He took juice
from the fridge, added afork to each plate, then put hisfingers between hislipsand let out a shrill whistle.

“Soup'son!”

“ Showoff,” | said.

“Huh?'

“Whigtling like that. Y ou're obvioudy atongue-roller.”
“Tongue-raller?'

| had him thoroughly confused. “Y eah. Most people can roll their tongues. It'sa genetic trait expressed
by asingle dominant gene. Get two recessives like me, and you can't roll your tongue-or whistle worth a
damn.”

“Thethingsyou learn by eavesdropping,” Terri said, from behind my back. “Doesit, uh, hamper you
ay?

| grinned, as| turned around to find Terri and Ritawith their arms around each other. “Ask Rita. So far
as| know, it doesn't, but then she could be trying not to hurt my fedings.”

Ritas dark eyes danced with laughter. She stuck out her tongue at me, then rolled it so that it made a
perfect U between her lips.

“Everybody isashowoff thismorning. | don't know why the gate masters couldn't have fixed that while
they werefixing damn near every other bad genetic trait.”

“Who saysit's bad?'

“No one, actudly. But suppose | have to whistle real loud some day to save my life. Then wherewould |
be?'

“You cant whidtle, redly?’ Randy asked.



| gave him ademondration, which sounded like a teakettle with so many lesksthat it couldn't get up any
pressure.

Ritapursed her lipsinto amock pout. “Poor Lee. So deprived.”
“Y ou couldn't proveit by me.” Randy let out along, low whistle as he eyed Ritalascivioudy.

| picked up the mysterious loaf on my plate and took abite. Savory juices and spicy sausage and other
things made a pleasant-tagting mixture in my mouth.

“Mm. Good. What isit?'

“Yeadt rolls, sausage, green peppers, sweet onions and cheese, dl rolled up in the dough then cut in
sectionslike ajdly roll, then baked and frozen until we'reready for it. It makesagreat breskfast.”

“I agree,” | mumbled, around another mouthful, * but how did you know what wasin it when you say you
never met the cook?"

“| took one gpart one morning, out of curiosity.”

Ritaand Terri weretoo busy eating to say anything. Well, they had worked up an appetite. | wanted to
get Ritaaone as soon as we finished eating, but Randy had other business on tap. He got up, poured
coffee, and brought a stack of papersto the table.

“What'sall that?’ | asked, noticing some lega terms on the top sheet.

“The papers affirming that you and Ritaown and control dl of Mesder'sworldly assets.”
“I thought Leewasthe heir,” Ritasaid.

“Leeisowner of record and controlling authority, but you are co-owner and beneficiary.”

Thewholeideawas till strangeto me. “Why didn't he split it equaly between us? For that matter, why
didn't heleaveit to you and Terri? Seemsto me you deserve some consideration after working for him
for so many years."

Randy sipped his coffee before answering. Although | was amale a the moment, the part of my mind
that had absorbed the femal e perspective couldn't help admiring his deep-touded hair and the clef in his
gtrong chin. At the same time, the masculine mgority of my consciousness noticed that Terri looked quite
fetching in the deep blue silkskin blouse sheld put on. It outlined the curve of her breasts and accented
her sapphire eyes. Both of them, in fact, were young, glowing with hedlth, and blond good looks. It
appeared that Ritaand | would be spending alot of time with them-the only advantage | could see so far
to dl that had happened.

Randy put down his cup. “That's two questions, but easy to answer. Number one, somebody hasto
drive; hence you as controlling authority. Asfor us, we're aready the two mgor stockholders of al the
goodies, after you two, and we have enough tucked away to last until the sun grows cold.”

“Oh,” | sad.
“Okay, let'sget withit."

| tucked the lagt bit of the sausage roll into my mouth while Randy began shoving papersin front of us.
We had to donate a pinpoint drop of blood into the little square of each set of triplicate papers. That was
for aDNA record, something most legal documents used. | had to marvel at how few papersit took to



shift dl those billionsfrom Mesder to us. In the bad old days, it would have taken truckloads of
documents and hundreds of lawyers to accomplish the same thing. That was back before the lawyersran
their profession into the ground. They sued so often and so frivoloudy that they drove liability insurance
for doctors, businesses, and so forth into the stratosphere. They practically bankrupted the corporate
establishment and made owning ahome or smd| businessthe financid equivdent of squaring off inan
arenaagaing hungry lions. Finally, awave of protest swept new paliticiansinto office on alegd reform
ticket and they cleaned house. If | remembered right, Mesder had financed alot of their campaigns.

Anyway, lega processes were much smpler under thereformed laws, and ahdll of alot of attorneys
were working as secretaries (the ones who knew how to write an understandable sentence and make
coffee), or fast food workers (the ones who had never bothered to learn to spell, leaving that mundane
task to legd assigtants).

Since Randy had automeatically been granted full power of atorney upon Mesder's* deeth’ through a
pre-recorded court action, these papers with both our DNA signatures and the court-approved
Stonewall Software encrypted recording of usthat Terri was making aswe signed, were enough to
complete the inheritance process. The whole thing was wrapped up in less than an hour.

| didn't bother looking at the papersas| signed. Randy flashed another of hisamused grins at me the first
time, then kept shoving them forward until we were finished. Thething is, | was dready well off. Years
ago | had inherited atrust fund from my grandfather, and I'd made plenty of money writing for the
tabwebs. | didn't see how having any more money would change our style of living. With Ritaand dl the
modern comfortswe needed, | didn't think an extrabillion or two would change things much if | goofed
by not reading before signing.

So much for what | knew about grest wedlth.

It didn't take more than ahaf hour to complete the legalities. We finished by downloading copiesinto our
computers and thence automatically to our individual storage sites on the web. That done, | shoved my
chair back from the table. | wondered how to ask for alittle privacy so | could talk to Rita. Then, on
second thought, | wondered if there was really any need for secrecy from our new friends and (in one
case) lovers. | sent the question to Ritain the form of athought. She caught my meaning and answered
me with an dmost imperceptible shrug of her shoulders. | could sense neither assent nor dissention in her
mind. Shewas|etting me drive.

| started with adirect question. “How much has Mesder told you about the gates?"

“Everything he learned.” Randy's voice turned sober at this change of topic. “He didn't want any
knowledgeto belogt, in case the feds caught him again, and got alittle too drastic with the questioning.”

“Good enough. Y ou know about Seconders sometimes devel oping wild talents, then?”
“Oh, yes,” Terri affirmed.
“Sure,” Randy agreed.

| opened my mouth to make my next point, but Terri held up ahand. “Wait aminute. | don't careif itis
early, if werre going to get into along discussion, let's get something to lubricate it with."

She went over to the mammoth walk-in fridge that was large enough to hold an eephant or two, and
brought back a pitcher of Bloody Marys and another of grapefruit and rum. | knew what the mixtures
were from the permanently embedded labels on the outside of the pitchers. What | didn't know was how
shelocated them so quickly in that behemoth of arefrigerator.



Drinksin hand, we |eft the kitchen area and moved back into the living room where we stretched out on
the big loungers. Somehow | found mysdf Stting next to Terri rather than Rita. As| gazed into the
incredible blue depths of Terri's eyes| wondered how that came about. | suspected that Ritawas up to
her usua machinations. Back when the gates were new, and my friend Don became Donng, it was Rita
who doctored Donna's drink with a powerful dose of pheromones that lured meinto her bed the first
time. Empathic Ritaknew that Dor/Donna needed me-her friend-to help her through her first lovemaking
experience as awoman.

| shook off the sense of deep lossthat came whenever | thought of Donnaand Russell and concentrated
on the present company.

“Wild tlents”

Randy spoke up from hislounger, reminding me of what we had been discussing. | felt my talent for
patternsdideinto full gear.

“All right,” 1 said. “In case you don't know aready-and since | never told Mesder, you probably don't-I
have developed an ability to andyze patternsfrom very little data. | don't know if successive passages
through the sex gates rewire our brains or smply stimulate some facility which was dready inherent in us,
but there's no doubt each trip brings some change. It takes anumber of passages beforeit begins.
Afterward, a Seconder gradualy grows more adept at hisor her particular aptitude, if oneis developed.
Did Mesder ever talk to you about this?

“Not about pattern analyss as one of the so-called idiot-savant talents per se, but he knew that many
Seconders devel op specid abilities over time asthey undergo repeated sex changes. He suspected that
all Seconders go that route, but he couldn't prove it before he died-disappeared, that is. The number of
Secondersis ill smal and some are kept hidden away by their governments. He couldn't talk to enough
to gather significant data. And he never mentioned what his own talent was, if he had one.”

To givemetimeto think, | took asip of the grapefruit and rum concoction. That led to another. No
canned grapefruit juice here; it had been freshly squeezed. A pattern suddenly hit me Meder'stdent, if it
could be called that, had been a gift for understanding the origin of the sex gates, and possibly for

mani pulating them. | wondered where he was now, if anywhere, and how that particular talent could have
been latent in human genes. That led to an even more startling thought, but it was barely there before |
lost it while we discussed more immediate concerns.

“Okay, heréswhat | see happening, given the datal have so far-and Mesder was ahead of me on this.
Seconders are going to be persecuted, hounded, killed, imprisoned, and legidated againgt. For what it's
worth, | don't think it will be quite so bad in our country and perhaps afew otherswherethereisalong
tradition of rule by condtitutiond law. But in Situationsthat go to the very core of beliefsand ingtinct, a
congtitution won't be much protection. History has proven that, over and over."

Terri frowned. “We're civilized in this country, Lee. Surely it won't cometo that.”

“Civilization goes out the window when religious prejudicestake over,” | warned. “ Religious beliefs that
become intolerant prejudices againgt others cause most of the problems of humanity, and unfortunately,
the sex gates do little to change that.”

“Unfortunately?’ Ritaand Terri said, amogt at the sametime.
| shrugged. “Unfortunately for Seconders.”

Randy showed hislegd training by asking alogica question. “If the purpose of the sex gatesisto



improve the human race, as some have theorized, why don't they diminate the traitsthat lead to religious
excess?'

I'd thought about that alot, so | had an answer, one that satisfied me anyway. “True. But if the gates
eliminated our capacity to believe in something-anything-beyond oursaves, where would we be? Our
ability to believe-to hope-isastrong surviva trait, but onethat istwisted to evil purposes by fanatics of al
brands."

During the thoughtful silence that followed, | got up and refilled my glass and topped off Rita's. The other
two were drinking Bloody Marys. | sat down again, and got back to the facts at hand.

“So, what we haveisfirg, the Gaters proselytizing al over the place, making Seconders the devil, soto
speak. All religions need adevil of some sort to reverberate with people. In addition to that, the federa
Security bureaucracy is spreading propagandathat Seconders are essentially immortal and that were
concedling knowledge that would alow othersto go through the gates successfully more than once. And
finally, we have amagority-not by much, but amgority nonetheless-of the population that hasn't been
through the gates and saysthey don't intend to go. They're against those of uswho have used the gates,
even more o than the ones who have madeit through once.”

Randy interrupted. “ The ones who say they won't go through a gate will change their minds once they get
old and sick. Trust me."

| caught aflash of memory and knew he had struggled with that decision when he had been old andill in
the not too distant past.

“Oh, yes, | know that,” | said, “and you're right, most people will. The only exception might be those
with the full complement of dominant belief genes who have dready been glued to aparticular religion or
mindset, and even some of those will change their minds when the old man with the scythe comes cdling.”

“So what do we do? Or rather, what do you and Ritaintend to do?"

“Two things, if Ritaagrees. One, | want to use Mesder's money to gather together a group of Seconders
in one spot where they can be protected.”

| looked from face to face and saw their agreement. We were al starting to feel the need for protection.

“Next, Ritaand | need to go through a gate again, probably severa more times. We need more
information on the gates and that's the only way to get it. These repercussions are going to start
happening soon. They will be bad enough. If the knowledge that Seconders are semi-telepathic ever gets
out, we will seeintense persecution. Seconders may follow in the footsteps of the so-called witches who
perished in the Spanish Inquisition. Anything we can learn by going through the gates afew times more
will dmogt certainly help us contain whatever happens.”

Rita shivered and drew closer to Randy. | knew what she was thinking. In the past wed risked the gate
severd times. But now we'd been eyewitnesses as Mesder went in one time too many. What if there was
alimit on the number of trips through asex gate? What if we disappeared like he had?

Randy dipped acomforting arm around Rita's shoulders, and frowned at me. “Won't gathering
Seconders in one spot increase the risk to everyone-to al of us, | mean? Wouldn't it be better to stay
Separated? That way, if one of usis” he swallowed hard “-killed, others would be safe.”

“Only for atime. And | have anidea. It'sthe result of analyzing what | know about Seconders, redlly. |
believeif we can get agroup of Seconders together in close contact, our abilitieswill develop more



rapidly. And that, in turn, may give us ahandle on why so few people can make it to Seconder status,
among other things. If we could change that situation, we could turn thisimpending persecution around,
and have the world on our side. Everyone would want to be a Seconder.”

“Hm. Close contact, you said?'

| caught histhought and saw the sparklein his eyes. Despite the fear and worry we dl felt, the sexua
energy was starting to heat up in our little group. What would it be like with abunch of Seconders
together, sharing onetotdity of thought and feding?

“Thefour of usare Seconders,” Ritapointed out, asif she read my mind, which she probably did.

From the way she leaned against Randy's chest and the matching sparklein her eyes, | knew she was
eager to start the sharing process right then and there. Ritawas never shy about sex, and if close contact
could hasten the development of our new powers, shewaswillingtotry.

“How about if we leave the comp on aert for anything that might affect us, and take the day off to get
better, um, acquainted,” | suggested.

Why not? There was adefinite szzlein the air adready, and it would be agtart on exploring my theory
that a group of Seconders would devel op faster than one or two aone.

“The compisdready set,” Terri said, in ahusky whisper.

She shifted her body and did her arm around my neck to draw my lips down to hers. | pulled her close
and met her enthusiasm with my own. Any time I'm not with Rital'm partid to blondes, and | was more
than ready to find out if Terri wasblond al the way.

Unlike somemen, | close my eyeswhen | kiss, so | couldn't see what Ritaand Randy were doing. Buit |
know they were engaged in the same sort of activity. Rita's mind broadcast a steady mental sensation of
pure pleasure my way before | lost mysdlf in my encounter with Terri.

Terri's breastsweren't large, but they were ample enough to fill my hand and firmly resilient benegth her
top. Her nipples were aready erect. Judging by the dark flush on her cheeks, she certainly wasn't wasting
any time becoming sexualy aroused. Asmuch as| liketo think | an agreat lover, | suspected | had the
renewed sexual energy that came with arecent sex change to thank for her eagerness-that and her joy of
rediscovering sex in an eighteen-year-old body after living for yearsin an old, crippled shell.

“Let'sgo to the bedroom,” Terri murmured.

Her warm tongue traced adamp line down the curve of my ear. | shivered dl the way to my toesand
opened my eyes. Aswe stood up, | saw that Ritaand Randy were aready headed for one of the
bedrooms. | put an arm around Terri and pulled her closeto my body. | was pressing kissesinto the
hollow of her neck aswe stumbled into another bedroom.

Terri wasn't wearing enough clothes to matter. She was out of them with afew quick movements. | felt
her smdl hands pulling on my fastenings, helping meto shed my clothes.

My eyesdrank in the sght of her dim, young body. She was petite, but well-formed with small,
pink-tipped breasts, a sweetly curved waist, a smooth ssomach and agolden tuff of curly hair between
her legs. She was alega blond, so to speak. | was glad that she was blond al the way.

Wefel onto the huge bed locked together, then separated so that | could enjoy the sight of her naked
body. My fingerstangled in the blond hair at the juncture of her legsas| kissed my way down her lovely



curves then back up again. She gasped for breath when | stopped at her breasts, nuzzling and licking one
while gently kneading the other. She moaned deep in her throat and arched her back, urging meto take
her nipple degper into my mouth.

Her hands wandered down my body, found my penis and began caressing and teasing the shaft with
expert precision. My hearted pounded, and | was ingtantly aroused. Sitting up with ahungry smile, she
pushed me back on the bed and leaned over me. Her blue eyes blazed above me as she did the same
thingsto meas| had to her. Her hot, sweet mouth kissed itsway down my body. | trembled with desire
as sheleaned over my hips and pressed my penis between her breasts. Silky soft skin dipped and did
over me, setting me on fire. As| gasped with pleasure, she smiled, licked her lips, and took me into her
mouth.

The indescribably intense sensation of ahot, moist mouth working up and down my penis seemsnew al
over again every time awoman doesit to me. It felt even better when my thoughts stared to merge with
Terri's. Our shared passion linked our minds and | experienced what she was feding. | dmost choked
with pleasure as her tongue teased the tip of my penisand | shared her desire to swalow mewhole.

| had done the same thing numerous timeswith Rita (when she was Rez). | moaned, my whole being
aflame with my own pleasure and the ondaught of the fierce sensations Terri felt with mein her mouith,
diding in and out in adow rhythm, moving againgt her tongue and lips and the roof of her mouth.

Terri was new at mind touching, but there was no way she could miss knowing that | was shuddering on
the edge of aviolent climax. Her hot lips closed around my penis again, sucking hard, and | felt her
elaion asmy penisjerked and spasmed in her mouth. | dmost tasted the warm fluid of my body as she
swallowed it. She knew exactly how to finish the act, timing a gentle suction to my gaculations, keeping
mein her mouth until | was completely and utterly spent.

One of theincredible benefits that comes with perennia youth isthat sex isnot only greet; it can dso be
repeeted as often asyou like. Terri went directly from using her mouth to straddling me so that | could
caress her breasts and nipples. As| tried to give her the same pleasure sheéd given me, sheflattened
hersalf out on top of me and moved us both to another furious orgasm. Shewas agrest lover, who
stimulated my body with experienced ease. | laid back and enjoyed her skills. As she brought meto yet
another shuddering peak, | knew each expert touch came from alifetime as awoman. Her experiences
as aman had added another layer of richness, of course, but | couldn't help rejoicing that she was now a
young, vital woman again. Sex isinfinitely better when you have experienced both sides of the sexud
equation.

While Terri and | enjoyed climax after climax, Ritaand Randy engaged in their own furious mating in the
next bedroom. | caught Rita's thoughts of joyful satisfaction when they finished afew minutes after we
did.

| tugged Terri up off our bed and led her into the next bedroom. Rita greeted us with asatisfied smile.
Thefour of uswere obvioudy compatible. Infact, | suddenly redized we were forming anew family. The
closeness| dready felt with Terri and Randy was very much like the close-knit relationship Ritaand |

hed shared with Donnaand Russll.

| was seeing the newborn patterns again, though this one was probably aready as obviousto the others
asit wasto me. Perhaps the other two hadn't conscioudy thought about going back through the gates
with us, but | knew they would, from subtle nuancesin their words and actions. They were having no
problemsat dl intrandferring their love and loyaty from Mesder to us.

| suspected that they would have willingly gone through the gates every time Mesder did. He must have



forbidden it for some reason; perhaps to keep them firmly oriented to his business affairs while he
concentrated on the gates. On the other hand, | doubted that Terri and Randy had had sex with him. My
take on Mesder was that he would keep employees and romance separated.

Thefour of us spent the rest of the day indulging oursel ves with sexua play in the huge bed, getting up
occasiondly to replenish drinks or go to the bathroom or get a bite to eat. Now and then, we talked
business, mainly about where we wanted to establish a base.

“I vote for North Houston,” Randy said at one point.

“Why there? The Fourth Worlders are moving there from old Houston asthe sealeve rises. It isn't
exactly an upper level income areaany more. And it can only go downhill; the government isn't paying
any more to move the population inland.”

Asl'd cometo expect, Randy had a series of logical arguments. “Mesder-or you, rather-still have offices
there, and the ownership is pretty well concealed. It is probably one of the last places the feds would
look if they wanted to question you again. They would never imagineanew hillionairelivingina
deteriorating neighborhood. Besides, the Fourth Worlderstear down the gate monitors as quickly asthe
feds put them up. It would be safe for you to go through the gates there.”

Ritaand | both cringed at the mention of feds. We'd become entangled with afedera agency severd
years ago. They held usfor questioning after we first became Seconders and the agent who'd arrested us
assaulted Rita. The best thing Mesder had done for uswas to have that prick of an agent-named
Horgt-"accidentaly’ killed.

Horst had been an out-of-control zedlot, abully and possibly even deranged on the subject of
Seconders. Once, when we were held for questioning by him, he took usto the federa office building in
North Houston. | hope never to go through an ordedl like that again, even though | don't remember the
worgt of it. We Seconders automaticaly clam up under questioning and go into an autistic state. We
know nothing about what is happening around us or to us. | only remember the disgust and suppressed
rage on Rita's face when she redized Horst had raped her while she wasin the autistic state. Although
Horst was dead, | had no faith that his replacement was any better. I'd heard the man, an ex-Marine
caled Stephen Hess, was atough character.

“When do we move, and when do we go through agate again?’ Terri asked abruptly, confirming my
notion that they intended to be with usall the way.

| gppreciated their willingnessto take arisk. Even though we could theoretically pass safdly through a
gate again, if wetook successive turns too often and too quickly, we could disappear into the mystery of
the sex gates asreadily asonetrying it thefirst time.

| thought about the problem aoud. “We need to find agate that isn't being monitored. Either that or well
have to disguise oursalves very thoroughly. We can't walk through in the open, not with the mounting
hysteria about Seconders. If we flaunt our ability in the public'sface, well only add to the outrage.”

“Don't worry about it.” Randy had an outrageous grin on hisface, like a puppy having its belly rubbed.
“Why not?'

“Mesder figured this out long ago. He never wanted to be recognized; he had too many enemies, and he
didn't want Secondersto have any publicity, even then.”

That made sense. | lifted an eyebrow and waited to hear what else Randy had to say.



“WEell use ahit of deception in our looks, of course, but mainly, we control the recorders and guards and
the guards' superiors at many of the gates, especialy in North Houston. In North Houston, we don't
even have to worry about monitors on the gates most of the time. They get torn down asfast asthe
government puts them up. The people living by those gates hate the government, or rather the authority
the government represents. There shouldn't be any problem at dl.”

Money does have its advantages. Great wedth, that is. | should have thought of that, but I'm naive when
it comesto poalitics and the manipulation of people. Besides, I'm avery poor liar and wear my fedingson
my face. | hadn't even attempted to anadyze how Mesder had passed through gates so many times
without it being noted, or | would have seen the pattern. But now that | was considering it as apattern, a
piece seemed to be missing.

“So when do we go?’ Ritaasked.

She leaned back againgt the headboard, while one hand idly tickled my belly. The other held a glass of
flavored ethanol. She had an amused, anticipatory smile on her face. | thought she was craving sex again
aready, but aquick mind touch told me shewasnt, or at least not directly. What she was musing about
was the prospect of becoming aman. Although we enjoyed sex from both sides of the equation, for Rita
it was apure, undloyed pleasure. Shewaslicking her lipsin anticipation as she pictured ravishing my
body.

Despite an afternoon of lovemaking, | blushed at the intensity of her thoughts. Between the two of us, it
was more than sexua degire. It was|love and the eterna urge to merge into the joyous oblivion of the
‘little death’ when two become one.

Rita caught the touch of my mind and winked at me. | returned the wink, and felt asurge of anticipation
at theideaof becoming afemale again. | loved Rita, but | dso loved Rez. | wanted his strong arms
around me once more.

| felt myself hardening as memories of my first sexua experience as awoman aroused my mae body. |
wanted to take Ritaand make her mine as| plunged insde her. Then | wanted to lie under her strong
male body as she possessed me. The sex gates had transformed my attitudes about what it meant to be a
male or afemae. Sometimes it was confusing, but it was an intense and wonderful confusion.

My sexud fantasies were interrupted when the comp bonged with anews dert.

CHAPTER SX

| sat up in bed with agtart. Dread sat like alump in the pit of my stomach. | expected bad news. And it
was. The picture on the wall screen in the bedroom brightened and expanded. We werelooking at a
mob of turban-clad Fourth-Worlder men and women as they stormed the Isragli consulatein Iran. The
reporter had to shout to be heard over the ranting of the mob. The continual stream of news service
bulletins across the bottom of the screen told usthiswas alive feed.

According to the subtitles, the angry mob had gathered in response to arumor that the consulate was
harboring an Iranian Seconder. Aswe watched, the Isradli guards stood fast. At first they tried to fend
off the mob with stun guns and zaps from microwave weapons, but it was usdess, there were too many
people pressing ever closer to the consulate. When it became clear they weren't going to turn back,
guards began shooting to kill, but it was too late. The crowd screamed its rage and ran for the consulate
like one huge, furious animal. The hapless guards disappeared into the swarming mass. We heard later
that they weredl killed.

With the guards d aughtered, the mob poured into the building. Ritaturned aside in horror when



screaming men and women were tossed to the raging fanatics from second and third-story windows. If
any of them survived thefall, they didn't say divefor long. No Seconder was identified, then or ever. It
was arumor, but God's Chips, what isit in the human psyche that can turn peoplein agroup into a
hystericd, raging beast?

I've never understood it, even though Ritatried to explain mob psychology to me once shed calmed
down. Her explanations, or any othersfor that matter, never made senseto me. Persondly, | think itis
tied into the territoria ingtinct, combined with subconscious sexua needs for dominance, and the desire
for peer approva once the spark has been provided by religious or palitica ravings. Ritasays|'m an
atavigt, and | don't understand people. She thinks that with enough attention, education, and materia help
amost anyone but the basest psychopath can be steered into living aproductivelife. | believe history
proves otherwise-before the sex gates, that is-but never mind.

At the moment, we were stunned by the sensdless violence unfolding before us. Finaly, Rita switched off.
The screen came back on dmost immediately, with another news bulletin that was every bit as ominous.
The UN had begun debating the status of Seconders. We listened in horror as the delegates talked about
usasif wewere some sort of new disease. My fears mounted with each denunciation as my newfound
abilitieswarned methat aterrible revelation was coming.

Then the one word | most feared to hear was uttered. We listened; each of us knowing that word was
going to mean trouble, and lots of it.

“...and these tel epathic monsters have no rights, not so long as they conced the knowledge of
prospective immortdity. Until they reveal how and why they are immune to disgppearing into the sex
gates, while anyone € se who makes a second attempt vanishes, they should be treated as the miscreants
they are, and rounded up, and questioned under the most severe...”

The speaker went on and on, although | was relieved he did not mention the word telepathic again. My
relief was short-lived. The next speaker began to denounce our telepathic abilities to aworldwide
audience. Somehow arumor about our powers had reached someone in the UN. This delegate
announced it as gospd truth-which unfortunately it was-and ranted about the evil uses of such apower,
asif Seconders could read the degpest thoughts of anyone. That wasn't true, but | knew we wouldn't be
able to convince the people about that after this speech.

| switched off again and set the aert priority a ahigher level, so we wouldn't be disturbed by anything
that wouldn't immediately impact on us. Trouble was brewing. But | couldn't help but think how strange it
was that with the prospect of awhole second life available to most people, they automatically wanted
more. The old territoria ingtinct working again. That could be worked with, though. The other was more
serious.

“1 was afraid the truth about our telepathic abilities would get out sooner or later. | hoped it would be
later,” | said.

Randy's face took on a serious|ook. “Mesder discovered something about our telepathy.”
| sared at himin surprise. “What?'

Every time Mesder's name was mentioned, some new aspect of Seconders or the sex gates was
reveded. There was so much information he had told his consorts, information we needed to know.

“He said that lovers who become Seconders together developed their talents faster than single people.
He bdieved you and Ritawill be able to read the surface thoughts of other people as easily asyou can
eech other intime."



“How could he know that?"

“He has-had-contacts al over the world. Remember? He recently heard of another pair like you and
Rita-and he had Terri and meto study too, | guess, dthough | haven't noticed much telepathy yet. Terri
and | can read each other's surface emotions, but thoughts are beyond us yet. On the other hand,
Mesder aways thought you two were something special.”

“Damned if | know why.” | glanced at Rita. She shook her head, as puzzled as| was.

“There's one other thing, too. Mesder had some of the best people in anumber of fields working to
discover what in the hell telepathy is, and how it develops.” Randy traded aglance with Terri. “I told him
to gtart with old married coupleswho redly liked each other. Anecdotd evidence is overwhelming that
some sort of menta empathy develops over the years. He didn't credit the reports at firdt, until we talked
to him about it.” A fond smile touched hislips ashelooked in Terri's direction, and she nodded to
confirm his statement.

| thought Randy wasright to an extent: | had seen my parents Sart to say the samething at the sametime
on numerous occasions, and both my brother Derek and | had caught them each making the same plans
or doing the same thing without the other one being aware of it. Once they even gave the same
self-composed Christmas card to each other. But figuring out how telepathy worked was a project for
the future. Right now we had more immediate problems. We dropped the subject, and started trying to
figure out when and where we intended to go through agate again.

“Tomorrow morning, soon aswe get up and about,” Rita suggested. The dow, sultry smile she directed
at the rest of us suggested we might not get out of bed right away.

| thought about it. “Why wait until tomorrow?'Y ou know, when you come out of the gate you aways fedl
completdy refreshed and full of energy.”

“That'strue,” Ritasaid. “But that's not al. Once you've gone through once and know what to expect, you
come out feding sexy ashdl, too."

Terri chuckled at Ritas provocative statement. Her blue gaze wandered over my body, and | wondered
if shewastrying to imagine me asawoman. Shedid off the bed and began dressing, asif she couldn't
walt to experience sex asaman again. | thought about showering first, but redlized there was no need. If
we were heading for a gate, we would come out so clean our bodies would amost glow.

Asit turned out, we didn't leave right away, after dl. First, Randy had to show me the codes that would
let our escorts know we were moving. | was flabbergasted to find out that from now on wewould
aways be at the center of asmall army devoted to our welfare and nothing else-and very well paid for it.

In the case of the safe house we were at (and during thetrip to it, for that matter), our guards had been
completely unobtrusive. There were severa on duty at any onetime, rotating shifts from aguest cottege |
hadn't seen when we arrived. And there were others who stayed on duty in vehicles; ready to follow and
protect us wherever we might go.

It was astrange way to live. | wondered if | would grow to accept it as normal. Perhaps, if the guardians
stayed out of sight asthey were doing now. But what about when we had to go out in public? Would we
be surrounded by bodyguards like some VR star or prominent politician?

That made me wonder how closaly we were monitored by our guards. Were they keeping watch on the
ingde of the house? Almost certainly. What about the bedrooms? Probably. | tried to conced the thought
from Rita, but she caught it anyway. She grinned. | should have known it wouldn't bother her.



The computer bonged one more time before we left, but compared to the other revelations, this new bit
of news seemed unimportant. It was a third-hand report from some godforsaken part of Africathat had
been ravaged by decades of disease and war. Another gate had disappeared according to these rumors.
| mulled over the report for amoment before putting it on the backburner for andysis|ater, if it proved to
be correct.

| hadn't seen the number of cars parked in back of the house either; they were concealed in an
underground garage. No eectricars here; they were dl gas-guzzling speed machines, and probably made
of composite armor and bulletproof glass besides, if my analysiswas correct. We left in aconvoy of
sorts, although they managed to make it as unobtrusive as possible. A guard car led theway. Terri and
Randy followed in the next car, while Ritaand | sat in the car behind them. We each had drivers. |
expect there was another car behind us, bringing up the rear.

Our driver, abeefy man of about forty, introduced himself as Carl. As soon aswe were settled he raised
the partition between the front and back to give us privacy. Insde, the car was the latest word in [uxury.
We sank down into soft seats of rich leather. A well-stocked bar was built into one side of the passenger
compartment, and a screen suspended from the roof allowed us to watch the news or be entertained.

AsRitaand | relaxed in the comfortable seats and watched the world dide by, we began discussing our
developing relationship with Randy and Terri. That led to memories about old times a school with
Russdll and Don, and the years afterwards, when Russdll and Donna became our lovers. All of us had
changed genders over those years except for Russdll.

The drive was a pleasant interlude with no worries. | wished it could last, but considering the state of the
world, | knew that it wouldn't. We had decided beforehand to try and go through the sex gate on the
campus of North Houston College. That gate was the very one we saw appear years ago when they first
materidized on Earth. Don had walked through it out of curiosity moments after it gppeared in front of us.
Of course, he had no ideawhat would happen, and he suffered an enormous shock when he came out
the other sde awoman.

Aswe neared the gate, | was surprised a how much the area had changed in the years since we had
been back there. The condition of the grounds and buildings had deteriorated. Therewastrashin the
curbs, and empty beer cans scattered on the grass under the old oaks. Most of the students wandering
around were dressed in fake Fourth Worlder garb, jumpsuits and wraparounds, with an occasional mix
of togas, jeans, and miniskirts. A few of the men were wearing miniskirts, too. The sight of menin
miniskirtswas astrange one asfar as | was concerned, but | remembered that the dressing habits of
college kids never did make much sense.

What happened once we arrived at the gate was funny-in afrightening way. The student council had
convinced the dean to keep government monitors away from the gate, and it appeared that the policy till
held. As soon asthe car came to a halt, the privacy partition rolled down. | started to open the door, but
it wouldn't move, nor would the window roll down. | asked Carl what was going on.

“I've gotten awarning. I'm staying put and keeping you insde,” he answered, in aclipped tone of
command. “1 think the feds are up to something. We may leavein ahurry.”

Ritaand | both looked out through the one-way glass. A woman was standing quite close to the entrance
to the sex gate. Like the other students, she was dressed in ersatz Fourth World garb, but my sense of
patterns sounded awarning when | noticed that she wore a pair of low-hedled, sensible shoes.

| saw Carl narrow hisgazein her direction and knew that our advance guard had spotted her asa
suspicious character, aswell. I'm not sure what tipped them off. Perhapsit was her shoes, or maybe



something el se not apparent to me. While she had her eye on one of them who acted as a decoy, another
passed close behind her and waved his hand asif greeting someone in the distance. As soon as he did
that, the young woman got that stupid, confused ook on her face that we had seen when Randy and
Terri had guarded Mesder as we approached the Ruston gate. Within afew seconds she wandered
away from the gate. With a sharp glance around, Carl opened the car door and motioned us out.

| didn't stop to wonder why afed was spying on the people who were going through this particular gate.
| should have taken the timeto think about it, but my heart was beating faster as | prepared mysdlf to
grapple once more with the mystery behind the gates. | grabbed Rita's hand and we headed toward that
beckoning turquoise arch.

Terri and Randy walked through ahead of us. | saw them vanish, and assumed they were on the other
side aready. We stepped forward-

-and were surrounded, embedded, overwhelmed, and made almost sensaless by the green light that
engulfed uslike an dl-pervading fog. We were floating in amiasma so thick that you could not see your
hand in front of your face. But we were not quite senseless, even though we were disembodied-or a
least that'swhat it felt like.

In our many trips through the gates we had learned what to do. With an effort of will, we both clung to
consciousness. | could fed-and sense Rita feding-the approaching change. We linked our minds together
in an atempt to hold it off. The more we fought the change, the more we became aware of the
overwhelming power of the gates and the being-or beings-behind them.

Still clinging to consciousness, we groped for some new shred of knowledge about the gates. Once again
| discerned the faintest hint of an aien presence. As before, it seemed vast and powerful-far too powerful
to be human-but for the first time the impression | received wasn't quite so otherworldly. | couldn't be
sure what was changing-the presence, or our own comprehension of it-but | hovered on the verge of a
new understanding.

Asbefore, the other gave no hint that it was aware of our presence, or the fact that we were not
undergoing the change instantaneoudly, as we should have. | wondered at the faint hint of familiarity-inan
odd sort of way-but before | could pursue the impression my thoughts were pulled to Ritals mind by a
powerful surge of her emotions.

Her consciousness was consumed by one desire-to find Donnaand Russell again. Her mind whirled with
demands that the gate master, whatever or whoever was controlling the gates, bring our lovers back. |
knew that emotion-filled demands would get us nowhere. The only way to find Russdll and Donnawasto
keep making our dow, but steady progressin understanding the gates. But our interlude with Randy and
Terri had evoked too many painful memories. Ritas patience was exhausted; she was demanding
answerswith al the power of her mind and will-and getting nowhere.

Theforce of her fedings awoke my unvoiced yearning for Donnaand Russdll, and swept away my
intention to study the gate masters. As| struggled to concentrate, Ritals mind segued into athought about
our unborn child, the one she lost when she was attacked by amentaly disturbed man, and we rushed
her through a gate before she bled to desth.

| would do the same thing over again, a hundred times over. Ritameans the world to me. But saving her
lifewith the gate cost usthe life of the baby. No fetus has ever made it through the gates, no matter how
far advanced the pregnancy. It made sensein aterrible sort of way, for how could a pregnant woman
emerge as a pregnant man?

The sorrow of that memory destroyed my concentration. The power of the gates took over, and pulled



ustoward the other sde. Aswe rushed once more through green fog, an errant wisp of data opened in
my mind. Scientists had failed to learn anything about the physica properties of the gates. What if they
were quantum phenomena of some sort?

And with that, the change was upon us. Instantaneoudy we found ourselves on the other side of the gate,
naked. | was awoman, and Ritawas a man.

No matter how many times you've gone through a gate, the suddenness of the changeisdways
surprising. For most people, thereis no measurable interval between going in one side of the gate and
coming out the other. Furthermore, | had no idea how the gate managed to expel aperson in an upright,
ganding pogtion.

| took a step and staggered, as | tried to adjust to the balance of my new body. It ways happened that
way, but the effect was worse than usua thistime, because | was distracted by that last wisp of thought
before the change.

A quantum phenomena? Now how had | thought of that? | wasn't aphysicist, or amathematician, not by
along shat. All I knew about quantum theory waswhat | had read in sciencefiction novelsand afew
popular books. | wished once again for Russell-he had been the scientist in our little group.

| tabled the ideafor the time being, and concentrated on walking. Asusud, | felt top heavy. My full
breasts swayed every time | took a step, and the steps were small because | had to overcompensate for
my naturd tendency to take the long strides of aman. A related problem wasthat my bottom felt
extraordinarily wide, though I knew it wasn't. In fact, it was pleasantly curved, causing my backsideto
swivd in an unaccustomed manner. Unaccustomed sincethelast time | wasfemale, anyway.

| glanced sdeways and Rita-now Rez, as| was Li-gave me awolf whistle accompanied by abig mae
grin. He was having problems, too. He was taking what |ooked like baby steps. He had his shoulders
thrown too far back because he was used to the weight of breasts and al the rest of the female form.

| grinned at him; it was always like this, even though we had been through it al before. Practice does
make for better adaptability, though, and | knew that it was smply amatter of the mind getting used to a
new way of moving and handling things. For me, materid objectswould seem heavier at firgt, and Rez
would experience the opposite effect.

Carl came up to us with two robes draped over his arm. We pulled them on as we both stepped into the
car. The car started up, the partition between us and Carl did into place, and another phenomena of the
change took over, arandy readinessfor sex.

We were hardly rolling before Rez started kissing me. Soon our mouths were open and tongues busy.
Rez dipped hishand inside my robe, exploring my breasts, bringing my nipplesto full erectnessand
sending asurge of urgent warm desire through the center of my body.

The sensations assailing my mind from my now-female body were wonderful and new dl over again. |
loved the big man Rita had become, and felt the same sweet need to be close to him and love him as|
had before. | was going down on him before we were even out of the parking lot.

CHAPTER SEVEN

| had decided to take Randy's advice and move our base of operationsto Mesder's building in North
Houston. Carl drove usinto the building viaaprivate entrance, and a private elevator shot us up to the
penthouse suite. | was beginning to have a better ideawhere the phrase ‘the high life came from. The
luxurious suite was over ten thousand square fet, severa timesthe size of the old homestead in Ruston.



All four of us stumbled into the spacious rooms as horny as goats on the first day of rutting season. But |
could see from the way Randi and Terry clung to each other that they needed to explore their new mae
and femae bodiesin the safety of familiar ams.

| understood. When | first became awoman, it was along time before | let any man, but Rez touch me.
And then, it was only Russdll. Randi and Terry had risked going through a sex gate the second time out
of loyaty to Mesder-the whole process of changing sexes was new to them. It didn't matter. | was
perfectly happy to spend the night in bed relearning the joys of womanhood in the arms of my exciting
mdelover.

| wasthefirst one up the next day. Rez wasn't stirring yet. That proved the old adage that awoman can
wear out aman any old day, but the opposite is seldom true. | have to admit that Rez had tried, though.
Shucks, if | wereaman | would have, too.

The bathroom had mirrors everywhere, so it wasn't surprising that | found myself in front of one, admiring
my reflection. The difference between my mae saf and my femde salf was astonishing-and not just
sexudly. My short, rusty red hair had been replaced by acrown of wavy auburn hair spilling in wavesto
my shoulders. My face, plain asamale, missed being beautiful asafemale, but not by much, and no man
on earth would complain about my figure. | turned to the side to admire the swell of my breasts and my
flat somach. It's amazing how the subgtitution of onelittle X for aY chromosome can produce such
astounding changes.

In the years since they first appeared, we'd learned quite afew things about the changes the sex gates
induced. For one, | wouldn't have my first period as awoman for dmost amonth. Therefore, | should
have been safe last night, but the firgt thing today | intended to get an implant.

| am eternally grateful that modern implants not only bar pregnancy, but prevent the whole messy monthly
bus ness from happening, aswell. Most women who use birth control, at al, use those implants now.
Naturaly, we have the dways sone-minded minority on any subject, who ingstsit'swrong to get an
implant becauseit's not the * naturd’ solution-asif there has been anatural solution to anything sincethe
day our caveman ancestorslit the first campfire. | went through the experience of having a period onceto
seewhat it waslike. Damned if | was ever going to go through it again, if | could helpiit.

| shot aquick wink of admiration a my reflection, and returned to the bedroom to get dressed. | didn't
know where the clothes had come from, but there was a selection waiting in the closet. | dressed for
comfort, in clingtight shorts and a pullover. Well, maybe more for looks than for comfort; the clingtight
fabric adjusts to the contours of the body and remembers afterwards. The white shorts and
mahogany-colored top provided a spectacular show for anyone who cared to look. | had come to enjoy
an gppreciative mae stare, 0 long asit came with asmile.

Rez waslying on his back in the bed. The sheet was pulled down to hiswaist, revealing his bronzed,
muscular torso. He gave me awelcoming wink and motioned me closer. | sat down on the edge of the
bed and leaned down to kiss him, but quickly jumped back up before the kiss got out of hand. | wanted
that implant! Besidesal that, | was ravenoudly hungry as only ateenager in the prime of life who hasn't
eaten since the day before can be.

Rez took histimein the shower. That gave me achanceto check on Randy and Terri, or rather Randi
and Terry. When | knocked on the door of their suite, Terry opened it almost immediately. They were
both up and dressed, and aman | didn't know was in the room with them.

Terry greeted mewith awarm smile. “Hello, Li. Y ou look gorgeoustoday.”

Thiswasthe reaction |'d wanted to create, but | felt awkward when Terry pulled me into an embrace.



The sex gates produce more than their share of confusing moments and this was one of them. Not too
long ago, Terri and | spent anight making love. Now our sexud roles had switched. From theway his
hands did over my hips, | gathered he wanted to pick up where we left off.

Therewas one smdl problem with that. Despite my many sex changes, my mind clung to the male
viewpoint, except where Rez was concerned. Even as Terry bent hislipsto kissmine, | felt more
atracted to Randi. | could see her over Terry's shoulder. She was pulling atop back down over her
head. It was thefirst time | had seen her asawoman, and | wasimmediately turned on.

That didn't mean | didn't remember how great the lovemaking had been with Terry asawoman, though.
Or how close | fdt to him asaresult. Despite my lingering inhibitions, | was determined not to hurt him. |
made aresolution to accept him asamalelover, but | knew the adjustment would take a bit of time.

Terry'slipsfound mine, but it was a gentle kiss, without demands. His beautiful blue eyes searched for
my reaction. Perhaps he saw my reluctance, because he stepped back and waved me into the room. |
realized he'd been born awoman, and become aman in hisfirst change, then awoman again asa
Seconder. Now he was once more aman, arole that was new and probably awkward to him. It was
evident he wasn't going to make any macho demands.

| stood on tiptoe to kiss him on the cheek, and whispered, “ Soon, | promise.”

Meanwhile, Randi walked up to me. | turned and she engulfed mein a hug, woman to woman. The
sensation of her breasts against mine sent my blood pressure soaring. As awoman, Randi was every bit
as beautiful as she had been handsomeasamade. | felt agtirring in my loins, asurge of warmth between
my legs. | wanted to take her to bed, even though | had spent the night engaged in round after round of
lovemaking that would have exhausted most women-and despite being a bit sore. The change from mae
to femae dwaysleaves the hymen intact; why, | have no idea.

Randi released me, and turned to the stranger at her side. “Li, | want you to meet Ron, or | should say,
Dr. Ron Neumann."

| wondered if he wasamedica doctor. He appeared to be in hisfifties, but was till trim and fit. His
brown hair had thinned considerably in front. If he was adoctor, it was strange that he hadn't availed
himsdf of ahair trestment. Maybe he was one of those rare persons who accept what life givesthem
with no complaints.

He held out his hand for me to shake. “Hdllo, Miss Stuart. | was Mesder's physician, and | hopeto be
yours aswell, with your permission. I'm a so the medicine man for these two characters. Cal me Ron, or
Rondd if you want to beformal.”

As| shook hishand, | craned back my neck to look up into hisface. | was abit shorter and smaller than
the average woman, while Neuman topped six feet, and had large strong hands.

“Glad to meet you, Ron. Is anything wrong to bring you here so early?!

He smiled. “I thought we had better get your implant going; if you want one, thet is. | wastaking care of
Randi's when you knocked."

He held up thelittle gadget used to implant the hormones.
Of course. Greet wedlth. Persona physician.

“| suredo!"



Women-women who were born women, | mean-may glory over the ability to become pregnant, but
that's one experience | have no desire to understand better. | was perfectly satisfied to leave motherhood
to those who had had twenty or so yearsto get used to the idea. The mere thought of ever having ababy
scared hell out of me.

Most women chose aone-year dea with an implant in case they want to change their minds, but | aways
went for five-not that | had ever been awoman for five yearsin arow, except once. No sense taking
chanceswasthe way | felt; especially as unsettled as the world had been since the appearance of the sex
gates.

There was nothing to the procedure. | pulled my shirt up and Ron placed the business end of the injector
between and along two of my upper ribs. Once he was sure that it was properly in place, hetriggeredit.
Theinjector made alittle sngpping noise. | fdt atingle of pain, which quickly vanished, and that wasit.
Modern medicineiswonderful. | pity the Third and Fourth Worlders who don't have accessto any, but
the most basic measures.

* k% k %

The luxury suite a the top of Mesder's office building was furnished in aFrench classicd style. | fdt asif
I'd wandered into a palace by mistake. It took up al of onefloor. | learned later that part of
Mesder's-now my-entourage, the guards in particular, aso occupied some rooms on the floors bel ow
and above. It was all pretty spectacular, but no sooner were we settled in then | was comparing it to the
old homestead, and finding it lacking in Smple, everyday comfort.

| envied my parents, Edie and Eddie. Once that businessin Mexico got settled (and it appeared it would
be; the success on efforts were obvioudy failing), they would probably be discharged and move back to
Ruston, unlessthey decided to stay in the army for yet another hitch. That was dways a possibility, snce
military pensions were cancelled for anyone who passed through a gate. Dad had retired from the army
years &go, before the gates ever appeared. Then he developed heart trouble. He had no choice, but to
go through a gate to save hislife. Mom followed him. Neither one of them could bear theideathat she
would remain old while he turned into a young woman. When the M exico secessionist movement started,
the army accepted Dad back, even though he was a young woman. He wasn't in one of the combat
ams.

One thing about the advent of the sex gates| really liked was that they went along way toward dispelling
some of the more absurd politica correctness of the last century, especialy when it came to gender
guestions. Once you've had a chance to experience both sides of the sexual equation, you get ahell of a
better perspective. Y ou redize right down in your gut that men and women are entitled to political
equality (at least in America), but in many basic waysthey are as different as night and day.

Anyone who doesn't recogni ze the fact after undergoing a change has batsin the belfry. The sexes have
different gptitudes, areas of intelligence, capabilities, endurance, strengths, and so on, and most of it is not
culturdly induced, but inherited. A million years of evolution can't be overturned because the industrid
revolution and modern science has freed women from the effective davery they endured for most of

history.

Rez joined our little group as | was pulling my top back down and adjusting the clingtight fabric to
conform to my breasts the way it was supposed to. It was mahogany-colored to match my hair, and |
might aswell have not worn atop for al that it concedled. Oncel findly adjusted to becoming awoman
on occasion, | found that like most women, | enjoyed displaying mysdlf for the mae of the species.

Rez whistled and grinned. He winked and nodded at the doc, who was getting an eyeful for himsdlf, even
though he tried to act nonchalant. | suspected our doctor had gone through some strange experiences



while tending to Mesder over the years, first as an old man, then aternately as aman and woman.

After Ron wasintroduced to Rez, the five of us sat down to watch the news while having bregkfast. |
was sandwiched between Terry and Randi at thetable. | felt acutely conscious of both. | could smell the
clean scent of Randi'slong blond hair; her arm brushed against mine as she reached for her orangejuice,
the warmth of her flesh sending a hot wave of desire through my lower body. Asthe sametime, Terry
rested ahand on my knee. How could | object? Wed been lovers. Nor did | want to. Terri had driven
mewild in bed. Now that | was awoman, | wondered if Terry possessed the same expertise as a man.
So far, Rez and Russdll were the only males who had ever made love to me as awoman, but as |
appraised Terry'stdl, strong body with asideways glance, | became even more determined to get over
that particular sexud blockage.

It was hard to find anything poditive in the morning's news reports, but | was glad to note one thing.

Despite the recent upsurge in popularity of the Church of the Gates, the church hadn't yet regained the
powerful politica influence it once had. The church lost its popularity in the United States years ago when
it atterpted to suppress research that could give humanity faster than light travel. Russdll had been part of
the research group that had solved that problem, but the church had tried to destroy the members of the
group and their findings. After that shocking story was revealed to the public, the church declined in the
United States, but aradica branch prospered in Brazil. They infiltrated the military there, and instigated a
brief nuclear war with the U.S., hoping that the resulting chaos would stop the development of interstellar
travel.

With ahigtory like that, | was surprised the church had any adherentsat al. The religious mind has
aways baffled me. Certainly, they lost most of their congressond sestsin the ections that followed
those events. When the church lost those seats, conservatives gained power. Now, on the morning news,
we heard that those conservatives had passed a bill (over the objections of the Justice Department and
Sdinda, the High Priest of the Gaters) that would ban monitoring devices at the sex gatesin America

That wasincredibly good newsfor us; it meant that Seconders could go through the gates without being
recorded-including us. It wasn't until | heard the report that | realized how worried | had been that about
that. If we were recognized, we could be mobbed or taken into custody by the feds. It wasn't that we
were so famous, my face and later on Rita's had never been bandied about much while we were writing
for the tabs. But we were known Seconders who had had run-ins with the feds before.

If the gates were monitored, they would be able to identify usfrom our DNA. It was alegdly binding
identification. Despite achange in gender, DNA remained essentialy the same-no maiter what our sex,
our origind identity could be pinpointed.

Of course, that didn't mean that the feds wouldn't post sentries at some gates with buttonhole recorders,
or clandestinely break the law by recording with telescopic devices from adistance, but they would find it
difficult to watch every gatein America.

| hoped that with this new law in place some of the growing hysteria over Seconders would die down,
but it was aforlorn hope. My pattern analysis told me we had along way to go before we would be out
of the woods.

My attention wandered as | admired Randi's new femae profile, and Terry's masculine face. At agasp
from Rez, | looked back and saw a cordon of fire reaching for the sky. The anchor was babbling
something about Johannesburg, and morerioting and looting.

| touched Rez's mind with mineto offer him slent sympathy. | knew how hiskind heart hurt whenever he
saw evidence of the unending human suffering in Africa. My own attitude was more redidtic, athough |



tried to keep those thoughts closed off from him. That poor ravaged continent had been on adownhill
dide since the middle of the last century, and was still mired in disease, war, famine, disintegrating
infrastructure, and wholesae corruption of public officias. We had stopped sending relief supplies
because they were used only to enrich paliticians while the starving went on and on. Some of the areas of
the old USSR were rapidly approaching that state, too.

My attention snapped back to the screen. The announcer was presenting another report of amissing
gate. Thiswas a confirmed disappearance so far as| could tell, and the third report of avanishing sex
gate in three days. That made a pattern. One gate had disappeared in America, one from Russiaand one
from Augtrdia, and perhaps one in China, besidesthat onein Africa. News from that warlord-ridden
country was as apt to be wrong as right.

These gates were not being removed from Earth by any method known to science. That made me think
the originators themselves were removing the gates. But that didn't resonate as a pattern; it was
inconsstent. If the gate masters wanted to remove the gates, they would remove all of them, just asthey
had sent them dl at once. Instead, whoever or whatever was responsible wastaking only afew, oneat a
time. It wasared puzzle. If the gate masters weren't removing the gates, who was? No one on earth
knew enough about the gates to manage it, not even remotely.

To my knowledge, only one person had ever had an inkling of scientific understanding about the
gates-Russdll. But he couldn't be behind the current phenomena. He had vanished years ago, on that
awful day when wewere dl dying from the radiation sickness. His knowledge of the gates, such asit
was, went with him. His onefailing as a scientist was not keegping good notes.

Where was he now? Or was he anywhere? | had no answers, any more than | knew what had happened
to Mesder. My only hint lay in that quick impression I'd received the last time Ritaand | had been
through a gate-an impression that | was experiencing a quantum phenomena. It was something | intended
to try to explore on our next passage, if the feds|eft us aone to make another one. Not that | was
necessarily right, but it was curious that this thought had cometo me, since | know less about regl
guantum theory than a bird does about beeswax.

As| thought of the feds, the graphie started on another news item. The Justice Department was
consdering declaring al Secondersto be enemy belligerents, and subject to arrest and detention. | didn't
see how they could get away with such anillegd action, not permanently. The Supreme Court was solidly
congtitutionaist right now. However, as |'ve noted, the bureaucratic mind is afraid of what it doesn't
understand, and the idea that Seconders could read minds was rapidly gathering strength and credibility.
That brought on another thought.

Suppose | went public and told the truth: that it was indeed afact that Seconders could read mindsto a
limited extent-but that power was redlly only effective with other Seconders. To devel op the ability took
severa passages through the gates, and alot of practice, and even then not much more than surface
images and emotions could be detected. Would telling the truth help? Maybe. | couldn't quite get a
handle on the ultimate effect yet, but it was food for thought.

Perhapsit was only an eerie coincidence, but even as | was considering going public, my persona phone
rang. All of usaround the breakfast table stared at it in surprise. The number had been changed when
we'd moved to Houston, and no one should have had it but us.

“Answer it,” Rez breathed, with anervouslick of hislips.
| pressed the button to put the cal on the speaker so everyone could hear what was said. “Hello?"

“|sthis Jackson Lee Stuart, or Jackson Li Stuart?’ The female voice at the other end sounded amused.



My tingling nerve ends told me that danger lurked benegth that slky voice. “Itis”

“Li, my nameis Sdlinda. Y ou've probably seen me on the webcasts. I'm the head of the Church of the
Gates. I'vejust learned that you've inherited the fortune of our founder, Mesder Scribner.”

“Sdinda?'

My mind raced, trying to figure out how she'd located us. If the Gaters were indeed behind the
demondtration at our house, they might havetrailed usal the way from there. But that seemed
impossible. | wasfairly certain weld lost them when we'd gone to the safe house. Had someonein
Mesder's organization in Houston spilled the news of our move to the penthouse?

“Y ou're probably wondering how | found you. And no, I'm not amind reader, or especialy tdented in
any way."

Shelaughed, but my gut went icy cold. Did she know about the idiot-savant talents we Seconders were
S0 desperate to conceal ?

“The answer issmple,” she continued. “The church has made it apoint to keep an eye on its founder-as,
| believe, our founder kept an eye on us. We intend to do the same with his heir."

“|sthat athreat?'

The hair on the back of my neck stood on end. My sense of pattern analysis screamed that this woman
was dangerous.

“No, threst, Li, aslong as you keep quiet and don't try to advance the cause of your fellow Seconders.
We, of the Church of the Gates, will have little patience with those who try to do the work of the Devil."

Her voice reeked with the infuriating confidence of ardigious fanatic who knowsthey areright and
everyone dseiswrong. | wanted to argue with her, but | knew her type. An argument would only
convince her that | was deluded, and needed conversion. 1'd try soothing her instead.

“My only plans center around learning to enjoy spending dl the money I'veinherited.”

“That'sgood news, Li,” she purred. “Go on abig shopping trip, and buy some new clothes. Well keep in
touch.”

The phone clicked as she hung up. Thefive of us stared at each other, disconcerted.
“What wasthat al about?” Rez wanted to know.

“Itwasawarning,” Terry said. “Shetold you to Stay quiet, and do nothing to help the Seconders. She's
hoping to frighten you.”

“I'm not frightened. If anything, that bitch just made me more eager than ever to help Seconders.”
| saw Rez rdlax as| stated my intentions. No one was going to intimidate me,

“Still, it shows that someone has penetrated our security. WeII conduct an investigation right away,”
Terry assured me.

| nodded, determined that any plans we made from now on would be wrapped in total secrecy.

Randi and Terry wanted to spend the morning giving me adog-and-pony show on Mesder's-now



my-financial empire. | guessyou have to have an inherent bent for the mental processes used to
accumulate gresat fortunes to be much interested in the details of that empire, and | wasn't. What | wanted
to know was how | could use that money to protect Seconders.

Rez wanted to know why we couldn't use some of that great fortune to help the Fourth Worldersin our
country, aswell asthose starving in other places. It was hard for me to make him understand that we
could give the complete fortune away to the underprivileged, and it would make little differencein the
long run. Theideathat al those billionswouldn't go far in America, much lesstheworld, is
counterintuitive-and that's much of the reason the rich are so often accused of ‘ greed'.

“But can't we do something?’ Rez begged.

Hisbig black eyes glowed with compassion. | repressed asmile a theway hisorigind female
tenderheartedness carried over into hismale body. | put my arms around his neck and drew his head
down s0 | could pressakiss againg hisfull, warm lips.

“Of course, we can. In fact, we can probably do alot-but not by giving money away."

My promise to find some way to help the needy was rewarded with a sexy grin. That brought back some
hot memories about the night before when | lay under him in the bed. With hisweight on me, he had
thrust into my body with his mae hardness. | had gasped with pleasure and clung to hisbig solid frame
with arms and legs astight as| could. There was nothing of the female to him then! Well, there wasn't
much of the maleto me, either. | shrieked incoherently when | came, just as Ritadid when she had an
orgasm. Some things are inherent with the body-thank goodness!

| wondered if | would have the same reaction with Terry. He looked young and serious as he shuffled
some of the papers detailing my fortune, but hisblond hair fell over hishigh forehead in boyish disarray. |
thought about brushing it back. Then | glanced at Randi and fantasi zed about how her voluptuous breasts
would fed under my exploring hands. My blood began to hesat up in my veins. | must have radiated some
of that heat because Rez's grin widened. Whatever turned me on, he knew who would benefit the most.

Meanwhile, Randi continued her lecture, obliviousto my sexud imaginings. | was grateful that she and
Terry were dill infantswhen it cameto linking minds. Randi consulted her personal computer and her
facelit up with atriumphant grin.

“Asof ahdf hour ago, your persond fortune totaled afew hundred billion dollars-that'sin round figures,
of course.”

Even one billionisan unimaginable sum. | couldn't get ahandle onit. Eventualy, Randi began bresking it
down into more understandable terms. While some of the money was available, much of it wastied up in
maintaining the empire; that is, the office buildings and factories, and service companies, and dl therest.
Those types of things couldn't even be sold without greetly decreasing their value. However, even though
the greater part of the fortune wastied up in hardware, so to speak, there was plenty left for what | had
inmind, if it were possible.

| wanted to start bringing Seconders together to see what our combined minds could do. After pondering
some of the options, | decided afake research center might do. In fact, the more | thought about it the
more | redlized it didn't have to be fake. With the money | controlled | could finance any sort of research
| wanted to. Maybe | could even pay for the kind of research that would satisfy Rez's eternd desireto
help the downtrodden.

“ Sweetheart, what would you say to abrand-new research facility, privately funded, no government need
aoply?”



“What kind of research?’ Ron piped up.

He had been gitting on achair in the corner reading amagazine while Randi talked. | had amost forgotten
he wasthere.

“Oh, several kinds. Medica. Socid studies. Hard science. We could call it “ The Mesder Scribner
Memoria Research Center'.” | grinned, to let everyone know there was much moreto theidea.

Rez wasin tune with my surface thoughts and caught on immediately. Hisface brightened and he
sueezed my thigh in gppreciation. Meanwhile, | explained to the others. | asked Randi and Terry how
well we could conceal the true purpose of the prospective research center.

“Damnwadl,” Randi said. “Just so long asthe actua research takes place-and produces some results.”

| rubbed my chin, and ran my hand through my hair before | redized what | was doing. It wasan old
male mannerism that | tried to suppresswhenever | wasafemale.

“Well, we can't predict when breakthroughs will occur in medicine or physics, say, but if we need results,
we can dways come up with something from the humanities. Sociologists and psychologistswill believe
mogt anything, if you wrgp it in enough poly-syllabdigtic circular logic."

Rez pretended to punch me, but there was no rancor in the gesture. He was well aware of my low
opinion of the so-caled socia sciences. Increased intelligence doesn't necessarily make Seconders think
aike. Sometimesthereredly are two sdesto aquestion and neither sdeiswhally right or true-or
practical. Wewould probably aways differ on means, if not final objectives.

“Hold onaminute,” Terry said.

He spoke anameinto the air in amonotone. He held his hand up to stay our questionsfor abit. A few
minutes later, Carl appeared at the door in response to the summons. He glanced at us, his eyebrows
raised in aquestion. While we were waiting, Terry had told usthat Carl was head of security for the
whole Mesder empire; he liked to bein on the action and |eft the paperwork for underlings. That
explained why held served as our chauffer.

“Carl, isthis place secure, without question?” Terry asked the question asif our lives depended on it, and
perhapsthey did.

Carl hesitated. His pride wanted to assure us we were safe, but he knew-and | knew-nothing is one
hundred percent certain. He frowned and shrugged.

“Itisassecure asit ishumanly possibleto makeit. Or let me put it thisway: if we're not secure here, my
whole operation has been compromised and everything we've done for daysis known to the government.
S0 yes, were secure-as secure as anything ever isthisday and age.”

As hefinished his uncertain summation, he offered each of usadefiant stare. | sympathized. Trying to
maintain security in an eectronic world was like attempting to stop the ocean'stide with sand castles.

Terry turned toward me and put an arm around Randi. She snuggled up against him asif she had beena
woman al her life, but of course she had been aman for most of it. In the age of the sex gates, it'seasy to
get confused, believe me. To my surprise, she winked a me. | came damn near to blushing, something |
hadn't done for along while now.

Her lips curved upward at my embarrassment. She was teasing me. She knew | retained enough of the
male mentdity-even in my female body-to be simulated by the Sight of aluscious femae body, and she



certainly did have agorgeous body. While she snuggled with Terry, she watched me watching her. That
littlewink carried aload of ingnuation. | could hardly wait to get her alone and see how far it went.

Terry'svoice brokeinto my thoughts. “The reason I'm being so itchy about security isthat I'm going
reveal something to you two-something that only Mesder, Randi, and | know. We have accessto a
private sex gate. We can build the research center around it.”

CHAPTER EIGHT

My jaw dropped open. Terry's statement was atotal surprise. A secret sex gate! Randi and Terry sat
there grinning a me like two street urchins who had just lifted my wallet. Unbeknownst to each other,
they both winked a me. Rez caught the byplay, and broke into awide grin of hisown. | imagined hewas
interested in Randi, too, but as usud, he was willing to share.

| findly managed to spit out aword. “How?"

Randi dropped into a chair and crossed her long, sexy legs. “How did Mesder manage to get hisown
sex gate? A good question. Asyou know, hewas an intelligent and sophisticated man, but he was prone
to hunches aswell. Whenever fast action was required, he followed his gut feding. On the day the sex
gatesfirst appeared, he wasrelaxing at ahideaway he kept abit north of here. Asfate would haveit, a
sex gate appeared on the place.”

| nodded. From what | knew of Mesder, | had no doubt the old man had immediately seized the
opportunity to make the gate his own private resource. Randi's next words confirmed my thoughts.

“Mesder saw at once that having agate of his own would be atremendous advantage. Heimmediately
flew some workmen in from Mexico and had them construct abarn that completely enclosesthe gate so
that no one can observeit. Thereisno record of its existence anywhere, o far aswe know. The
workmen had no ideawhere they were and as soon as their work was done, they were flown back out
and paid abonusto keep their mouths shut.”

“Wow!” | could hear the mounting excitement in my voice. “Our own sex gate. A gate we can use
without risk.” My mind started to hum, considering the possibilities.

“We can build the research center around it,” Randi agreed, “and no one will know it'sthere. We can
samply makethat part of the building off limitsfor some reason or other, maybe bio or radiologica
hazards, or some such. The research center will serve asacover for our activitiesthere."

“I likeyour thinking.” | shot agrin her way, and was rewarded with aradiant smilein return.

“What'sredly niceisthat while the world wasin turmoil for months after the gates appeared, Mesder
flew another crew in and improved on the job. His cover story was that he was building a secure retreat
for himsdlf in case of war.” She ran ahand down her thigh, nearly causng meto loseinterest in the sex
gates dtogether. “ Part of that job involved constructing atunnel from the barn that concealsthe sex gate
back to the main house. We will be able to come and go from that building whenever we like, and no one
will bethewiser."

Damn. Mesder was one smart cookie, but then | already knew that. This news sure took aload off my
shoulders, though. | stood up and damn near clicked my hedlstogether.

“Randi, | could kissyou for this."

“Bemy guest.” Shewinked a me again.



Rez was getting akick out of our sexua byplay. “ Can | watch?” he teased on our private mental channdl.
“After thefirst time,” | dlowed.

| could hardly wait until bedtime. In the meantime, | did collect thekiss, but right in the middle of it | was
struck by an anomay. | stepped back from Randi, and looked her straight in the eye.

“Why did werisk coming here when you knew that you have a concealed sex gate up your deeve?’

“1 didn't think about it,” shesaid, in asmall voice. “Weveworked out of this officein Houston most of
the yearswe've been with Meder. | fed safe here.”

“It's as safe here as anywhere,” Carl commented. “And if you need to study this secret sex gate, well
find away to get you there. | didn't even know the damn thing existed-and I'm head of security for al of
Mesder-Suart, | mean.”

“Mesder kept it close. Just one of his many secrets. He probably wouldn't have let usin on it except
that-well, | waswith him at thetime. And | couldn't very well conced such a stupendous event from my
wife, could 1?1 mean | had to tell her something to explain why | was so excited after spending three
days out in the woods with Mesder. Otherwise she might have thought Mesder had a harem out there.”
Randi cast afond gaze at Terry.

Shewasteasing, | could tell that. Mesder had been over ahundred years old at the time. On the other
hand...

Randi caught ahint of what | wasthinking, and giggled. “Hewasthe origina dirty old man, but | think he
stopped having sex at ninety or thereabouts. | hope | can do aswell if | ever get that old.”

“Women dwayscan,” | said.
“Which shows you haven't been an old woman,” Terry corrected.

| didn't try to argue with her, even though at that moment | felt | could keep on having sex until | wasas
old asMethusdah. | guessall eighteen-year-oldsfed that way, though.

The six of us spent the rest of the day making plans for the proposed research center. Randi and Terry
took notes as the concept solidified in our minds and initiated alot of the necessary legd and contractual
processes over the net. Like Mesder, | wanted to get started right away .

Over lunch, we discussed what kinds of scientists we wanted to attract to the outer research fecility,
which would serve as acover for the hidden sex gate. | intended to invite asmall group of Secondersto
Mesder's hideaway. We would expand from there. They would be the only ones who would know about
the sex gate.

By mid-afternoon, | was yawning. Rez and Carl weretalking sociology with Terry taking notes. Y ou
would think that nothing would surprise me by that time, but it was till a shock to find out that Carl had a
doctorate in socid studies. Rez took up with him like aweatherman cozies up to hisgraphics. They

began arguing over whether the belief gene complex caused increased antisociaism when it malfunctioned
and how much of arole environment played.

Persondly, | thought most antisocia behavior came from individuas who not only possessed defective
belief genes, but aso lacked severd of the genesfor intelligence. If they couldn't set up areasonable

behaviora system for themselves, or their parents didn't ingtill one, it seemed inevitable that they would
get into trouble. Fortunately for me, my parents had a strong mora sense and taught it to me early and



well. When it came to the belief gene complex, | inherited al of the recessve genes from both parents.
My genetic code didn't force me to believe in those improbabl e aspects of rdigion, which have caused so
much misary intheworld.

“I'm going to take a nap while the rest of you decide how large a building we will need to house dl of
your poly-syllable dictionaries and contradictory professors,” | said.

Rez stuck histongue out at me, amannerism that was cute when he was Rita, but didn't have quite the
same appeal when hewas Rez. | thumbed my nose at him, went into the bedroom and closed the door.

| had my back to the door as| felt behind me for the seam to loosen the clingtight top. Y ou have to grow
up asafemdeto redly become adept a this maneuver. My clumsy fingers couldn't find the spot, and |
missed hearing the door open because | was cursing at my ineptitude. | was groping for the beginning of
the seam for the third time when soft fingers brushed my hands away and opened it for me.

| caught my breath and my stomach tightened in anticipation. | knew who it must be. | made adow turn,
|etting the anticipation build, as the person behind me peded the blouse awvay from my body. Randi
dropped the flimsy garment to the floor and reached out to close her warm hands around both my bare
breagts. She didn't haveto reach far. | met her more than halfway. Her delicate touch sent shivers of
delight down my spine. | was eager to get back into the swing of loving awoman. If thereisa God
(which I doubt), the dluring curves of awoman's body are the most beautiful thing he ever crested, and |
don't careif that issmply the evolutionary urge for survivd taking.

| circled Randi'swaist with my arms and did my hands over the smooth contours of her buttocks. When
shetilted her hipsforward against me, | gasped and pulled her close. My hands fumbled for the buttons
of her blouse aswe fdl onto the bed. Our lipslocked in afierce embrace and our tongues danced
together.

Randi's naked breasts did against my own, deek and soft and resilient, the sensua contact arousing both
our nipplesinto firm erect points that invited attention. Randi broke our kiss and guided my lips down to
her waiting breadts. | lost mysdf in the exquisite sensation of her nipplein my mouth as| rolled my tongue
around it. At the sametime, | squeezed her other breast with my hand.

In another moment we were both naked and yearning for release. Such was our passion that we quickly
stimulated each other to a shuddering climax. Afterward, we lay side-by-side in the bed, happy and
relaxed as our mouthsjoined in akiss. My hands stroked her body in dow languorous movements that
quickened, and quickened some more. | forgot where | was and who | wasin therising tide of our
passionate embrace. | cried out her namein short sharp burdts, voicing my pleasure to the rhythm of my
orgasm.

* * % %

It took severd days of planning to get the preliminaries of the center down on paper. The morewe
discussed what we wanted to do, the more complex the concept became. Also, we had to work from
platsthat didn't show the buildings that were already up. Mesder had cleverly concedled the sex gate
ingde alarge barn. The barn was convincing, even in satellite photos. Always astickler for detall,
Mesder even had atractor parked in front of it.

While we were busy with the planning, | got to know Carl better. Hewasin and out often, helping us
with the details. He had been with Mesder for more than twenty years. Despite his doctorate degreein
sociology, he discovered that he got more satisfaction working in the security field. Whilein college, he
had had ajob as a security guard, and after he decided to pursue security as acareer he started his own
private firm. Two yearslater Mesder hired that firm with the proviso that he would be their only client.



Carl had worked for him ever snce.

Carl proved to be area gem. He was able to provide contacts we could trust with some of our needed
information. He knew something about architecture, too.

As| became increasingly impressed with him | was amused one day when | caught astray thought of his.
He cameto our suite to consult with us perhaps atad more often than he redlly had to-and | wasthe
reason. While | was flattered, | was afraid he was out of luck. When it cameto sex, | still had ahang-up
about having sex with aman when | was awoman. | only went to bed with one man-Rez. Russdll had
been an exception, but he was long gone. | hoped to make Terry an exception, too, but we hadn't yet
gone beyond passionate kissing in our new bodies. Terry was being sweet and patient about my
hesitation, but | knew he was eager for another bout of the fervent lovemaking we'd shared before.

No, | didn't need another lover at this point. However, | couldn't help wondering what Carl would look
like asawoman. Not that | thought my curiosity would be satisfied any time soon. Asfar as| could tell,
he had no plans to chance a passage through a gate even though he must be nearing fifty.

Despite the sexua tension in the air, we continued working on plansfor Mesder'sformer retrest. Once
the plans were made, | wanted to see the buildings put up and the scientists (and Seconders) ensconced
there yesterday-and Rez was even more anxious. We finally decided to go with composite buildings with
exterior power generators to supplement the solar storage batteries and fuel cells. In East Texas, you
can't run much on solar power aone. Some placesin Texas are pretty wet, believeit or not.

We werein the big common room one evening, kicking ideas around, when Carl happened to bring up
the subject of the feds-again.

“We're talking about moving, but no one here has said anything about how we're going to do it.”
“What'sthe problem?’ | sat up straighter. | didn't like the worried look on Carl's face.

“I haven't been able to get ahandle, yet, on whether the feds know that you were with Mesder when he
disappeared.”

“Doesit matter? They've questioned both Rez and me severd timesin the past. Besides, you know
they've never been able to get anything out of a Seconder.”

“So they say, but they've never released the medicd information they get while the questioning isgoing
on. | wonder why."

Ron had been lazing back in one of the big loungers. | thought he was adeep, but he perked up when he
heard that question. He looked troubled when | only shrugged at Carl's comment, but said nothing. After
amoment, | decided to probe for hisreaction.

“Is something bothering you, Ron?"

“Nothing, but alack of sex. No, serioudy, |I've wondered about that mysdlf. | redize that the government
wouldn't make such data public unless they had to, but Mesder couldn't find out much, ether.”

“Maybe thereisn't much to find out.”
“Maybe.” Ron shrugged, but the expression on hisface told me he didn't believeit.

“We're getting off the subject,” Carl said.



“What? Oh. Whether thefeds are interested in me and Rita-Rez, | mean?'

“Yeah. If they aren', you can travel safdly, or relaively so. Also, you should be ableto go through a
Houston gate if you want to. Are you planning to go through soon?”

| meshed my mind with Rez's. We couldn't agree. He was ready to go. | wanted to wait. | wasfeding
antsy about the gates, a sure sign that a pattern was about to emerge. | wanted to let my subconscious
gtir things around for awhile before acting. WWe compromised on atentative date sometimein the middle
of the following month. | suggested we move up to the Site of the prospective research fecility before
then. | wanted to see our private sex gate. Carl nodded and said that he would get security ready for the
move.

Now it was Randi's turn to look troubled. “ Surely the feds had pattern recognition software on them
when they tried to arrest Mesder. Don't you think they know we were there?"

“Not if my cleanup crew did their jobsright, and | think they did.”
“Cleanup?'

That was Rez, ever the innocent. Well, not nearly asinnocent as he used to be, but till he didn't dways
recognize words.

Carl grinned wryly. “Cleanup. They take care of the follow-up detailsthat the primary security crew may
not have timefor, like zapping recognition software the bad guys might be carrying, searching them for
pics of who they'relooking for, etc. Sometimes even wiping recent memory, although | hate to do that. It
eventualy makes amad dog out of one who was only barking beforehand, so to speak.”

“Why can't the government just leave usaone?’ Rez cried.

| patted his hand, which was resting on my thigh. Touched by Rez's empathic anguish, Carl tried to
explain, dthough thereredly isno logica explanation for the insanities of government. Rez had studied
psychology when we were students together. He knew that governments are always run by secrecy, and
consequently, can't stand to have secrets withheld from them. It'sthat Smple. And if a“secret’ is
something fraught with political dynamite, like prospectiveimmortaity or telepathy, then the government
will go to any lengths to make the secret their own-and then withhold it from the populace. It doesn't
make alot of senselogicdly until you tieit in with the territoria gene complex, and then it does. Just a
dog protecting its bone while trying to stedl the other dog's bone. | didn't haveto likeit, though, and |
didn't.

Rez didn't likeit either, but that was because he dways wanted to believe the best about people, and
governments. | turned back to Carl'slast remark.

“Y ou mean that dope you zapped the feds with can wipe memories?'

“Oh, yes. That's been around for awhile. Illega, of course, but | believein using the best methods
available so long asthey don't hurt someone who doesn't deserve to be hurt. And alittle memory lossin
afederd agent whoistrying to corrd acitizenillegaly doesn't bother me a bit.”

“Meneither,” | agreed. “How about dropping a powerful dose into the drinking water at the federa
security building?'

“But when we gtart breaking the law that makes us as bad asthem!™

Rez thought humans should act like saints and never understood why they didn't. For dl hisnew



intellect-and he was pretty smart even before our repeated passages through the gates-his emotional
empathy blinded him to the truth about people.

“Not when we're Smply protecting oursalves,” | murmured, patting Rez's hand.

He nodded. | knew he was remembering several episodes where | had fired first and asked questions
later.

We had gotten into the habit of keeping the big wall screen on standby with amulti-channel search
program coded to news that interested us the mogt, like Seconders, politics and legidation concerning the
Sex gates, wars, riots (snce most riots nowadays involved the gatesin one way or another), and so forth.
| spent some of our new money making the search program the best it could be, using one semi-intelligent
boss program to design the other onesto fit our specific areas of interest. It was atopnotch bit of
software; seldom miscalculating, and it seemed ableto filter out the tabweb stuff from real newswith no
problem at al. Now our discussion was interrupted by a sudden increase in volume from the wall screen.
It brightened and began talking.

...announced today that Mesder Scribner, the billionaire former head of the Church of the Gates, isno
longer on Earth. Scribner recently failed to pass through a sex gate in East Texas. Reliable sources report
that hisvast fortune has been through probate dready. At the request of the beneficiaries, the results have
been sedled for two years. That is the maximum time period allowed before the proceedings become
public record. There are rumors that histwo closest associates, Randy Tendler and Terri Winsdotter, are
the principle heirs, but their offices have both issued firm denids. Mr. Tendler's atorney did confirm that
apower of attorney giving Tendler day-to-day control of much of the Mesder empire was granted, buit...

“Good!” Randi exclaimed.

“Right,” Carl agreed. “The news may leak out somehow, and | suspect it will before the two years are
up, but it won't be through our offices, and it won't be from the court. | made sure of that."

“But will they stay bought? Ron asked.

“Certainly. Wouldn't you if some, uh, unsavory incidents from your past became public if you talked, and
asteady incomeis deposited into your bank account every month that you don't?”

“I liketo think that therésalimit to what | would do for money.” Rez looked glum, asif the corrupt
nature of humanity had findly gotten to him. Then hissmileflashed again. “Most people are better than
that.”

Something else interested me. “ Does that mean we can go out now?"

| was getting cabin fever. My young body cried out for exercise, and | needed some new sensory
gtimulation. We'd been locked in the suite too long. The only sights I'd seen for days were those coming
at me secondhand through a screen. We had plenty of sensory stimulation of a sexua sort, of course, but
even that can only carry aperson so far.

Carl shook his head. “ Only with an entourage, and only in disguise. Y ou still don't redlize how the proles
view the bourgeois, Li. Combine that with the public knowledge that you're aknown Seconder. If you
got caught outside when news broke that you inherited Mesder's fortune, you wouldn't live out the day."

| caught Rez's shiver from the corner of my eye. Both of us faced new dangers. With the socid structure
breaking down, wedlthy people were often kidnapped for ransom. Unfortunately, the kidnappers seldom
let their victimslive. As soon asit became public knowledge that | had inherited Mesder's money | could



never again go out without risk.

Any risk to mewas arisk to Rita-Rez-too. Come to think of it, he would be at risk anyway, because he
was my lover. What can't be cured must be endured, so the old saying goes, and | suppose alot of
people would trade places with me for a chance to endure severa hundred billion dollars. Regardiess, |
wanted to get out of these sterile suites and into the real world whilel till could. Besides, | needed new
clothes.

Rez caught that thought and struggled to suppress asmile. He knew that asaman | loathed shopping and
gpoent aslittletime on it as possible. But asawoman, | loved to find stunning new outfits to enhance my
appearance.

Cabin fever-shopping fever-my mind was made up. | had to get out into the real world for afew hours,
at least. The othersfelt the sameway. Everyone in the group, except Carl, applauded when | suggested
we go downgtairs to the shopping mall, followed by a meal somewhere close. Not only was | getting
cabin fever, my taste buds were becoming numb to the office building cafeteriafood. | was even tired of
the pizzaand Chinese we ordered in.

Rez jumped up and yanked meto my feet. “Let'sgo!” Eveninamale body, hislove of shopping
endured.

“Wait,” Carl commanded, in his security chief'svoice. “Y ou can't go outside like you are. We need to
disguiseyou firg."

“What kind of disguise?’ | asked.

“Wadll, to start with, | suggest you put some clotheson.”

“What'swrong with what I'm wearing?’ | batted my eyelashesa him.
“Nothing, except there's not enough cloth there to cover a postage stamp.”

| was wearing awhite low-cut clingtight blouse with short-cuffed deeves and matching lightweight pale
blue jeans. Both molded to my body like a second skin.

Ron chuckled, and | gave him awink. | was beginning to wonder about him. What little medicine he
practiced (damn little congdering how young and hedlthy we dl were, except Carl) couldn't occupy much
of histime, but | had yet to see him with awoman. | wondered if he was gay.

Randi grabbed my arm. “Comeon, Li. Let'sgo get disguised.”

She led metoward Carl's suite of roomswhere al the security stuff was kept. | followed, wondering
what she had up her deeve. Randi loved surprises.

CHAPTER NINE

Asit turned out, Randi smply wanted to get me alone as she had severa times before. She was new to
making love with awoman and couldn't get enough of it. But she was till shy about group sex

Sofar, Rez was acting like ared gentleman about Randi's sexuad demands on me. One of thethings|'ve
aways loved about Rez is his openness about sex. Mae or femae, heisnever jedlous and, at times, has
even encouraged me to learn to love someone el se. When Don became Donnayears ago and needed
someoneto love her asawoman, Rez (then Rita) urged meto initiate her into her new sexua role. So |
relaxed and enjoyed Randi's flirtations, knowing Rez would want me to have fun. Between kisses and
caresses, Randi showed me anumber of wigs, and astock of professona quality plastiflesh that she used



ometimes a Carl'sindstence.

| had never worn plagtiflesh before. The stuff was amazing. It could be molded into any shape, and it
clung to the skin with astick charge of some kind for twenty-four hours before coming loose. Asit
melded with the skin, it took on the same coloring as the flesh benegth. It even moved abit with the
musculature of the face (or other parts of the body) aslong asyou didn't overdo it. For instance, it
couldn't imitate wattles very well, but making your lipslarger was asmple process.

AsRandi applied it to my cheeks, she grinned impishly and told me about some other uses both women
and men had for it. These rather astonishing tales were new to me, since | haven't perused porn siteson
the net since | was eeven or twelve. | was both amazed and amused, and laughed out loud.

“How about if | make myself bigger on top?’ Randi looked at mewith aplayful gleam in her eye. “Would
you likethat?'

“Hm. Let me check."

We were standing facing each other in our panties. The rest of our clotheslay scattered on the floor. |
held first one and then the other of her breasts, then turned her so that her back was nestled up against
me, and dipped both hands around her to cup them.

“They'retoo smdl,” she complained.
“Don't fish. They're perfect for you,” | told her.

And they were, even though they barely made ahandful for me. But asthe old saying goes, anything
morethan that isall waste anyway.

She turned in my arms and we kissed, our tongues tangling in an intimate dance. Her mouth tasted sweet
from the sugared coffee she liked to drink. Her face and upper body began to turn red. | eased her back
on the bed and we began making love. | relaxed and | et her take the lead. She was in a passionate mood,
eager to please and arouse me, and soon | stopped analyzing, and began enjoying. So much so, that I'm
afraid | made uslate. And that might have initiated the stream of events that followed.

After adiscrete knock, Carl had comein to advise us, and it turned out that he was a genius with
women's clothes. He picked out the appropriate outfit, added some clever touches with the plastiflesh,
and we were transformed into other people. | looked like ared-headed teenager trying to appear grown
up. | had artificia freckles and alast minute pout added to my lips. | was supposed to bea
sxteen-year-old girl escorting her younger sster. My sis, Randi, imitated my overdone grown-up look. It
would have fooled a pattern recognition program at least fifty percent of thetime.

Rez and Terry went to the opposite extreme. They both dressed to resemble upwardly mobile
businessmen in high-collared tunics and shiny knee boots. | didn't think we matched, and | was afraid we
would draw attention together. Carl instructed usto shop separately, and edt at different tables. He
thought it would be safer that way. He dready had reservations for adjoining tables at one of the fancy
downgtairs restaurants, but | nixed that. | wanted some regular old Southern food like fried chicken and
mashed potatoes with fried okraor corn on the cob, and maybe a cobbler for dessert. All after shopping
for abit and working up an appetite. Security people don't like last minute readjustments and Carl cussed
at the change of plans, but we agreed on another place, the kind where you didn't need reservations.

Wetook separate elevators downstairs and parted ways, agreeing to meet a ‘ The PeaPalace at seven.
Crossing the lobby to get to the shopping mall took us past a couple of big screens and anewsstand. |
glimpsed the headlines of the paper on display aswe went past. The story about the upcoming city



manager'stria dissolved, and was replaced with something closer to our Stuation. | grabbed Randi'sarm
to get her attention and nodded toward the newsstand.

GATERS, BAPTISTSCLASH AT DEMONSTRATION
FIVE DEAD, NUMEROUS WOUNDED AND HOSPITALIZED

Members of the once moribund Church of the Gates and Baptist Messengers attending the annual
convention of the Southern branch of the United Baptist Church clashed in Tulsaovernight. Severd
pitched battles were fought with clubs and fists. Police attempting to control the crowds said the violence
was started by Baptist M essengers attempting to oust Gaters from their convention hal for unauthorized
entry and ‘ dandering the name of Jesus.

“Should | download it?’ | asked.
“Nobigloss, let ‘emkill each other off,” Randi said.

Shetugged at my arm to get me going. It was obvious she wanted to go shopping instead of standing
around discussing the news or religion. | wanted to read the whole article, or at least that portion | could
see, but | let her lead me away. Aswe waked on past, | glimpsed another headline. Thisone said
something about the Supreme Court and Seconders. | should have paid attention to that one, but Randi's
remark distracted me.

“You dont likerdigion?’ | asked, half serioudy.
“About as much as| like burnt cabbage.”

| laughed, but in redlity | fet the same way. | sometimesindulged in afantasy where the sex gates
eliminated the malfunctioning belief genes and created anew race of enlightened, tolerant beings to inhabit
Earth. But that was nothing more than afantasy. Religion is based on our capability to believein
something more than what we seein front of us, and we need that to be truly human-even if it isoften
perverted into the crestion of ardigion. It'sadamned shame. Religion-in redity amalfunctioning belief
system-isthe proximate cause of more violence throughout history than any amount of crime and poverty.

We stopped in front of a high-class clothing store for women; or rather | stopped and amost caused
Randi to upend hersaf since we were holding hands. A display in the shop window grabbed my
attention. Three attractive holographs of blond models moved around in an artificia room, their casua
motions displaying the clothes to the best advantage. Thefirst holographic wasfully dressed in skirt,
blouse and cutaway jacket, al in white and deep pink; the second holograph was the same modd, only
she had removed the jacket and her sandals. The third holograph, again the same modd, posed in her
undergarments, top and bottoms done in white with pink lace. The whole ensemble was attractive and
very sexy. | wanted to see how those same clothes would look on me with my auburn hair.

| tugged at Randi's hand. “Come on. Let'slook insde.”

We spent a haf-hour in the store preening in front of the mirrors before we finally chose our new outfits.
Carrying our packages, we stepped outside onto the didewalk and headed for ‘ The Pea Pdace’ where
we planned to meet Rez and Terry.

We were dmost to the restaurant when we heard alow rumble of many angry voicesthat quickly
developed into the atavistic roar of amab. Icy fingers danced ajig of warning on my spine. | knew there
was a sex gate around the corner, and | had heard that mindless gabble of bloodlust before when I'd
been caught up in other riots around the gates. The shouting grew louder astherioters rounded a corner



and rushed toward us. | patted the little automatic pistol concedled in aside pocket. The hard outline of
the gun comforted me even though | knew it would be about as effective as a popgun againgt an elephant
if | tried to useit to hold off the mob.

Randi grabbed my arm in a desperate grip. | searched the periphery of the shoving crowd for any of our
security men. Carl saw mefirst. He ran over and bent his head close to mine to be heard above the
shouting. Hiswhisper was harsh with tenson.

“For God's sake, get out of here, before you're recognized.”

| was startled by the urgency in hisvoice. But as| stared at the chanting mob headed our way | redlized
even the world's best security force could only do so much against so many. | turned to Randi who was
frozen with fear. That wasn't surprising, congdering her upbringing and lack of weaponstraining.

| turned back to Carl, and yelled above the noise. “I haveto find Rez and Terry."

My eyes scanned the crowd, but standing still was amistake. All at once we were enveloped by the
mob.

“Seconder, here's a Seconder!™

| don't know who yedled it firgt, but as soon asthefirst cry rang out, the ssampede was on. A jagged
knife of fear twisted in my gut. Carl grabbed my arm and pulled out his gun, ready to protect me. But the
mob swirled past us, asif we didn't exist. All three of uswere bumped, pushed, and jostled back against
thewall of the building.

| caught glimpses of the tops of heads as the mob chased and caught their victim, ayoung man with thick
brown hair and asquare, handsome face. | guessed that he had been through a gate within the last day or
two, judging by his appearance. The sex gates leave you dmost preternaturaly hedthy. All your bodily
systems are so finely tuned that you glow with good hedlth. But the youth and healthy glow that comes
with arecent trangit can be agiveaway.

Asyou would expect, we Seconders a so glow with marvel ous health and exuberance to an even greater
degree. Fortunatdly, the identifying glow dies down over time. And, | was hunched over in the shadows
of the building. | remembered with relief the plastiflesh that Randi and | were wearing. | hoped it hid the
fresh, youthful look of our bodies.

Therewas no real way to tdl if thisyoung man was a Seconder, but amob with blood on its collective
mind will usually be gppeased with nothing less, and he served the purpose. | watched in horror ashe
was carried over the heads of the mob, passed hand-to-hand in the direction of the gate. | read later that
he was killed in the fighting, and thrown into the gate to seeif he wasredlly dead. He was; the gate
bounced him back.

Randi started crying. Her shoulders shook with great, heaving sobs as Carl hustled us back toward our
office building. Aswe hurried awvay from themob | asked Carl if he knew what triggered this eruption of
violence, and why the mob was so hell-bent on disposing of Seconders. They'd never shown us any greeat
sympathy before, but this bloodlust was new.

“Shut up, Li. I don't know."

That wasahdl of away for an employeeto talk to the woman who pays hissdary, but he wasterrified
for us. He didn't relax until we got back inside and up to our suite. Neither Rez nor Terry wasthere, but
Ron was ditting in one of the big loungers watching thewall screen.



It showed the mob milling around the gate. Occasiondly, the press of bodies forced some unwilling man
or woman unlucky enough to be too closeto thetal turquoise arch to fall into it. Drunken cheers erupted
when they popped out of existence. Why, | don't know. Most of them reappeared on the other sde
athough they were naked and their bodies had changed sex. | assume they werefirst timers. Making it
through a second time wasrare. Only one person in millions could go through twice successfully. An
unfortunate few who fell into the gate smply disappeared, victims of the mysterious selection processthe
gates dill displayed. So far it was atypica mob scene.

| sat down in the lounger next to Ron and watched the mé8ée with horror. It was only luck Randi and |
had managed to get away without being spotted. Then, without warning, the whole gate disappeared.
That wasredly news, morethan | could digest.

| gasped, Randi screamed (I have no ideawhy), and Carl cursed. True, thiswasn't thefirst gate to
disappear, but those other disappearances had happened in out of the way places and were only half
believed by the generd populace. But there was no mistaking it or dishbelieving it when the phenomena
took placein front of millions of viewers.

The mob recoiled from the empty space, people screaming and hysterical. If theideaweren't sowild |
would have thought someone purposefully popped that particular gate out of existence to make a point.

“l don't bdieveit!"

Ron got up, hisface white, and headed straight for the bar. He grabbed a glass, and splashed alibera
dose of bourboninit.

“Makethat two,” | told him.

As| went over to the bar to pick up mine, Randi whooped and ran toward the door. Terry and Rez
stood in the doorway. Randi flung hersdf on Terry with bone-rattling force. My drink forgotten, | ran to
Rez, and let out an enormous Sgh of relief ashefolded mein hisarms. Helaughed with relief ashe
clutched me againg his chest.

The next few seconds were a confusion of hugs and kisses. Then | stepped back and got a good look at
the pair. They were both disheveled. Blood seeped from an abrasion on Rez's cheek and histunic was
torn. Terry looked worse; he had anosebleed and abad cut on his upper arm.

“We got caught up in that goddamned mob,” Rez explained, for the benefit of Ron and Carl. “Our
Security guards managed to get us out with only minor injuries. It could have been much worse.”

A quick, worried sharing of thoughts had aready told me what had happened. I'm sure Terry and Randi
aso shared their fear and rlief in aswift mental exchange.

“You're lucky you weren't recognized or you'd be dead,” Ron said, as he got out his medical
equipment-which was kept in the suite-and began cleaning Terry's cuit.

“Why?

Ron didn't answer. He was busy, his head bent over Terry's arm as he concentrated on hiswork. Terry
looked pale and sweat popped out on his brow. When they were done, Ron handed Terry apainkiller.
Then he gtrolled over to the bar and reclaimed his drink.

“The Texas Supreme Court hasissued anew ruling,” he explained. “It's come down on the side of
so-called humanity, and against you dien creatures.” Helifted hisglassin amock toast to take the sting
out of hiswords.



“Y ou mean Seconders?"
“Of course"

Ron lined up glasses on the counter, and poured out the bourbon. He handed us drinks. From Rez's
expression when hetook asip it was strong.

“Whet did they sy?"

“They'veruled that Seconders are no longer citizens, and have no protection under the law. It's open
Season on you now, at least in these parts.”

Rez, Terry, Randi, and | sat down on one big lounger together. We acted out of pureingtinct, asif having
our bodies touch would protect our little group from the world at large. It was aworld that had suddenly
become much more dangerous, by severa orders of magnitude than it had been before, at least solong
asweremained in Texas.

While we caught our collective breath and tried to think through the implications, Carl went to his office
to find out exactly what the new ruling said and what methods he would legdly be alowed to use to
protect us (if any). Therest of usturned to the wal screen and switched away from the riot to another
news show where pundits were aready discussing how the ruling would affect the ‘ ordinary citizen'.

That got me. It wouldn't affect the ordinary citizen one damn bit unless they happened to want to shoot,
hang, beat up or otherwise abuse a Seconder, and then it would protect them. Aswe listened to the
details of theruling | began to redize that a pet poodle now had more rightsin Texas than a Seconder.

| had known that the case wasin court, but none of our lawyers had thought for a second that Seconders
would be declared non-citizens. The ruling came as a complete shock to everyone. History buffswere
dready tying up the Internet with frantic messages comparing the ruling with the way the Nazisin
Germany used the law to jusdtify their extermination of Jews, way back in the middle of the last century.

The case was certain to be appeded to the United States Supreme Court, but given the surpriseruling in
Texas, no one was willing to hazard a guess on what would happen there. In the last couple of decades
the Supreme Court had favored states rights heavily. The ruling might or might not be overturned. Inthe
meantime, | wondered what kind of massive pressure and/or money had been involved to make the
Texas court rule againgt us. It seemed a safe bet that the Gaters were behind it, although | suspected
they'd had a good bit of behind-the-scenes help from the feds.

| was on my second drink, cuddled up against Rez in one of the love seats. He had hisarm around me
and | dipped my hand in his, taking comfort from histouch. The shock had hit me harder than | thought.
A lifetime of male conditioning seemed to vanish as the female hormones of my new body took over. |
leaned againgt Rez, and found safety in the arms of my man. Man or woman, he was the center of my life.
Asmuch as| loved to romp, every other relationship paed to insgnificance besde my lovefor Rez.

The comp wasfilled with blathering pundits, someredl, some only graphies. Y ou couldn't tell the
difference any more, and most of the populace didn't seem to care. The day of the primadonna news
anchors had gone the same way as megabuck movie stars. A lot of them had been replaced by pixels. |
don't know why we were till watching; nothing new was being said. | suppose we kept it going because
occasiondly there was a brief interruption telling about some sort of violence aimed at suspected
Seconders. | also wanted to hear the news flashes about how the rest of the world was reacting.

Actudly, the ruling in Texas was mild compared to what was happening in some other parts of the world.
In severa countries, known and suspected Seconders had been rounded up and sequestered months



ago, more or lessin tandem with the renewed ascendancy of the Church of the Gates. On the other hand,
only the Middle East and Americadtill gavefira timersahard time, for the most part, and even here,
those who had chosen to go through a gate were being accepted into normal society by al but the
fundamentaist religions. Those fanatics consdered it asin againgt God'swill.

Aswe continued to absorb the news, | eyed Randi and Terry. Both Rez and | could sense the fear
emanating from them. They had never experienced anything like this. The two of them lived in the
weslthy, very upper-class segment of society, and had never known anything else, especidly after going
to work for Mesder. Their firgt reaction had been to ask Carl to call the police for protection. He shook
his head and retreated to his office. Ron continued to act as our impromptu barkeeper, offering booze
and what comfort he could, but there wasn't much he could say.

It wasn't long before the news es started repeating themsalves. As soon asthey did, Randi and Terry got
upto leave.

“Wehavealot of legd contactsin thiscity,” Randi told me. “We can get the ingde scoop on how this
ruling will be enforced from them.”

“Not to mention how it isgoing to impact your financia affairs,” Terry added, hisface grim.

| didn't want comfort; | wanted justice, not that | waslikely to see any for along whileif that ruling stood.
Rez and | were conversing more by mind than voice, our emation intertwining together in away that |
find difficult to describe. Aswe communed in that way, we kept coming back to the urge we both felt to
go through the gates again. Rez had never been the aggressive sort, nor had he ever gone armed except
at my indgstence. On the other hand, | had been involved in severd shootouts and militia battles when |
had been inducted. | wanted usto reverse roles again so that | would be the male and could protect Rita
if it cameto afight.

But beyond the question of safety, | was Smply ready to go back to being mae; that was my orientation.
Being afemale was afascinating and fulfilling experience, but | wanted to face this particular crisisasa
male. Rez had another reason for wanting to change back. | honestly believeit didn't bother him one way
or another which sex he was; once used to the idea he got along fine either way, but like me, hisorigina
female orientation was caling, dbeit for a different reason. Even asamale, he was feding the nesting
indinct again.

Perhapsit wasjust areaction to the hate and violence being instigated against Seconders on a deeper
level than | could delve, but histhoughts madeit clear that hisingtincts were urging him to reproduce. It's
an age-old phenomenon seen in times of conflict, an ingtinct to cheat death. Or perhaps the emotions of
despair we were feding as the world we knew crumbled around us reminded him of how we'd felt when
wed lost our baby. Several years ago Rita, then pregnant, had been stabbed and we had rushed her
through the gate to save her life. The fetus did not survive her trangtion from afemaeto amale body.
None ever did.

| couldn't get deep enough into his mind to know for sure, and it wouldn't have mattered anyway. | would
go dong, regardiess. | loved RitalRez with every fiber of my being.

Carl came back into the room, trailed by Terry and Randi. He went to the bar and poured a shot of Jack
Daniels. Hedidn't say anything until after he dropped an ice cube into the glass and took a hedthy sip.

“Okay, kids, listen up. We've got to get out of here as soon as possible. The Church of the Gates knows
you're here. Remember that call from Sdinda? It's going to try to get an injunction under the new ruling to
drag you into court. Some of my contactstell me the Gaters will attempt to grab you if you leave the
building."



“How the hell did anyone know we were here?’ | asked.

“We must have aleak in our security.” Carl looked shaken. “I've been rechecking al our clearances ever
sncethat cal, but I don't haveacluewhoitis. | takefull respongbility.”

| patted him on the shoulder, and hisface brightened. “Nonsense. It's not your fault if someone succumbs
to abribe. I'll bet the Church offered plenty to know our whereabouts.”

“That, and they have somehow found out thisisaMesder building. So it wasagood bet that you might
be here. Same for you other two.” He looked at Terry and Randi. “ That's the good news."

Rez removed hisarm from my shoulders and stood up. “Good news? Then what in the name of crestion
isthe bad news?'

Randi answered that. “Our accountsin Texas have been frozen. If the Supreme Court goes along with
the Texasruling, dl of our assetswill be confiscated. In the meantime, you can't go back to your home,
or anywhere elsein Texas. Y ou've got to get lost, and so do we."

“Where can we go?’ Rez demanded.

“The best place | can think of is Mesder's hideaway, the one with the concealed gate. No one knows
about it, and it's got enough cover that | doubt anyone will ever discover that it belongsto you. Besides
that, it'sin Arkansas, out of reach of authoritiesin Texas."

Carl wasright about that. | knew the areawhere Mesder's hideaway was located. Both sets of my
grandparents had lived within fifty miles or so, and | had visited the region (though not at the exact
location) with my parents while my grandparents were il dive. It was nestled in the western part of
Arkansas, well up into thefoothills of the southern Ozark Mountains.

“But what about the research we were going to be doing?’ Rez's voice was plaintive, like achild
deprived of apromised swest.

Terry had brought some papersin when he and Randi came back into the room. Now he spread them
out on atable. He had also been doing some legal legwork. Sometimes | forgot that they were lawyers,
both of them.

“We can keep going with the research center,” he said. “Well haveto stay out of sight of anyone
working in the main complex, though, and never go out without a thorough disguise. And it wouldn't hurt
to run the finances through a couple of dozen dummy companies for good measure.”

“I don't likeit. You'll bein hiding on your own property. And someone's bound to find out you're there,”
Carl sad.

| agreed, at least until things camed down. “Well have to table the research center temporarily.”

Relief flashed across Carl'sface. It occurred to methat hiding abillionaire with big plans wasn't an easy
task.

“Let'shead for the Ozarksthen,” | said. “Rez and | want to go through agate again.”

We spent the rest of the evening planning the logistics of getting the Six of us up to Arkansas without
anyonein Texas knowing we had |eft. We decided to get agood night's deep and head for the Ozarksin
the morning. It was agood plan, one that should have worked. It was no one'sfault it failed.

CHAPTERTEN



Mesder didn't suffer from paranoia, but he awaystook every contingency into account. While planning
ahead, he had foreseen that one day he might want to leave the building without derting anyone. A
private elevator descended to a basement floor not noted on the eevator buttons nor, Carl told me, on
the architectura drawings.

Aswe busied oursalves putting on disguises again (and Carl, aswell, thistime), | thought about the sex
gate that had disappeared. It wasthefirst disgppearance in the United States, but my gut instinct for
patternstold me it wouldn't be the last. Would they al disappear, perhaps asrapidly asthey had
appeared? And if so, what would their disappearance do to the world?

The appearance of the sex gates had transformed society for the better, | thought, as did most rationd
people. Mgor illnesses had dmost disappeared, and gender conflicts were becoming something for
historians to study. Even most of the major religions had become resigned to the presence of the gates.
One exception was Idam, and even there the moderates were coming around, albeit reluctantly.

Another big exception was the Church of the Gates. When the gatesfirst gppeared, arguments ranged
over whether they came from God or diens. Mesder founded the church to preach the dogmathat the
gates were a heavenly manifestation. That was part of his plan to protect the gates from government
interference, and guarantee continued access to common people. At first the new religion aroused
resentment, argument, and occasiondly violence from more orthodox religions. Now the Gaters
rabble-rousing against Seconders upset society in other ways, intentionaly, I'm sure.

| don't believe that anyone in authority in the church really thought Seconders were incarnations of the
Devil; they were Smply using us as convenient scapegoats to gain adherents, and power, and influence.
Other reigions and politica parties have done the same thing with other minority groupsin the past, and
will in thefuture. 1t's one of our regrettable human traits.

Once we decided to run for the hideaway we didn't waste time. As soon as we'd had some breskfast the
next morning, Carl helped us once again disguise oursalves. The main purpose of our disguisesthistime
was to hide the youth and healthy glow that marked us as possible Seconders. With our disguisesin
place, we filed out into the alcove near the eevators.

Carl did alast minute check of our appearances, and made sure we were dl carrying replacement
supplies of clothing and plastiskin. He took out two revolvers and gave them to Terry and Randi with
quick instructions, and awarning to be careful about pulling thetrigger. The cylinderswerefull. | knew he
had chosen revolvers for them smply because it isthe easiest handgun for amateursto fire, athough
perhaps not the easiest to hit anything with and not the safest, either. | was surprised he hadn't given them
armstraining way back when, but | suppose they thought a barricade of financia power protected them
from the vagaries of aviolent society. They were getting aquick and rude awakening.

| dready had my little automatic, but | decided it wouldn't hurt to carry another. | redly had no placeto
conced it, though. Carl quickly fixed me up with an ankle holster, which was hidden benegth the long
loose pants | was wearing. He had inssted that | wear pants and now | knew why. Randi was smilarly
equipped, athough | could seetheideaof carrying agun filled her with apprehension. The men carried
heavier wegpons, which were easier to conceal under their clothing.

At last, we were ready to depart. Randi and Terry looked like two martyrs about to enter an arena. Rez
was dmogt as frightened. Mae or not, he hadn't grown up with guns, didn't like them, and hated to carry
them. But Carl and | both inssted.

Asfor mysdlf, | wanted to get to Arkansas asfast aswe could. Right now, it offered us our best chance
for safety. Beyond that, Rez and | wanted to change our sexes. And once we were safe, | wanted to



explore the strange sensations | had experienced the last time we made a passage.

Asthese thoughts whirled through my mind, Carl handed each of usawad of money, aswell as credit
and debit cardsto go with our new identities. A touch of his hand on the top edge of a picture frame
opened acompartment in what appeared to be ablank wall. Wefiled in the eevator without speaking
and descended to the concealed level. The elevator door opened onto an unadorned halway. | stepped
out and saw it ran straight into the distance. | couldn't see what was &t the end of it. We had to walk;
there was no dideway. Perhaps, that wasto avoid any unexplained power usage.

“Where do we go from here?’ | asked Carl, as we started down the hallway.

“If everything goesright, two dectricarswill bewaiting at the end of the tunnel. After that, we get out of
Houston asfast aswe can. With luck, welll be okay. The carswill only need one recharge between here
and Mena"

Menawas the closest town to the concealed sex gate, athough Mesder's actua retreat was located
further up into the mountains. | wondered idly how we would get up there, but let it go for the moment.
Once near Mena, | figured | could find it; | had studied the maps for some time before we left, and the
landmarks were engraved in my memory. | knew Rez had memorized the map, aswell. All we had to
worry about was getting there.

After dmost ahaf-hour of waking we turned abend in the long hallway, and found two cars waiting for
us as promised. They were positioned one behind the other in front of arollup doorway.

Asthorough as ever, Carl checked the suppliesin both vehicles. They were well equipped with
preserved meals and beverages, as well as bedrolls should we want to stop at a park somewhere. |
doubted we would. Parks weren't as safe as they had been in my parents day. They had become so
dangerous that many of them, especidly the oneswith facilities, were no longer maintained by the state or
federa agencies.

Carl announced he would go with Terry and Randi in the lead vehicle. Although he didn't say o, | think
he felt they needed more care than Rez or | did. Rez drove the second car and | rode shotgun. That
arrangement made sense to us; he was the better driver and | was the weapons expert.

Aswe settled into our vehicle, | saw Carl push abutton in the car ahead of us. The exit door rolled up to
revea an up ramp and another narrow tunnd. That tunnel led upward a a gentle dant. We had to use
headlights; the tunnel was only dimly lit with florescent plasters every so often, as abackup for power
falure. Eventualy the passage leveled out and both cars cameto ahalt in front of aclosed door.

Carl came back to us. “ After we go through this next door, keep close behind me,” he said. “Well be
outside in amatter of moments. It should take us about an hour to get out of Houston, but | don't haveto
tell you that well be at risk thewholetime."

He returned to his car and tooted his horn. The door rolled up, and Carl drove off with Rez right behind
him. To my amazement, we drove right through the warehouse of an office building, and made ahard
right turn that led into abig garage. We emerged to find oursalves on a perfectly norma street some
distance from the Mesder building.

| hoped we were far enough away to avoid notice by the Gaters.

Rez and | smiled with relief, and sarted talking about how well prepared Mesder had been with this
escape route. We headed north, still chatting. We drove through an intersection and turned-right into the
middle of aFourth Worlder demongtration. One glance at the signstold me the demonstration had been



organized by Gaters-against Seconders.

I've been the victim of bad timing before in my life, but thiswas, without a doubt, the worse case. A
seriesof ‘what ifs' ran through my mind-what if we had started sooner, what if we took thisturn instead
of that one. But it wastoo late to rewrite the past.

Carl tried hisbest. He led our little convoy into another quick right turn, hoping to dodge the gathering
crowd, but that turn brought us into the middle of abigger group. He swerved from sdeto side on the
street as he ploughed hisway through the crowd. Caught by surprise, people screamed and dodged out
of his path.

Rez and | were not so lucky. We'd lost the element of surprise, and softhearted Rez, who was not about
to drive over anyone, had dowed to acrawl. The demonstrators quickly regrouped and formed a solid
barricadein front of our car.

It wasn't Carl'sfault. Riots broke out al over Texasthat day, and for the next few weeks, wherever
Fourth Worlders and Gaters were concentrated. It was hard to predict where they would occur. The
Gater leaders flung out abunch of propaganda claiming that all Seconder assets, Mesder'sin particular
and othersin general, should be seized by the people and used to relieve poverty. It was completely
illegal for them to even try, of course. If the Supreme Court let the lower court-ruling stand, the State of
Texas would confiscate the assets and damn few Fourth Worlders would ever see any of it. That was
politics as usud with paliticians and windfall money. It would give them more assetsto buy votes by
funding selected programs to enhance the party in power.

Thefact that we were caught in this particular demonstration was nothing but bad luck. Therewas
nowhere to go and nothing to do, except stop. We couldn't even back up without running over some of
the crowd. Within moments we were surrounded.

| never did find out what happened to our secondary protection, although | assumed guards followed us
after we left the garage. Likely they, too, were swalowed up by the unruly maob.

As soon as Rez hit the brake, screaming rioters surged in around us. Rough-looking men and women
banged on the windows and wrenched at the doors. They were yelling dogans, but | couldn't make out
the words through the pounding and yelling.

My ingtinct was to keep the doors locked and hope the crowd would pass us by. But the yelling only
grew louder when they saw we weren't coming out. A burly Fourth Worlder armed with a club cracked
the window on my side. | recoiled from the battered glass, sure that the window would give way on the
next blow. | started to pull out my gun.

“No! Li, don't do that."

Rez |ooked scared, but | recognized the determined set of his mouth. He stared at the unruly mob with
compassion, and | sensed his concern for their situation. For al | knew, they were about to kill us, and he
wanted to help them.

| reached for thelittle automatic tucked into the folds of my blouse. In one swift movement, Rez unlocked
his door, grabbed my hand, and pulled me over the console and out of the car with him. The moment we
emerged the crowd grabbed us.

| was yanked off my feet, away from Rez. Hands pawed and grabbed at my body. | yelled and hit and
kicked at my captors. Rez shouted my name, and tried to fight hisway back to me. He struggled to keep
his big mae body between me and the reaching hands to protect me from the worst of the mauling. But



there were too many people clutching at us.

| never did get my gun out, and it's probably agood thing | didn't. It might have turned amauling into
something much worse. Nevertheless, it was awful. Fear ripped through me as| stared into the hate-filled
facesthat surrounded us. There was an inhuman emptinessin their eyes, asif al the compassonin their
souls had died.

| started to shake with fear and humiliation. We were at the mercy of that mob. A couple of the stronger
men held me while their cohorts kept the rest of the crowd away. They laughed and made obscene
remarks asthey stared a me, and | realized they weren't killers. But they were belligerent, and
determined to pay back anyone the least bit affluent-looking for perceived injusticesif they caught them.

We were the ones they had caught.
“Leave her donel Leave her done!” Rez shouted. “We're not doing anything!”

| don't know what he meant by that, but it didn't help. The mob started moving on down the street, while
two nasty-looking men kept afirm hold on me and pulled me aong with them. | found mysdlf sumbling

aong inthe midst of a congtant stream of people who fought to catch aglimpse of Rez, and me and shout
insults and obscenities at us. | had no ideawhere they were dragging me. My only thought wasto try and
get closer to Rez, but the men who held me delighted in letting me get just so close, then pulling me back.

When | tried to claw one of them with my nails, he dapped me hard, then grablbed my blouse and ripped.
| heard loud laughter al around me. My earsrang and | kept my head down, afraid | would provoke
moreviolenceif | met their eyes. Fingers dug a my bra strap and then my brawas torn from my body.

My automatic came loose and fell to the ground with a clatter. Fear turned my gutsto water. Anything
could happen if the some nut in the crowd picked up the gun. But at that moment all eyes were focused
on my suddenly exposed breasts. Someone let out a shout of triumph, and | glanced up to seehim
waving my braover his head like atrophy. | kicked out and sent the gun diding into agutter.

| was numb with pain and embarrassment. A few feet awvay Rez yelled as othersinflicted asmilar
torment on him. The whole thing was a nightmare, like one of those dreams where you run and run, but
can't avoid the monster no matter what you do.

The maob turned onto a main street and more people poured into the shouting mass. | despaired of this
nightmare ever ending. A tall, strong man had joined the thugs that held me. He had the ook of someone
accustomed to authority, and | suspected he was a Gater. He started moving our smal group through the
crowd as though he had some destination in mind.

“No, not that!” Rez shouted. “Don't do that to us!"

| had no ideawhat he meant or where the Gater was taking us. | was keeping my head down and my
hair had been yanked until it was atangled mass hanging in my face. | couldn't see anything, but the
closest figures. My head hurt, and my breasts and thighs were bruised. The men around me laughed a
my misery. As| slumbled aong, they poked at my breasts and squeezed. If we survived, | would be a
mass of bruises.

“Please don't! No, no anything, but that!"

| couldn't figure what on earth Rez was trying to dissuade the mob from doing, but he sounded terrified.
Shaking off my fear, | struggled harder, but it didn't do abit of good. | cursed, hating my female body for
thefirgt time, because of its weakness. When the cursing did no good, | sobbed in frustration, and hate,



and fear.

A gust of wind blew down the street and lifted my hair. | caught a glimpse of aglowing turquoise arch
ahead of us. A sex gate!

“Please don't do that to us! We don't want to change!”

Rez was babbling, pleading with his captors over and over. The sight of histerror only served to
encourage therioters. | wanted to yell at him to stop begging, but avison of B'rer Rabbit and the tar
baby popped into my head. Through the haze of fear that clouded my mind, | redlized Rez had managed
to send that image to me, and | knew what he was trying to do. He wanted them to throw us through that
gate, wanted them to think we were terrified at the idea. He hoped our terror would satisfy their craving
for excitement and their resentment of the upper classes.

| bit down hard on my lip to stifleahysterical laugh. It might work!

“Throw ‘em through! Through the gate!” Someone next to Rez started the shout and within secondsthe
whole crowd was chanting.

“Throw ‘em through. Through the gate!"
“Throw ‘em through. Through the gate!"
“Throw ‘em through. Through the gate!"

The chant became aroar as both Rez and | were manhandled toward the gate. | saw it only ina
grobe-likeway asmy hair flew thisway and that. | struggled with al my strength while numerous hands
shoved metoward that high, glowing green arch. Like Rez, | wanted to convince them that | was
terrified. They had to think it was our firgt time through. If they suspected we were Seconders, who knew
what they might do? | jerked and fought to free mysdf from the laughing, dirty men and women who
abused me even while frog-marching me toward the opening.

Aswe reached the front of the gate | caught one last glimpse of Rez dightly behind, and to one side of
me. Four men were holding onto me now. A hand groped one last time a my breast asthey counted
together, “One, two three!” and pitched me into the gate.

| had wanted to go through a gate again, but | would have preferred alittle more preparation. And for the
first timeinalong while, | entered the gate by mysdlf, not hand-in-hand with Rez.

Asmy captorsthrew me toward the opening, athick mist seemed to reach out for me. The mob
vanished, and | found mysalf enveloped in that fuzzy glowing green universe where | felt no bodily
sensations a dl. It wasasif my body had dissolved, and | was only abubble of thought floating in the
mig.

| asserted my will and discovered | was able to hold off the impending change much easier than before.
Maybe it was because | was thrown in so quickly without time for much thought. At any rate, | cast my
consciousness out in search of Rez, who would be Ritawhen we emerged, but | couldn't find any trace
of higher mind. Instead, a new impression assailed my consciousness. It was like hearing amillion voices
babbling at oncein my head, atorrent of sound that made no sense. But whatever it was, it felt huge and
complex, asif millions of the mindsthat had passed through the gates were all melded together. Y et, the
sum total seemed to be confusion, like abook with the words scrambled.

| could make no sense of it athough | tried to delve degper. Thiswas something new, and | hoped it
might lead me to the maker of the gates. Somewhere in that fathomless green universe, behind the myriad



impressionsflooding into my mind, | caught aflash of athought-men and women weregoing into a
holding pattern-holding? A holding pattern?

The thought dipped away. | tried to follow it, but it took too much effort. The change was underway. |
couldn't resst it anymore. As| lost control and fell on through the gate | had afina glimpse of the very
outskirts of the mind or minds controlling the gates. Somewhere in that green mist loomed another world;
no, other worlds, other-

| blinked and was on the other side of the gate. Sunlight blinded me and the wind blew over my bare
flesh. | wasmae and nude. As| gathered my wits, Rita stumbled out of the gate and grabbed my arm, as
naked as| was.

My joy a seeing Rita vanished as the crowd around us began to jeer and yell obscenities about our
nakedness. We were till far from safe. We faced ajeering mob without clothing, firearms, money, or
trangportation. Even if the crowd left us aone, satisfied with our forced change, we would be stranded in
adecaying Fourth World neighborhood in a state where Seconders no longer were recognized as
ctizens

CHAPTER ELEVEN

At that moment, our greatest danger lay in being recognized. | turned to Ritaand enfolded her in my arms
while whispered into her ear.

“Bow your head, asif you're ashamed. We need to hide our faces."

Probably what saved us from being recognized was that we were surrounded by Fourth Worlders, rather
than the more affluent Gaters. The Fourth Worlders concentrated on entertainment rather than news for
the most part, so they had missed seeing our photographs on the web. Neither of uswasworld famous,
but I didn't want to take chances. Our pictures had been published as known Seconders, and | was
amogt certain that the feds were after us again now that Mesder had disappeared.

Rita understood our danger aswell as | did. She lowered her head so that her hair hung down and
concedled her face. | tucked her head into my shoulder and bent over her if | wastrying to reassure her.

With both of us bent down | started to edge us away from the gate. | had no ideawhereto go if we did
manage to escape, but | wanted to move away from the mob while they were in agood mood. Rita
sobbed against my shoulder and begged, in abroken voice, for someone to give her something to wear.
Our apparent shame and her tears moved some of the closer bystanders. Or maybe throwing a couple of
upper-class victims through a sex gate had daked the crowd's penchant for violence.

Someone tossed Ritaadirty shirt, which she hastily donned. It covered her down to mid-thigh. A
stern-faced woman, who looked asif she went to church five times aweek and twice on Sunday, handed
me a Gater banner with a stylized shining green arch on one side and GOD |S RESPONSIBLE on the
other. | wrapped it around me, al the while keeping my head down. | didn't need to fake the stricken
look on my face.

Up the street, | heard screams as the crowd latched onto some other victim. The people around us
darted to move away, dready losing interest in us. A new victim waswaliting.

A phrase from some long ago poetry popped into my mind, something like ...alone and afraid in aworld
we never made ... athough that's probably not an exact quote. | clutched Rita closer to me and moved
away from the gate. It took awhile and my heart hammered with every step, but eventudly the crowd
thinned. We were headed one way, and the demonstrators another. Once | got us oriented, | turned
toward the better part of Houston, but Rita stopped me.



“Where do you think you're going?"
| waved ahand in the genera direction of north where the more affluent areas were.

“No. I'mwearing adirty shirt and you have a banner for aloincloth. Wed be picked up as vagrants, and
you know it. Either that or shot by one of the private security forces.

| bit my lipin frugtration asthe redlity of our plight hit home. I hadn't been weslthy for long, but | had
always had enough money for anything | really wanted, and some to spare. | had no idea how we were
going to cope now-naked and broke-and still stay free of the feds and Gaters. Either of them would pick
us up with no hesitation if we were recognized. If we were captured by either of them we might never see

daylight again.
“What do you think we should-where-?’ | broke off.

A snking feding twisted my somach into knots. For achange | didn't have sex as my immediate agenda
after going through a gate. Despite the vibrant health the gate imparted, | felt sick. | had no idea of what
to do next. | looked around the neighborhood in bewilderment. It was past dusk and turning dark. We
had escaped the mob, but unsavory people stared at us as they walked by. While | stood there, lost, Rita
came up with aplan.

“WEell haveto go south for the time being. | know this areafrom the years | spent asa socia worker.
Maybe some of my old friendswill hep us.

“Why should they? We can't do anything for them.”

Rita patted my cheek and managed an optimigtic grin. “On an individua basis, poor folks are much more
likely to help someone than the well-off are. All we haveto doisget to them and let them seethat we are
people like them in need of help. In the meantime, it probably wouldn't hurt for usto change our looksa
bit."

She bent to pull up atuft of grass, crushed some of the stems and rubbed the stains over her faceina
random pattern. While | did the same, shetore off astrip of cloth from the shirt and made herself a
headband. It was a style she had never liked and never been photographed in.

Therewasn't much else | could do to disguise mysdf except messup my hair, but | figured anyone who
saw uswould be more likely look at Ritathan me; her body did thingsto that shirt that had to be seen to
be believed. On the other hand, | make a beautiful woman, but asaman | am ordinary looking with a
dender build, plain features, and rust-colored hair.

If no one asked too many questions about me wearing a Gater banner for underdrawers we could
survive for awhile. | hoped that Rita could find some of the people sheld made friendswith in thisarea
during her years as astudent at North Houston University. It was another instance of Rita's empathy and
love for others paying off. A psychology major in college, she had dways gone out of her way to help the
Fourth Worlders while working among them as acounsdlor.

Even back in college when we first met and my main interest was what you'd expect of any college guy,
Rita had impressed me with her intelligence and big heart, aswell as her physica beauty. Aswe moved
south, deeper into the Fourth World ghetto, we talked about those days to keep our spirits up. If worries
about our predicament hadn't kept intruding, it could have been a pleasant interlude. We held hands as
we walked, but our minds were closer than our bodies, our thoughts entwined. We only whispered a
word or two aoud to each other now and then.



It was along, lonely walk in the dark. We were forced to take frequent detours, which Rita said would
keep us away from traffic and people. For the most part they did. Assoon asit got dark, people got off
the streets. The houses we passed were shut up tight, those inside hiding from the dangers that darkness
brought. For the most part we waked through shabby business districts that were barred and shuttered
for the night. On theway | picked up an old piece of cloth | spotted in atrashcan, and madeit into afair
imitation of an out-of-style toga that had seen much better days.

What redlly bothered us were our feet. A person emerging from agate has no calluses at all. Add to that
the fact that we were barefoot, and before long we were both limping. Our feet ached from the uneven
pavement and the crumbled, broken concrete and other debristhat littered the sdewalks. On top of that,
my stomach began rumbling, telling meit wouldn't be adverse to something filling iniit. I couldn't do
anything about something to eat, other than rummaging in garbage cans, and we weren't quite that
desperate yet. Eventually we found enough old ragsto bind our feet and keep the worst of the pain at
bay.

The moon, which had been providing enough light to walk by, had set and we were cautioudy fedling our
way past the gutted bowels of a one and two-story defunct housing project. It was the kind of project
the government had sold off after it got out of the housing business-ifty years sooner than it should have
as subsequent events proved.

Wewere almost past it when we were jJumped.

They probably thought we were easy marks-as| said, | am smdl in stature and Rita couldn't hide her
femae curves, or her long, dim legswhich weren't covered a dl by the dirty shirt she was wearing.
There were three of them, but our enhanced mentd powers enabled usto catch their intentions before
they struck. We were ready and waiting. Both of us had trained in martial arts over theyears.

| caught one swinging arm by the fist holding the meta bar intended for my head and leveraged him over
my shoulder and into the body of the second guy. Ritatook care of the third withasmple
duck-under-and-twist so that she wound up holding the person’s arm up behind her-it was a her-and
threatening in her deepest voiceto snap it into piecesif she didn't stop struggling.

“Tell them not to try anything,” she added. She jerked her head at the two men who were struggling to
untangle themselves.

“Alto! No luchal” the woman gasped through the pain of her twisted arm.
The men staggered to their feet. Rita shoved the woman at them.
“Vaya Ingatante!"

They |€ft, though one of the men looked back over his shoulder asif he wanted to try again. | suppose
they found it hard to believe that two such small, ragged intrudersinto their territory had turned the tables
on them so suddenly. The other man and the woman tugged at him to hurry him along. | caught alast
wisp of their thoughts. They were afraid we were undercover feds looking for leadsto chip smugglersor
illega immigrant runners from Panamaor Guatemaa

“Comeon,” Ritaurged. “It'snot far now. | hope Bonitatill liveshereor, at least, is somewherein this
neighborhood.”

She led us down the street past barred quickshops and liquor stores. As| limped after her, she turned
into an aleyway between a pawnshop and a pophop, not very well disguised asalaundry store. The
aley was strewn with debris. | felt the jagged edges even through the rags covering my feet, and amental



twang from Ritatold me she did, too.

| cringed with every step. The addictsin the pophop place we had passed used throwaway dispensers
for their drugs and the empty containers usualy had sharp edges. | stepped with care to avoid getting cut.
There were anumber of diseases addicts were subject to that | had no desire to become acquainted
with.

Weturned acorner. We had arrived in front of asmal home. In the dim light from astreet lamp, | saw
that it was abit better maintained than the buildings we had been passing, or the ones on either sde of it.
| thought we were past the old housing project, but couldn't be certain.

A cracked sidewalk led through a gate to a six-foot-high carbonwire fence surrounding the place. |
wondered about the gate until | spotted the knocker with awire leading from it down to the ground and
presumably buried aong theline of the sidewak. Ritaknocked in acryptic rhythm. When no one
answered, shedid it again. Thistime afemae voice came from a speaker concedled somewhereinside
the fence, but close enough to hear.

“Queeda?’
“Bonita?It'sRita."
“Rital EsVerdad?’ The spesker fairly shouted. “Un momento!™

We waited a second, and the gate opened by itsalf. As soon as we passed through, it closed behind us. |
wondered about that; this wasn't asetup you would normaly seein the barrios and dums of what
remained of old Houston.

Rita breathed asigh of relief, and gave my hand a squeeze of encouragement aswe walked up to the
door. It swung open and an enormoudy wide woman clad in atent-like garment held out arms, which
were as big asmy legs, and pulled Ritato her bosom.

She had time for only aquick hug before Ritastruggled loose, and whispered to the woman that we
needed to get out of sight. Hurriedly, she shoved Ritainside, then grabbed one of my arms and yanked. |
stumbled inside the door and stopped to check that my arm remained in its socket.

| looked up to see the woman beaming at me. She had graying hair, pulled back with amakeshift
kerchief, and was dressed in a voluminous nightgown. We must have gotten her out of bed. Beforel
could say aword, she enfolded mein her vast embrace. It waslike being smothered in pillows though |
felt firm muscles beneath dl the padding. | wasn't sure why she was hugging me, but assumed it wasa
gesture of friendship. Rita's thoughts were jJumbled a the moment, filled with the pleasure of seeing this
oldfriend.

Oncel was st free, Ritaintroduced me.

“Bonita, thisis Jackson Lee Stuart, the man who helped me and aso the one who helped you. Leg, thisis
Bonita Duarez, the woman | told you about when | wasin school.”

Bonita. Of course. Rita had spoken of her often. She had long admired this woman who did so much to
encourage her children to further their education beyond the pitiful offerings of the public primary schools.
| remembered Ritatelling me years ago about how Bonita had managed to get three sons and two
daughtersinto the University of North Houston. Rita had helped her, of course, counseling her about
scholarships and grants that were available for Fourth Worlders. In the end, only one daughter had gone
bad, no mean feat for awoman raising afamily in the areawhere she lived.



Oncel had started making money from my tabloid reporting back in the days after the gates first
appeared | had given Rita some to pass on to others, but had never thought much more about it. My
casual gesture, meant at the time to please Rita, was coming back to help usin spades. Right now |
wished | had sent more, lots more.

| looked around. The inside of the house was even better maintained than the outsde, if somewhat
antiquated. There was what looked like afunctiond fireplace with the mantle displaying astatue of Jesus
Christ in acommanding postion, flanked by asmaller one of The Virgin to one Side, and some saint to
the other, perhaps the patron saint of education given her wholehearted belief init. The furniture was
worn but serviceable, mostly stuffed couches and chairs with coffee tables scattered here and there, and
bookshelves stacked with old-style printed books, worn with age. Behind acounter (I wouldn't call it a
bar in this house) was a kitchen with an old gas burner and hood. On cabinet counters acrossfromiit |
noticed amicrowave and severa other modern kitchen appliances. The refrigerator, in one corne,
reminded me how hungry | was.

“Sente, St,” Bonitatold us, mixing Spanish with English.

She made coffee whilerattling off arapid-fire stream of Spanish to Rita. | couldn't understand dl of it,
even though | call mysdlf a speaker of the language. She spoke too fast for me. However, | caught her
guestions about why Rita hadn't been to see her for so long; why was she s0 young-looking; she must
have been through a gate; which was okay; the Pope said so if you wereill or old, but it wasn't for her;
were you ill when you went through; did your friend Lee go through with you, and on and on while the
coffeefiltered. Meanwhile, she kept casting sideways glances at the way we were dressed.

Ritasmiled her gentle smile and ignored the obvious hints to explain. When the questions didn't stop, she
gaveinwith alaugh and told our story. Bonita*tsk-tsked’ over uswhen she redized the rags on our
backs were the only garments we possessed. She promised to find something for usto wear from the
children's old clothesin closetsin the back of the house where the bedrooms were.

“Bring your coffee,” she said in perfect English. Wedid.

Bonita picked a closet for me and told me to help myself. Either she was agood judge of size or her sons
had been about my size. She left me done while Ritawent with her into another bedroom.

| picked out apair of worn, but serviceable jeans, a shirt with pockets, and ajean jacket with two
good-sized side pocketsin case | managed to arm mysalf again in the near future. | had been carrying for
so many yearsthat | realy felt naked without the comforting presence of my faithful automatic. | didn't
worry about the fact that as anon-citizen | would no longer be licensed to carry; haf the armed citizens
didn't bother with the legdlities of carrying weapons, mostly because they didn't want to take a chance on
being inducted into amilitia. Most states required militiaservice of carriersif an occasion arose where the
Nationa Guard needed help. That sort of Stuation didn't happen often, but it did happen. | wasliving
proof of that. I'd served in the militiaduring a Fourth Worlder uprising severd years ago, and afew of my
old friends had died in that same conflict.

| even found a pair of worn boots, which fit, and socks to go with them, and abelt to hold the jeans up. |
never thought | would fedl so good being dressed in secondhand clothes that belonged to someone else.
There were severd other things | could wish for, like scissorsto cut my hair or some more plagtiflesh, but
dready | wasfar beyond what | evenimagined | might be only ashort time ago. Everything e se could
wait. | opened the door and walked back up the hall to the living room.

Ritawas gill changing. Bonitarefilled my coffee cup, moving gracefully for such alarge woman.

“Now you look not likeabum,” she said, and | had to agree.



“Thank you,” | told her. “I would fed fully dressed if only | had agun.”

She shrugged massive shoulders. “Si. Most of the time guns are bad but you, away from home maybe it
is best to carry, no?"

“Yes” | sad.
“And you must protect my Rita, too, isit not so?"
“I'll protect her,” | said, but wondered how.

| had no funds for awespon, or identification even if | did have the funds. Of course, | could always get
anillega oneif | had the money. | would do that if | had to, but anyone doing that takes arisk of winding
up with awesgpon which might have been used in a shooting-and could end up tried and executed for a
crime he or she never committed.

“I' will buy Juan another one, or you can return thiswhen you are safe and have dinero again.”

She reached into the huge crevice between her breasts and drew forth alethd looking .38 revolver. She
waved it around before handing it to me. | tried not to flinch. A gunisaways|oaded until proven
otherwise, and sometimes even afterwards. A gun can load itself if you don't check onit dl thetime.
Thereismagic that ill works. Bonitasmiled at theway | avoided the barrel of the wegpon.

“A cautious man. Y ou will not misuse Juan's pistola, en?”

She handed it to me. | figured she must have gotten it out when we banged &t her gate. Thefirst thing |
did was break the cylinder to seeif it was |oaded. It wasn't. | looked up to see Bonita's hand out, holding
abox of shdls.
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| took the shellsand very carefully loaded the revolver. Since it was equipped with a safety, | even filled
the chamber under the hammer with aload. As| held the gun, | felt likeawhole man again. | believein
an a'med citizenry, so long asthey are required to undergo firearmstraining before being licensed. It
makes for avery polite society, and a safer one, for the most part.

As| tucked the gun away in aside pocket of the jean jacket, | recalled ahistorical fact. Around the turn
of the century Augtrdiahad confiscated dl privately owned firearms. Their liberd legidators believed that
would cut down on violent crime. Instead, crime increased. The crooks kept their guns and no longer
worried about their victims taking umbrage at being robbed or raped or otherwise abused. | suppose that
asociety without an armed citizenry can function fineif itisled into it over years, but then thereisno
check on despotism or the violence inherent in bad economic times.

Once Northern Mexico was admitted to the union, their politicians became much more honest-at least
about as honest as a politician ever gets, which isn't much. Sometimes | wish the Nobel Prize committee
would look for a palitician who aways voted for what they honestly thought was good for their country
and award aprize to him or her, just to set a precedent, but I'm not holding my breeth. | don't believein
mirecles.

Rita came back into the room wearing afigure-flatering jump suit about asze too smdl, especidly
around the bust. It was old, but with Ritawearing it | doubted that anyone would notice. She posed
provocatively for us. | whigtled, and Bonitasaid something in Spanish | didn't understand but which made
Ritalaugh.



“Okay, now what?’ | said, around ayawn. | was exhausted, but | was afraid the hunger pangsin my
stomach would keep me awake.

“First you deep, then decide, eh? No, first you eat, then deep, 97"
HS!II

| couldn't keep the eagerness out of my voice at the mention of food. Bonitawinked at me and
disappeared into the kitchen. Rita dropped onto the big couch beside me with asigh. Even with fresh
young bodies, it had been quite anight. But after amoment she got to her feet again.

“Can| hdpyou, Nita?'
“No. You aretoo tired. | will make eggs and tortillas, then you deep.”
“No one must know we are here. Okay? It is very important, not just for us, but for you, too.”

“S, 9. No onewill know. The ninos, they will not be herefor weeks yet. No one esewill come, or if
they do, you will bein the bedrooms, yes?'

“S,” Ritasad, amiling.

It isamazing how much two young people who have worked up an appetite can eat. | filled up on eggs
and fresh flour tortillas, but went easy on the coffee. | wanted to get afew hours of good deep before
deciding how we ought to proceed, but aready | felt much, much better. Asl filled my scomach, | felt
very grateful | had given Ritathat money to help educate Bonita'skids. Still, | could see the obvious
affection between the older and younger woman. She would have helped us regardless. Such people are
the sdlt of the earth, the oneswho aways make you proud to be human. It'stoo bad there aren't nearly
enough of themin thisold world.

With theresilience of the young we were both awake again by noon. There was anarrow shower stal in
the tiny bathroom. We took advantage of it to get cleaned up. We should have showered before getting
into bed, but we were too exhausted to care. Now we redly put our heartsinto a good wash. With both
of us crowded together in the narrow stall, wet arms and legs and chests and breasts colliding whenever
we moved, it took only afew seconds before | wasfully erect.

We laughed at the way our soapy skin dithered together, but soon the laughter turned to gasps of
pleasure aswe renewed our love in our newly changed bodies. It was wonderful to be aman again. Rita
filled her mind with the sensations shefelt as | caressed her, and sent those thoughts into my mind, dong
with thefiercelonging of her female body for penetration. | gathered her close as our minds merged. The
urgency of my explosive orgasm shattered our thoughts, just as Rita's more prolonged one did.

Aswe were getting dressed, | wondered whether Bonita had heard us. | couldn't remember exactly how
loud we'd been. Rita sent me aquick thought not to worry, so | didn'.

When we came out of the bedroom shortly after noon, Bonita had ameal prepared for us: good red
beans and rice, with what tasted like red sausage mixed in and fresh cornbread to go with it. | wondered
why | hadn't smelled the cornbread cooking. As the thought passed through my mind, Ritasent mea
quick mental image. | saw mysdlf in the shower ydling at the celling. | smiled my thanksto our hostess
and piled it in, the earlier breskfast of eggs and tortillas dready forgotten.

Rita helped Bonitawith the dishes. | offered, but she was scanddized. Some things haven't changed
despite the disruption the sex gates have brought to society. No matter what, women do more of the
cooking and cleaning than men, a practice that continued even after sex changes. | have no ideawhether



itisgenetic or cultura, or some of both; the phenomenais under debate. But | digress, since that wasthe
least of our worries.

Once we sat down with coffee, Ritawent over in detail with Bonitawhy we needed to stay out of public
view, and why we needed to get out of Texas. Bonitareached for one of the ubiquitous photon
comphones Russdll had invented, and clicked it on. It was networked with asmall wall screen. She
voiced afew key wordsin English, and it began a search-delayed by a horrendous amount of advertising.
| stared at the skitswith disbelief; advertisng was something | hadn't seen on a phone or computer
screenin years. It isonly the Third and Fourth Worlders who have to put up with such stuff; for the most
part they can't afford the service charge for the ad-free broadcasts. At least the devices are so cheap that
they alow Third and Fourth Worldersto partialy join the information age if they want to, and agradually
expanding base of them did, according to the newspalls.

There were plenty of stories about the Gaters and their church activities and severd items about
Seconders, mostly punditstalking for and against them without real knowledge of the subject, but eager
to explain how they had aways known there was something fishy about anyone who could go through a
gatetwice. There wasno mention at al that the feds might be active in Gater or Seconder affairs.

That wasn't asurprise, though; the fed security agency works hard to keep its activities out of the public
eye. Nevertheless, | would bet money they were after us again since Mesder's disappearance. And |
would bet more money they were the ones stirring up the Gaters, though the political party in power
might have alot to do with that. Anti-tel epathy was a made-in-heaven platform for any politician, even
though the tabwebs were exaggerating the extent of our mind-reading skills. But till, who wantsto have
their minds read? No one, unlessit's another Seconder, and perhaps not always then.

The big story though, was the disappearance of the sex gate. A multitude of so-called experts bandied
about their theories. Asfar as| was concerned, they were idiots who babbled on about something they
knew absolutely nothing about. Ritaand | had as much experience with the sex gates as anyone (though
there might be some more experienced Seconders in news-controlled countries | wasn't aware of), and |
had no idea how the gate had disappeared. The next time we made a passage | intended to try to find
out, though.

Rita shut off the photocomp, asthe little gadgets were now called, in order to tell Bonitathat we had to
leave as soon as we could.

“S, you must leave. | agree. But where? And how?’ Bonitaraised her eyebrows in question.

“Itisbest you don't know where, Nita. Asfor how-well, I'm not sure how we can travel without being
picked up when we get out of thisarea. We don't have work permits and we can't claim citizenship. And
it isimportant that we not be caught. We have thingsto do which | can't explain, but which must be done
if theworld isto become a better place.”

“How soon must you be at the place which is such a secreto?!
“As soon aswe can manage,” | said.

Bonita shook her head. “ Soon, no can do. But if you can work, you can travel with the migrantorios. No
onewill know."

With her dark hair and eyes, Ritacould blend in, but | doubted that | could. | said so. | hated vetoing the
idea. It was agood one. Neither the Gaters nor the government were likely to suspect that a Seconder
would be traveling as an illegd migrant worker. We could stay out of sight, especialy since no one knew
for certain (asfar as| knew) that we were il in Texas. Bonitaamed a huge grin at me. She must have



worked it dl out while we were desping.

“Youwill bed idiotawhich Ritacaresfor. Y ou will spegk little, even as you do now. Many harvests will
be ready in weeksto come. Y ou can travel north asfar and aslong as you wish, or east or west."

Well, I've been called anidiot before, and I'll admit | have acted like one on occasion, but never
intentionally. Thiswould redlly be anew experience, but once | started thinking about it, | couldn't find
much wrong with the idea. | had even done a bit of farm work as a teenager before getting ajob at the
Ruston library. And cometo think of it, al Latinos weren't dark-haired; that was a stereotype. It realy
might work. All we needed was alittle luck, and perhaps some skillful acting.

With her years of experience working as a counselor among the Fourth Worlders, Rita understood the
culture, but | needed practicein how to act like the dow-witted farm worker | would play. For the next
two days, while Bonitawas making arrangements, both she and Rita helped me get into therole. They
seemed to rdish telling meto act like anidiot. | would be talking about something in my normal way
when one of them would interrupt me.

“No, no, you have to sound like the zoquete!™
“Thewhat?'

“The dummy. Y ou have to sound like astupid fool. Try harder, Lee. You can doit. | know you can.” As
sheassured methat | could act like an idiot, Ritastarted laughing so hard we could hardly understand
her.

Gradudly, | got into the habit of kegping my mouth shut. Silence was safer. When | did say anything, |
diditin asfew and as smplewords as possible. By the end of the next evening | thought | could carry it
off, solong as Ritadidn't get my dander up by referring to me as the zoquete too often.

CHAPTER TWELVE

Thefollowing morning, Bonitatold usto get ready to leave. Wewould travel with afamily group that
migrated around the country doing stoop labor on the smaler farms that were too poor to afford robot
harvesters or intelligent machinery. I'll confess, | had no ideawhat | was getting into. Bonitafixed usa
huge breskfast to start uson our way. | was il trying to digest it when | heard knocking coming from
the gate speaker.

Bonitawent outside, cautioning usto remain behind. After afew minutes, she returned. Shewas
accompanied by a short, nut-brown man with athick shock of black hair shot with gray. Hisface was
seamed with work and worry lines, and his arms knotted with stringy muscles.

Tak about stereotypes, his name turned out to be Pedro Gonzales. When we shook hands, he turned my
hand over in hisand frowned at the lack of calluseson mine. | could tell he wasthinking | had done no
manud labor for along, long while. Nevertheless, he grinned and rattled off some Spanish too fast for me
to follow.

“Seguro,” Ritaassented for me, athough | had no ideawhat she was agreeing to.

| suspected the man owed Bonitaafavor and was taking us along to repay it. She peeked out awindow
to make sure no one was passing by who would see usleave. She pushed us toward the door.

“Vaya. Vayacon Diod"
Aswe passed through the doorway, she pressed arall of billsinto Rita's hand. Rita started to thank her,



but she put afinger to her lipsin a shushing motion, and pointed to Pedro who had hisback to us. |
agreed. | was extremely grateful for the money, but the fewer people who knew we had any extra cash,
the better. Keeping my mouth shut, | gave her aheartfdt, but brief hug, as| passed. Seconds later the
door shut behind us.

Beyond the gate, idling by the broken curb was an ancient big-bed pickup. | hadn't seen anything like it
sncel wasalittle boy. It had a huge camping shell set into the pickup bed. Pedro headed for the cab
while motioning for usto climb into the camper.

Asl climbed insde, | was amazed to see kids, adults, and teenagers crammed together, long with al the
accouterments and parapherndianecessary for alife on the road. The kids bounced around and

jabbered with excitement at leaving for what must be along trip. They greeted us with wide smiles of
welcome, and seemed happy at the prospect of strangers going with them. | returned their grins, but
ignored the volley of questionsthrown at me. Those long hours of practice at kegping my mouth shut
were paying off. Ritacharmed them al with her infectious smile and told them the story we'd put together
with the help of Bonita.

Eventudly, | sorted everyone out. Pedro and hiswife, Maria, dong with another adult and one teenager
wereriding in front. In back with uswere ateenage boy and girl and two girlswho appeared to be twins.
| found out later they were ten. There was also one old man, Enrique, who soon madeit clear that he
was the disciplinarian of the flock, and amiddle-aged couple who didn't talk much. The adults and the
teens rode on padded benches along one side of the cab. Everyone else sat on boxes or bundles or on
the floor, and took their lumps as the old truck rumbled over broken pavement. Our life as migrant
workers had begun.

Our new friends saw at oncethat | was dow-witted. They took it in stride. No one made fun of my fake
dumbness, but they expected meto help wherever | could. | was surprised by how little fuss they made
about my supposed retardation. In the middle-class society where | grew up, individuas with mental
chalenges were usudly hidden away in specia homes or indtitutions or abandoned atogether by a
society, which had given up on them. Theselast unfortunates usualy ended up homeless, doped up on
pills. Thesefolks didn't show any qualms at al about having me aong.

We camped that first night at the farm where we were to work the next day. Our journey was arough
one. The old truck rattled along on the verge of a permanent breakdown. It couldn't go fast, and Pedro
had to stop severd timesfor quick repairs. It was dark when we arrived, and Ritaand | had no idea
what kind of work we would be doing the next day. It's probably just aswell, but even if | had known |
couldn't possibly have imagined what it would be like.

The farm had two porta potties-both of them in need of athorough cleaning with astrong
disinfectant-and an outside fauicet for water. Pedro, Maria, and the rest accepted these disgusting
facilitiesasnormal. Ritaand | had no choice but to follow their lead. We washed under the faucet and
helped bring water and gather bits of fallen branches from nearby treesfor a cooking fire. | don't know
what it was we ate, but there was alot of riceinit, and of course there was plenty of water to wash it
down. We dept rolled up in the old army blanket that was a parting gift from Bonita.

| hadn't camped out since | was a cub scout. No matter which way | tossed or turned, there was aways
apebble (athough it felt more like agood-sized rock) digging into ahip or ashoulder. The mosquitoes
wereterrible, too. The only way to escape their constant biting was to cover your head with the blanket,
but then it was too hot. It was along night. By the time the sun rose, | was exhausted and frustrated. But
my troubleswere only beginning.

Breakfast was aquick medl of cold rice and beans. | managed to gag down a handful. Still hungry, |



trudged after the rest to the fieldswhere | discovered that we were going to pick watermelons.

Have you ever spent along, hot day, from sunrise to sunset, stooping over and picking up round dippery
objects weighing anywhere from twenty to forty pounds, and carrying them to trucks? Even better was
standing at the bed of atruck and feeding them up to someone ese. That required lifting each oneto at
least shoulder height. By the end of thefirst half hour, sweat ran down my cheeks and my back was one
agonized knot of pain. Anyone who thinks we can get dong without stoop labor, or theillegal immigrants
from Southern Mexico should be required to spend aday in that watermelon field. Thereisalot of farm
work that can't be done by machine. Even on mechanized farms, humans do the hard labor of lifting and
hending off.

Other than aquick break at noon for ameal of tortillas and beans, we swested at this backbreaking
labor al day. The women worked right beside us. The only concession they got wasthat they lifted the
lighter melons, same asthe children did. | never saw anyone else drop one, but | did, severd times. That
earned me a stern rebuke from the straw boss, a big African-American who worked right beside us.

| struggled dl morning to make it to the lunch break. But that brief respite only made it worse. After a
few moments of rest, my back knotted up into a tiff mass and refused to cooperate with the rest of my
body. Agonizing pains coursed through my cramped muscles with every movement. If | managed to
forget about the agony in my back for amoment, it was only because the painsin my arms and legs were
every bit asbad. | had never worked so hard in my life, but | couldn't quit, not when | saw the old man
and Maria handling more melonsthan | did.

Asthe hot sun finally sank lower in the sky, the women got to leave, but only so they could get the
evening med ready whilethey gtill had light to seeto cook. By thetime | arrived back a camp | was
covered with dirt, streaked with muddy rivers where swest ran down my arms and back. My shoulders
dumped down into my chest, my head throbbed like abomb about to explode, and | could barely put
onefoot in front of the other.

As| dragged mysdf the last few steps, with no other thought but to collapse on my blanket and deep,
Pedro and the old man and the teenagers began singing! My own throat was choked with dust, and |
couldn't imagine how they had the energy to sing, much lesswhy they wanted to, but they treated that
horrible ten or eleven hours as an ordinary workday.

| had to stay awake long enough for the women to finish washing behind a blanket hung from amakeshift
frame. When they were done, the men took their turn. The water waswarm at first thenicy cold then
warm al over again. | followed the example of the men and rinsed out the clothes| had worn and hung
them on anearby fenceto dry. Fortunately, | had a spare set that Bonitahad ingsted | take. | barely
remember sprawling down beside Ritawho had worked as hard as me, and hel ped cook supper. We
hardly spoke. She was as exhausted as| was. | don't remember being bothered by mosquitoes that night,
athough the next day | had the bitesto prove they'd visited. | dept like the dead, and they feasted at their
lasure.

Thenext morning | could bardly move at first, but we did it al over again. We finished up with that farm
in mid-afternoon. | bit my lip to keep from crying out in pain as | worked my abused muscles. By
afternoon | was beyond pain. | worked in anumb trance. | went through the motions like azombie, and
hoped that the day would somehow end with me on my feet. And it did, eventualy.

We let Pedro collect our pay. | never even asked what we made for that muscle-bruising work. The
amount he handed Rita seemed very little for what we had done.

As soon aswe collected our money, Pedro hustled usinto the truck; he wanted to get to another farmin



timeto get afull day'swork the next day. Ritaand | dept for most of the journey, leaning against each
other, oblivious to the bumps of the road. Once again | could barely move by the time we hdted
sometime after dark. At first | was relieved to see that this place had aworker shelter for usto deepin. |
didn't know if | could face another night degping on the ground. | should have held off on the thanks;
there was nothing indgde thelittle shack but agas stove. At least | didn't haveto try gathering firewood in
the dark.

Ritaand | picked acorner and curled up on the hard floor. As| wasfalling adeep | wondered if we
would ever have the energy and privacy to make love again. Then | heard some familiar noises coming
from another corner. Someone e se in our group was taking advantage of the darkness to make their own
privacy. | shrugged. It wasn't a problem for us that night. We were both too tired to even think of sex.

We picked melons again the next day. The day after that brought awelcome change; we got to pick
peaches. After two days of lugging around twenty-pound watermelons, | thought picking peaches would
be asnap, but it turned out that there was atechnique. The peaches required gentle handling or they
would bruise, but at the same time we had to pick them asfast aswe could in order to make a halfway
decent amount of money.

By thetime | got the hang of it afew dayslater, we were farther north and it wastime to start picking yet
another crop. Every day was a struggle. | tried to do my share of the work and to keep up the pretense
that | was dim-witted. The second part wasn't as hard as | had thought. | was dead on my feet, too
exhaugted to string two coherent thoughts together. When it came to handling life asamigrant worker, al
my vaunted Seconder abilities were worthless. Both Ritaand | were accustomed to alife of luxury and
now we were peons barely scraping out aliving.

After acouple of weeks on the road with the Gonzalesfamily, | felt agreat deal of respect for them.
They worked hard and were thrifty with their money. One day, when we had abit of privacy, Ritatold
me that agood portion of what they earned went for an education fund to be spent when they settled
down for the winter. Most of the rest they saved so they would have money to live on while no crops
were available and only periodic day labor could bring in anything extra.

After shetold methis, I thought of the lazy Fourth Worldersin our cities. They were content to live on
the barest of government doles plus whatever they might earn doing sporadic jobs. Most of the work
they did do conssted of illegd activitiesrequiring little of either brains or brawn.

Asusud, Rita disagreed with me and came to the Fourth Worlders defense. According to her, they
weren't lacking in ambition; it was Smply that there were too many of them for the amount of work
available. She claimed that month after month of being unemployed and watching your family struggleto
survive on the very barest of necessitieswould drive dmost anyone to other outlets, illega or not.

Unfortunately, many of them became addicted to the cheap designer drugs which were taking the place
alcohol had held in previous decades. The best anyone could say about the present Fourth World
Stuation was that they had seen it worse afew years back. Now at least some Fourth Worlders were
aware of the wider world, and taking advantage of educationa opportunities because of the cheap
photocomps made available to them through Russdll'sinventions. Plus, the government did provide
something for the very neediest. There was hope for the future; alittle bit, at least.

| don't want to dwell too long on this phase of our lives. My memories are adark blur of long days spent
working to exhaustion, and endless hoursriding in the back of that disreputable old truck. To my
surprise, it dways got us where we were going. There were only afew occasionswhen Ritaand | were
ableto find amoment of privacy to makelove; wetried it once within hearing of our companions, but
once was enough. We both tend to be vocal in our coupling and were teased unmercifully for aday or



two afterward. The jokes were directed mainly at me, with references to where most of my brain
resided, and thelike. | tried to grin like an idiot who didn't quite get the joke, but sometimesit was hard
not to burst out laughing.

After that one experience, wetried to get away somewhere when we could, but it didn't happen often.
Whenit did, our minds merged as dways. Afterward, till sharing our thoughts, we would ponder the
mystery of sex gates. | was convinced that | could figure them out and stay human-and on this Earth.

Ritawasn't assure as| was. | noticed her reluctance to completely merge when my mind or conversation
turned to the subject of the gates. | couldn't put my finger on what the problem might be, and Ritawasn't
talking so | didn't push it. When | wasn't too exhausted to think, | tried to prepare my mind for my next
trip. | was determined to resist the change long enough to understand more about the gates.

Eventua ly we worked our way as far north as Texarkana. We hadted for aday or two in that city'slarge
Fourth World enclave. The Fourth Worlders of Texarkanawere truly destitute. Kids wearing little or no
clothing ran around in dusty streets unpaved for most of ageneration. The buildingswherethey lived
were so dilapidated a strong breeze would knock them down. The shops scattered through the dum area
sold cheap shoddy goods and only the most basic food items, all overpriced. Designer drugs were
rampant; you couldn't go out on the street without being accosted by kids wanting to sl you drugs, or
their kid ssters or brothers, or both. It was pitiful, like a scene out of Africa

| wasn't sad to leave there, even if we did haveto walk at first.

Pedro and Mariaand the rest of the family saw us off with hugs and kisses (for Rita, anyway) and many
expressonsof, “VayaCon Dios.” | have fond memories of that hardworking, cheerful family group.

We st off down adusty street in the Fourth Worlder ghetto early in the morning. | wanted usto be fresh
when we crossed over from Texas to Arkansas. In our weeks on theroad, | had neglected to follow the
news, even on the few occasions where there was enough privacy to try. For the first week or so, our
routine was work, eat and deep. Aswe toughened up, we started to have a bit more energy, and |
bought Ritaand myself comphones with some of the money Bonitahad dipped to us. | bought them
when no one else was looking, of course. We had stopped in asmall town to pick up supplies. We
certainly didn't want the others to know we could afford such pricey possessions.

After such along period out of touch, | had no ideaiif the status of Seconders had changed, but | didn't
want to bring up any of the news channels while we were on our way out of the enclave. Inthedums,
that equipment would cal unwanted attention to us.

My plan was to walk over the border. | was tempted to try to take abus out of Texarkana. But even
after the weeks of hard work, Ritawas a beautiful woman, and | feared her beauty would cdll attention
to us. I'd thought about trying to disguise her, but there was no way to hide those glorious curves. More
than that, it was Smply her inner beauty shining through that made her so noticegble, and that would
never change.

Our minds communed as we walked, and Rita bumped me with her hip as she caught that thought. |
turned to smile a her. | couldn't imagine ever loving anyone else asmuch as| loved her. It was dmost
enough to make me want to stay amae on a permanent basis. But the sex gates were cdling. It was
imperative that we go through again, and possibly again and again in order to-1 didn't know exactly what,
but | knew it was important. Desperately so.

Wewaked for miles through the outskirts of the city. The experience was an eye-opening one. | had no
idea how extensve and pervasive the Fourth World areas of this city were. Other citieswere every bit as
bad. It gave me a better idea of the scope of the problems facing the whole country. The admission of



northern Mexico into the union was supposed to have ameliorated the Situation, but instead had only
made it worse. Now dl the southern Mexicans and destitute peasants and Fourth Worlders from other
countriestried to makeit into our country in hopes of abetter life. | sympathize, but there are limits.
Those who say we should share our wedlth with al of South Americahave no idea of economics, or
sociology ether. Even Ritaadmitted there were limits.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The sun warmed us as we trudged along a halfway decent state highway that headed north. We

appeared to be nearing the outskirts of the city. Most of the dumswere behind us. The areawe had
entered was atypicd dirty, rundown businessdigtrict. The two of uswerent talking much, smply letting
our minds merge and twine around various subjects. None of them were earthshaking. | thought we might
reach open country soon, so when we passed a third-rate motel which didn't look quite as bad as some,
our thoughts converged on the same subject: here was a chance for privacy, and an opportunity to get
truly clean for thefirst timein weeks.

While Rita collapsed into one of the two chairsin the tiny lobby and rubbed her feet, | pproached the
clerk. He was busy playing some sort of semi-pornographic game and looked annoyed a mefor
interrupting. He took my cash, pushed a key card back to me, and got on with hisgame. That suited me
fine. | don't think he even saw Rita.

The room wasn't much, but it did have a queen-sized bed, which looked clean enough, and a shower.
Both of us headed straight for the shower, dropping our handbags and pulling off our clothing on the way.
Before more than another minute or two passed we were insde the stall and luxuriating under hot water
and suds.

| ingsted on helping Ritawash. She laughed as she accepted my help. Theteasing sway of her hipstold
me she knew what | had in mind. | rubbed her breasts with sogp and lingered over each onewhile|
rinsed them off. | held the dippery mounds of flesh in my hands and watched the water runin rivulets
over her erect nipples. We stood for long minutes under the stream of hot water, touching each other
with ahunger long denied. Her smdl hands dipped and did over my wet skin, as she brought meto the
edge of climax with her urgent caresses.

| managed to hold off until we were finished washing, right up until we were half dry. It had been too long
and | could stand it no longer. | lifted her in my arms and carried her to the bed. When shetickled my ear
with her tongue on theway, | dmost dropped her. We stretched out and lay close for amoment. Rita
kissed me and grinned impishly.

“Men dways go too fast thefirst time,” she said, and proceeded to demonstrate.

| watched her head bobbing over me for afew seconds, then went into earth-shattering convulsions. The
Krakatoa volcano must have sounded like me when it exploded. The orgasm seemed to go on and on
and on. My whole being concentrated on the sensation of her mouth and tongue working on me, as
intense orgasmic waves shook my body.

When | finaly subsided into periodic jerks, shivers, and moans, Ritareleased me and did up beside me.
She covered my body with long, lingering kisses. The taste and scent of my semen on her mouth as our
lips and tongues came together filled me with renewed lust and adesire to plesse her.

Ritarolled over on her back. “Come here,” she commanded. “Now you can go alooong time!™

And | did. Ritawanted mein her and on top of her. Our thoughts flowed together mingling and merging,
until we were one person. | knew her every desire, and my one desire wasto satisfy her. | moved in



long, dow strokes &t fird, then gradualy faster as she dictated. She let me know what she wanted with
her mind, and voice, and body. Her nails dug into my back and her legslocked around mine asif she
never wanted meto quit. When it finally came, her orgasm was even more intense than mine-and if
possible, it became even better as my own followed.

It had been so long, that we made love twice more before either one of uswas interested in anything else.
By that time it was dark outside. After we'd hit the shower again, Rita broke out some sandwicheswe
had purchased earlier. | removed my phone from the charge dot | had plugged it into, and pulled up
some news from my search programs.

“Gug,” | said, around a mouthful of bread and cheese. | pointed for Ritato look at the little screen, and
turned up the volume so we could both hear.

“Gug? Doesthat mean ‘look'?"
| swallowed. “Y eah. Look."

| could have communicated with her mind-to-mind, but when we were sitting face to face, it was more
natura to speak. Sometimes, as| just showed, | forgot about our mental communication completely.

We were getting commentary from areal person, rather than agraphie. That usudly sgnified some
breaking news of importance. Within aminute | figured out what the story was. The Supreme Court had
overturned the Texas legidature. We were citizens of Texasagain.

“That took alot of money,” | said.
“What do you mean?'

Poor Rita. She didn't understand the first thing about how politics, power, and money work together.
Heck, | didn't understand it that well either, but | knew what thisimplied.

“It means Terry and Randi must have made it to Mena. I'll bet they poured aheap of money into abunch
of lawyers and insders, and got a quick ruling from the Supreme Court. It couldn't have happened so fast
otherwise"

“Oh, wonderful!” Ritahugged me. | was pleased, too, but...

“ Sweetheart, that doesn't automatically mean that the feds have logt interest in us. In fact, the boys at the
top will know, aswdll as| do, how this happened. 1t will make them even more determined to find out
what we Seconders are up to. | can't imagine them leaving us alone, not after the way Carl treated their
agents back when Mesder disgppeared. And not with the gates vanishing dl over the world.”

“Oh.” She paused, her forehead wrinkled in thought. “ Do you think we could chance taking abus up to
Menawhilewe still have our disguises, and old clothes, and stuff?"

| thought about it. Once out of Texas (and we were, if only barely), | figured there waslittle risk that the
fedswould pick us up on public transportation, so long as we weren't recognized. And | damn sure didn't
want towalk dl that way. | picked up the house phone and punched operator.

“Cnah‘dpya?

“Isthere a bus gation near here?” | hoped the clerk could tear himself away from his game long enough
to answer.



“'sonny privates. Calapho compny.”

And that wasal | got out of him. However, it was enough. By ‘ privates he meant sedans operated by
individuds as long-distance taxis. They were beginning to replace the old big buses, asfuel costs came
down, and insurance went up. The privates didn't carry insurance; you took your chances.

| called thelocdl regisiry and got severd addresses, most of them didn't have phone numbers, but that
suited me. It was possible that the feds had photomol es out roving the satellite bands looking for my
voice. After all weld endured, | didn't want to take any chances. Besides, there were two privates close
enough to walk to.

“Private couriers” | told Rita. “Well try them firgt thing in the morning. In the meantime, let's see what
€l se has been happening in theworld.”

Quite alot had been happening, asit turned out.

The Gaters were claiming that they were responsible for the disappearing gates. | didn't believe that for a
minute. There had been two more documented disappearances since we'd dropped out of touch. One
gate disappeared in South America, where the Gaters were strong, and one in Europe where they were
trying to gain afoothold again. Sdlinda, the High Priestess or leader or whatever shewas called, claimed
that God was sending awarning to humanity through these disgppearances: repent and join the Church of
the Gates and help them smite Seconders. If the world refused to listen, God would take dl the gates

away.

For what it wasworth, severa other religions claimed the same thing, though not quite so strenuoudly,
and not with the edict against Seconders. They implored the nonbelievers to repent and be saved, or
God would take away the gates he had o generoudly given humanity. | am talking about Christian
religions, of course. More than other faiths, the Christians blamed disasters on the wrath of God. At the
same timethat they claimed God created these disasters, they aso credited Him with saving sinnersfrom
those disasters with His loving grace.

Aslogic, it made about as much sense as a coloring book done by a blind man. | wanted to ignore al the
religious posturing, but | couldn't. Religious fervor can become more dangerous than afull-blown war
under the proper circumstances. Other religions saw the disappearing gates from other perspectives, but
they al more or less blamed the phenomena on misbehaving humanity. | figured that was about par for
the course.

“If there wasn't aneed for someone to blame, there wouldn't be much religion,” | muttered.
“Youreacynic, Lee” Ritasaid, but without any negative connotations.

She had told me that many times. She didn't say it quite as often these days since many of my
pronouncements had proved to be on the mark.

“True, but it's better to be acynic than to follow the ravings of idiots."

“They can't helpit, Lee, asyou've so often told me.” Ritas eyes shone with compassion. “It'sin our
genes™

| drew her to me and apologized. Sometimes | get alittle strident over the pronouncements and actions
of religiousleaders. | should know better, but these are people who have perverted awonderful surviva
trait-the ability to believe in something more than what we seein front of us, and to hopefor the
future-into arigid set of uncompromising beliefs.



The newscasters mentioned another outbreak of shaking diseasein Maaysia. The authorities promised to
haveit under control soon. We had heard that before from Africa, and didn't believe it then, either. The
only cure was atrip through asex gate.

Russiawas|ocked in ashooting war with two of the Chinese warlords on her border, athough the
fighting wasn't too widespread yet. Japan had sent another man into space. They now claimed thelead in
the number of manned spacecraft, but that didn't mean anything, asthey weren't going anywhere
important.

American spacecraft were continuing to explore the galaxy using the breakthrough faster-than-light drive
discovered through the study of the sex gates. Despite severd years of looking, exploration teams hadn't
found alivable planet or any sign of where the sex gates came from. | sugpected they never would find
the gate masters, but | hoped the exploration for another livable planet would continue. The Earthiisa
small and vulnerable world. Humanity needsto spread out, or someday an errant asteroid or afull-blown
nuclear war or astupendous volcano will destroy civilization, or even the entire the human race.

In general, the world seemed to be settling down a bit, athough only a news junkie who had been
following eventsas closely as| havefor yearswould redly notice the difference. A pattern started to
formin my mind. It conssted of SO many variablesthat | couldn't be certain, but | caught a glimpse of the
future the sex gates had hel ped to shape.

For once, my pattern analysis offered me some good news. Barring accidental nuclear war or some other
catastrophic event, civilization was gradualy becoming less prone to violence and contention under the
influence of the sex gates. That change would become inevitable once enough of the population went
through the gates. The menta flexibility that came from learning to see events from both sdes of the
gender dividewould make avitd differencein human relaions.

Oncetheleve of violence started to decline more of the world's capital would go toward societies' red
needs rather than militaristic spending. In addition, the birth rate continued to fal worldwide. A mgjor
reason for this decline was the number of men who had become female. These new females usudly had
no desireto get pregnant. The population decline would help reduce some of the current fighting over
resources.

Therewasalong way to go yet, though, and religious and territorial ambitionswould inevitably dow the
process. Going through a sex gate removed obvioudy deleterious genes, but not the onesthat dealt with
belief and aggressiveness. And that made sense. As much trouble as they caused the human race, those
genes couldn't be removed. They were part of what made us human, whatever human means.

Welucked out. Thefirst private was available, dthough we couldn't leave right away. Rita haggled about
the price. We had to stay in character as a poor couple with no other way to travel. | continued to play
dumb, dthough | didn't act quite as dow-witted as | had when traveling with the Gonzales family.
Besides, the driver/owner was aLatino and Rita bargained him down quite a bit by speaking Spanish
with him. Fortunately, we were the first customersthat day, so we got to pick the destination, which was
Mena. Now it was up to him to get some other riders who wanted to travel in that direction. Our part of
the fee would go down as more passengers contracted. It would aso be reduced if we agreed to side
tripsfor others. It was a complicated business.

The only place to wait was asmall shed with a couple of wooden benchesinside. One side of the shed
was open to the air. While we waited, we talked.

“Now maybe we can relax abit.” | gpoke mind-to-mind.

“You didn't get relaxed enough last night?



| squeezed her hand. “ Thisisdifferent. | don't fed like were being hunted right here. At least, | don't
think anyonewill look for usin thevan.”

“True. | wonder what kind of people well get astraveling companions.”

Wedidn't haveto wait long to find out. | relaxed when | saw afamily group approach the shed. There
was aman and woman, presumably husband and wife, plusthree kids. There were two girls, onein
pigtails and one just beginning to fill out, and aboy in histeens. The kids carried small photocompswith
earphones. They kept them going even asthey waked, athough | couldn't tell what they were watching.

We stared at each other in wary silence. With travel so haphazard, you took the measure of your
traveling companions. Rita broke theice and introduced herself as Mariaand me as her boyfriend Henry.
At the sametime, she sent amenta jab in the ribs my way to remind me not to use my real name. Even
geniuses can be forgetful about some things. Rita snorted and amost laughed at the mental image | sent
back, but managed to hold her laughter in check.

The couple introduced themsalves as John and JuliaLoring. The kidsignored us, and their parents didn't
bother to introduce them; they were so intent on whatever they were doing with their photocomps that
they barely nodded. John told us the family was heading up to eastern Oklahomafor abig COG
convention.

| flinched when | heard that they belonged to the Church of the Gates, but | hoped they didn't noticeiit.
At firgt | cursed our bad luck, but when | thought about it some more, | realized with the Gater numbers
growing again, it wasn't that unlikely. | only hoped nothing would come of it. The adults didn't seem
interested in conversation, and the kids were glued to their photocomps.

After ashort wait, one more passenger gppeared. He was an old man. From the smell that filled the shed
when he walked in, he hadn't bathed recently. He looked about seventy. | wondered why he hadn't gone
through a gate so he could have ayoung body again. The odds of making it through were with him if he
was reasonably healthy. However, agood percentage of the population remained opposed to the gates,
or a least againgt the idea going through one themsdves. Their opposition usudly semmed from religious
reasons.

Although these holdouts were becoming fewer dl thetime, they <till amounted to about haf the
population of America. The percentage was even higher in some countries, according to the latest
surveys. Surveys are usudly fairly accurate now thet there are lie-detecting programs built into the polling
software. On the other hand, everyone lies about sex, or everyone used to, until the advent of the sex
gates. Once a person has gone through a gender change and had a chance to see what the grassislike
on the other sSide of the fence, lies become detectably fewer.

Riding with Gaters severdly limited our conversation, but we didn't mind. Our experience as migrant
workers had made us adept at communicating our fedings and impressions and sometimes even complex
thoughts mentally. Asthe private driver took usthrough the level bottomland of southern Arkansas, John
and Juliamade afew atemptsto interest usin the Church of the Gates, but we put them off by telling
them that we were Catholics. After sometheologica turmoil when the gates first appeared, the Catholic
Church eventualy approved asingle passage when necessary.

After discussing what we should say mind-to-mind with Rita, | told John that we had been elderly and
sick and had aready gone through the gates. Once held heard that, he turned his attention to the old man
and left usadone. He didn't have any better luck there; the old gentleman wouldn't even talk to him.
Eventudly he shut up.

Aswe headed north toward the Ozarks, | occupied mysdf by looking out the window. After arocky



gtart because some people were afraid of genetically modified plants, the Department of Agriculture had
findly approved planting faster-growing cotton. It was being harvested in some of the pancake-flat fidlds
by the big robots, unattended by any humans. At the most, one human was involved, monitoring thefields
in case something went wrong. In other fields, food cropswere growing. Mogtly | couldn't tell what they
were. | did recognize afield of tomatoes, there was no doubt about them. They were the giant square

variety, funny looking, but easy to pack and transport.

After the Europeans suffered through a couple of famine years, brought on by the changing weether
patterns and globa warming, they changed their minds about bioengineering and decided that they didn't
mind esting ‘ Frankenfood' &t dl. The atered climate threw their agriculture into shambles and the
genetically modified cropswere dl that would grow. That pretty well broke the back of the resistance.
The Europeans had been the most strident opponents. Once they dropped their opposition, most of the
rest of the world accepted the scientifically improved seeds and plants. If only everyone had money,
there would never be ashortage of food.

After awhile, | got bored with the unchanging landscape. Ritaand | rlaxed and let our thoughts flow
together in quiet harmony as the hum of the whed slulled usinto a half-awake state. My thoughts were
about the sex gates-some might call it an obsesson-and | caught that unusua reticence from Ritaagain,
but didn't delveinto it. Every person is entitled to some private thoughts, even from her mind-reading
lover. For my part, | believed our whole future hinged on solving the mystery of the gates, and like adog
with abone, | wasn't about to let go. Occasiondly Ritajoined mein wondering what would happen next.
The private didn't have a back seat compscreen, and we didn't want to display our expensive units, S0
we couldn't turn on the news.

For thefirgt two hours everything went fine. | was dozing off when the driver stopped, and announced a
rest break. I've forgotten the name of thelittle placeif | ever knew it; it was some one-horse little bump in
the road with one light and a couple of stores. One of them sported aU.S. Postal Service emblem from
years padt, back when mail was gill agovernment monopoaly.

Thedriver parked in front of that building and told usto take abreak. Ritaand | got out, Stretched, and
headed inside. We both needed to visit the bathroom, and we wanted to get something to eat. The driver
told us we would have twenty minutes, so | wasn't worried about thetime.

The men'sroom was what you would expect in such asmal town, cramped and dirty. After relieving
mysalf and washing up, | came back out, and waited in the dcove for Rita. As| leaned againgt thewall, |
noticed that | couldn't pick up the menta presence of our driver. It was asif he had completely closed off
his mind. Curious, | stepped out of the acove and craned my neck to see past the store shelvesto the
little dining area. No one was there.

My mouth dropped open. He and his other passengers had gone off and left us. Damnit all, | should
have been paying attention to those kids with their photocomps! They were the children of Gater adults
after al. One of them must have seen our faces flashed on some program and told the parents. My mind
raced, trying to consider al of the consequences at once. As soon as Rita stepped out of the woman's
washroom | grabbed her hand and pulled her to one sde while | whispered what | thought had

happened.

“We haveto get out of here. Odds are John or Juliaistrying to reach some bigwig in the church to tell
them wherewe are. Y ou know they won't pass up a chance like this, to catch the most notorious
Seconder in Americaout in the open.”

“What will they do?’ Ritas eyes grew round and frightened.



“Nothing, because | don't intend for them to catch us.”

| fingered the gun in my pocket. If | needed to, | would act, but | decided to try diplomacy first; the
green, folding kind.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

| had noticed a dilapidated, gasoline-powered jeep parked admost in back of the old store when we
pulledin. | went up to the man behind the cash register, and probed his mind while | talked to him.

“Areyou the owner of thisplace?"
“Yeah. Sowhat?'

He looked outside and saw that the private had gone off and left us. His keen blue eyes stared at me. He
was curious, but his surface thoughts told me he was not in on the escapade the driver had pulled.

“Do you own that jeep out there?'
“Me and the bank."

“I'd liketo buy it. The private we came with left us behind, and my wife and | have urgent businessto
atend to."

The man rubbed his chin asif consdering, but | didn't need to be a mind reader to see the eager gleam
that legpt into his eyes. He was only wondering how much he could ask for the old wreck. If the jeep ran
at dl, it wasn't worth a penny more than two hundred dollars.

“Five hundred.” The defiant tonein hisvoice told methat he didn't expect to get that much.

Thanksto Bonitaand our weeks of backbreaking work, we had the five hundred. But if | agreed right
away, | would appear too eager and make him even more curious. | shrugged my shoulders, and did my
best to look disappointed.

“Five hundred is more than we can afford. If we had that kind of money, we wouldn't beriding with a
privatein thefirst place. | could give you three hundred.”

“Three hundred?’ He pat out thewords asif insulted. “ That jeep is an important part of my business. I'll
have to replace it and new ones don't come cheap.”

“| seeyour problem.”

| pretended | was concerned, and he pretended he was insulted. We were playing agame asold astime,
but precious minutes were dipping avay. The Gatersin that private had probably called the church to
report our location aready. We had to get going.

| heaved adeep sigh. “How about three-fifty, and you don't tell anyone who bought it?"

That made him suspicious, but | figured it was worth the risk. Whatever his suspicions, though, he didn't
ask why | wanted him to keep quiet. From his surface thoughts, he figured we were in some sort of
trouble with the law, but the idea didn't bother him. With the constant upheavasin society, lots of people
were on the run for one reason or another. He dismissed our dilemmawith amental shrug. He wastoo
busy planning how to spend his sudden windfal. | decided to clinch the dedl.

“I'll give you another fifty to tell anyone who asks that we headed back east from here.”



Hetried hisbest to ook reluctant, but he couldn't hide hisglee. “ Okay. Y ou pay for the gas, though. It's
gtting on empty.”

| laughed at that. The man drove ahard bargain. | took the keys and cursed at the delay that gassing up
would cause. While | hurried to the old-style pump in front of the store, Rita dug out the money. She'sa
good actress, and | gathered from her amused thoughts that she was milking him for sympathy. She made
him believe she was handing him our last dime.

It took me acouple of minutesto get the hang of the pump; it had been so long. All thewhile wastrying
to act asif weweren'tin ahurry. Ritadid abetter job of it than | did. She even paused to flirt with the
proprietor after paying him.

Aswe drove off, hismental image faded. The last thoughts | caught were full of self-satisfaction at duping
the ‘furriners’ out of so much money.

“Where arewe going?’ Ritaasked.
“To Mena, but by adifferent route.”

| thought back to my childhood when we visited relaivesin the area. | had avague memory of the route
my dad had taken. | only hoped the roads | remembered were still passable. But first, we had to get
closer to Mena. Once again we were in desperate straits, almost destitute and likely to be pursued. The
private had departed with our luggage, such asit was. Everything we owned was on our backs, plus
what wasin Rita's purse and in our pockets, little more than our guns.

As soon as we got down the road a piece, | turned off the main highway and onto aside road. It was not
very well maintained. | had purchased a state map at the sore. Ritaheld it in her 1ap and navigated while
| drove. Once we were wdl| off the main highway, we turned and headed back in the right direction,
though now we were forced to take alonger way. Originaly, the private driver had intended to go up
into eastern Oklahomato drop off the Gaters, and then cross over into Arkansas for the old man and us.
| had Rita swing us eas, then north, and finally back west.

Rurd Arkansas didn't gppear to have changed much since | was aboy. Aswe drove north, the roads got
worse, the hills got higher, and the forests got bigger. Soon we were out of the commercia agriculture
areaand into backwoods hills. Thiswas the domain of smal ranchers and farmers and country folk who
commuted to some job or other while keeping a cow for milk and some hensfor eggs. The homes
looked smaller and lesswell kept than | remembered. But | was looking at them with the eyes of an adult
now.

“Thisis pretty country,” Ritacommented.

“Wait until you see the area north of Rich Mountain.”
“What'sit like?'

“Rich Mountainis part of the southern end of the Ozarks."
“Ozarks?'

| remembered | wastaking to acity girl. “ The Ozark mountains. They're aseparate chain from the
Appaachians. Smaller, but pretty high up compared to Houston, or anywheredsein East Texas."

“Oh, yes. | remember the name now. Mesder's sex gate is somewhere in the Ozarks.”



“Right. North of Mena, and thus north of Rich Mountain. That'sarea landmark. Theré'san inn up there,
or there used to be, but we won't go near there. Mesder's place is aways off."

“Won't someone pick up our trail if we leavethejeep near there?'

“If weleft it there, you'reright, but | hope we don't have to. Do you have any money?"'
“Some. Not enough to buy acar every few miles, though.” She dimpled.

| kept an eye on therearview mirror aswe talked. So far | hadn't spotted anyonetailing us.
“How about enough to pay someone to take this one back south after we reach Mena?”'
“We might manage that, but it won't leave us much.”

“Wewon't need any money once we get to Mesder's hideaway. The problem is getting there without
leaving atrail so well beleft donefor awhile”

“How are we going to manage that?'

“With Uncle George, | hope.” That remark evoked abig mental question mark from Rita, so | explained.
“| told you | have relaives up here. My Uncle Georgeisabit of an eccentric, as most of these
backwoods farmers are. He's not ignorant though. He's agreat reader, an SF fan, if | recall right. And he
purely hatesthe government; &t least he il did thelast time | talked to him. I'm hoping hell help us.™

We spent the rest of that day navigating up and down the back roads of Arkansas. The people who live
in the Rockies probably consder the Ozarkslittle more than high hills, but they are high enough to create
their fair share of twisting roads. The sun was sinking behind abank of cloudsin thewest and sending
shadows deep into the valey when we findly turned down along private lane. A ring of treeshid theold
farmhouse from the road. Two black labs came running out of the barn and circled the car, barking a
waning

“Down, Mulder! Back, Scully!™

A woman's voice cdled off the dogs. Surprised, | wondered if Uncle George had gotten married again.
Hiswife, my mother's sister, had died five years ago in acar accident.

A figure emerged from the shadowed doorway of the barn. She was dressed in sturdy boots, dirty jeans,
and pae bluet-shirt. The t-shirt, damp with swest and plastered to her chest, reveded the enticing curve
of high, young breasts. Her hair, arich dark chestnut, was brushed back into along ponytail, but one
strand had fallen loose and framed her delicate cheekbones. She hooked her thumbsin her belt and
walked up to the car. As she got closer, | saw that her eyeswere awarm, liquid brown.

“Quiet!” she commanded the dogs.

They dropped to their haunches and eyed us, tails wagging gently through the thick grass of the farmyard.
| opened the jegp's door and got out. On the other side of the jeep, Rita did the same.

“Howdy,” | said. “I'm Jackson Lee Stuart. I'm looking for my Uncle George.”

A wide grin spread acrossthewoman'sface. “Leel | hardly recognized you. And I'm darned sure you
don't recognize me."

“Uncle George?'



As accustomed as I'd become to the changes the sex gates brought, it's a shock when you run into
someone you'd known as an older person, someone who is now young and attractive-and a member of
the opposite sex. Thelast time 1'd seen Uncle George, heldd been in hisfifties, hishair aready iron gray,
his face tanned and wrinkled from years of working in the sun. Now a curvaceous young woman of
twenty or so stood grinning a me. As| looked closer, | recognized the twinkle in those chocolate brown
eyes. Her skin looked soft and smooth, but she sported a deep farmer tan, the same as Uncle George
once had, and the muscles of her shoulders and arms looked well devel oped. Farm work doesthat to
you, as I'd discovered during my recent weeks as a migrant worker.

“Yes, it'sme, Lee” Theyoung woman laughed. “Never seen a sex gate change before?’ Her gaze
shifted over to Ritawho had walked up to my side. “Well, of course you have; you must have been
through one yoursdlf to look so young at your age-hey! Y ou must have gone through twice since you're,
uh, male.” She colored as her eyesfocused on my jeans.

“Ssorry,” | ssammered. “1 didn't mean to stare, but you look terrific, Uncle George.”
“It's Georgia now. But you can cdl me Georgie."

“Hi, Georgie.” Rita, never shy, held out her hand. “ Shut your mouth, Lee. It's hanging open. And
introduce me."

While Georgie wiped her hands against her jeans and shook Ritas, | made the introductions.

“So what brings you to this neck of the woods?’ Georgie asked. “1 haven't seen you in what-five,
ten-fifteen years?"

“It's been awhile,” | admitted.

“I get emailsfrom your mom now and then. She said she and your dad went through the gate, too, and
afterward they reenligted inthe army.”

“Yep. | don't see them too often, either.”
“She-l mean he-told me you wereliving at the old homestead.”

“| was, but there were some changesin Texas recently that didn't sit well with Ritaand me and we had to
leave"

Georgie narrowed her brown eyes and looked the two of us up and down. | grew warm as her probing
gaze studied my face, my chest and my legs. Both of us-fresh from arecent sex gate change-didn't look a
day over eighteen. But Georgie knew | was alot older than eighteen by now. | knew she would put the
piecestogether in aminute.

“Y ou're running from that asinine ruling againgt Seconders,” she said. Her eyes blazed with anger. “Damn
court had no right to ignore the Congtitution like that. | thought the ruling was reversed, though.”

“Y es. But we had to leave Texas before it was reversed, and we've been on the run ever since.”

Her dim brown eyebrows drew together. “Maybe you should park that jeep back behind the barn and
comeinthe house."

| felt asense of relief. Uncle George-Aunt Georgie-seemed willing to take charge. | was sure shewould
help us



| parked the jeep while Ritaand Aunt Georgie strolled into the house, dready chatting avay. By thetime
| climbed up the steps to the back porch, and pushed open the screen door that led to the big,
old-fashioned kitchen, she and Georgie were fast friends. Georgie got a pitcher of iced teaout of the
refrigerator and set a plate of oatmeal cookies on the kitchen table as we sat down to talk.

The cookies vanished as | brought Aunt Georgie up-to-date on our adventures. | could see her old
affection for me shining out of her eyes, so | didn't hesitate to tell her the whole truth. If she was going to
help us, | wanted her to know there was danger involved.

“Lee, Lee” She shook her head when | was finished, and leaned over the edge of the table to pat my
knee. “Y ou've gotten yoursdlf in the middle of something, haven't you? What can | do to help?’

| looked out the kitchen window. While we'd talked, the sun had set. It was dark out and silent, except
for an occasiona bark from one of the dogs.

“We need someone to drive usto the research facility, and then take the jeep and ditch it far away from
there so no one picks up our trail again. We have alittle money left-"

Aunt Georgie waved my offer away. “We'rereatives, Lee, dthough not blood relatives.”

She smiled as she said thisand-1 swear-winked. | stared at her, wondering what on earth she meant by
that. Next to me Rita smirked, her own dark eyes sparkling with mischief.

“I'll driveyou in my car. We can leave in the morning after chores are done. Sounds like your facility is
only acouple of hoursfrom here. Leavethejegp to me. | can dispose of it o it's never found.”

“Thanks, Aunt Georgie"

“Cdl me Georgie,” shetold me, for the second time. “Uncle Georgeisgone and I've no desireto be an
aunt. I'm anew person now and so areyou, it seems.”

She pulled the rubber band out of her hair and shook it free of the ponytail. Her rich, dark curls bounced
around her shoulders and glowed in thewarm light from the celling fixture. She propped her elbows on
the table and stared at me again, dmost asif sheld never seen me before. Her tongue came out to lick her
lips

| twitched under the force of her undivided attention. Her eyes had an intense, almost hungry look. |
found mysdf thinking how attractive she was and wondering how she had handled al the renewed sexud
energy that came with the change. It had to be frugtrating, living done on afarm back in the hills. Her soft
skin cried out for alover'stouch and her breasts pressed against the thin fabric of the t-shirt, asif longing
to be set free. | itched to cup those breasts and fed their weight in my hands. My growing desire must
have shown on my face. Georgie leaned forward again, and touched my hand.

“It's been too long, Lee. Way too long."

| snatched my hand away. What was| thinking? Thiswas my uncle. My uncle by marriage, true-as she
had just pointed out-but 1'd aways thought of him-her-as part of the family. | shivered. Once more the
sex gates were shaking up my thinking, as they had shaken the entire world.

Georgie dropped her gaze, and stood up. “Well, | have choresto do. Assoon as|'m done, I'll fix you
some supper.”

“Oh, no,” Rita protested. “We can cook something for supper while you're finishing the chores. Just
show uswhere everything is"



Georgie gave usaquick tour of the kitchen, and then | eft for the barn. While Rita heated up the ail in the
big frying pan, | pedled potatoes. Hard farm work enabled Georgie to eat hearty meals and keep her dim
figure, too. And Ritaand | had had so few decent medlsthat we were ready to eat anything.

“I think your Aunt Georgie likesyou,” Ritacommented, as she dredged the chicken piecesin the flour
and put them in the frying pan.

| shot her aquick glance. Asusua, there was no trace of jealousy in her voice. Ritawas atrue free spirit
who wanted to see everyone sexudly happy.

“We used to vist thefarm when | was aboy. | helped Uncle George with the chores alot back then.”
“I think she might need your help now."

Rita's words were innocent enough, but her thoughts brushed across my mind with a degper meaning.
She needs your help with more than chores, much more.

“I don't understand.”
| had filled a pot with water, and turned it on to boil. Now | added the peeled potatoes.

“With your gift for pattern analyss?’ Ritas dark eyes sparkled with affectionate humor. “ Unlessyou are
being blind on purpose. Georgie has gone through the sex change, but she lives done. She hasn't had
anyone to teach her what it meansto be awoman."”

| remembered thinking almost the same thing earlier. Thelook of desirein Georgi€'s eyes had been
unmistakable. Maybe | wasin denial, because she was once my uncle. What had she said? We were
only related by marriage. Even so-1 took a deep breath. 1'd enjoyed the depth of sexud freedom the sex
gates brought as aman and as awoman, but thiswas a huge step.

Ritals mind nudged mine with the memory of our first time together after | became awoman. 1'd been
afraid to experience sex in thisnew way. Sure, the natural desires were there, but it took alot of courage
to break through years of conditioning. If Georgie was reaching out to me for help, it would be crud to
refuse.

“I can finish up herein the kitchen. Why don't you go down to the barn, and help Georgie with her
chores”

| knew that tone from Rita. It brooked no argument. She dropped the last piece of chicken in thefrying
pan, closed thelid, and walked over to me, wiping her hands on atowe. Smiling, she planted abig kiss

onmy lips
“Go on. Help out Georgie.™

| kissed her back, sending her my love mind-to-mind. Then | strode out the back door, and acrossthe
yard to the barn.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Uncle George'sfarm, like most places nestled back in the Ozark Mountains, was small. Over the years,
held raised avariety of crops. some beef cows, afew pigs, alittle corn, and even some cotton now and
then. Once, when | was aboy, held explained to me that farming had comein agrest circle. It had

gtarted out small, mostly people raising crops and animals that they needed to survive on their own land.
Then it had gotten big in the days when America boasted it would feed the world. But with the

devel opment of the new genetic crops that would grow amost anywhere, and aworldwide market where



crops could be grown chegper in other countries, the mgjority of big farming had moved oversess.

Over our oatmeal cookies earlier Georgie had told us that these days she raised only afew animals, and
the food she needed for her own surviva. What little profit she saw she made selling homegrown
specialty cropsto theloca markets.

The barn smelled of cows and hay. A big-boned Holstein stood in her stall chewing on her dinner while
Georgie sat on athree-legged stoal at her Side, squeezing her teats and squirting streams of milk into the
bucket at her feet. It was like seeing the nineteenth century cometo lifein the middle of the twenty-first.
For amoment, | was charmed as | watched the pretty picture Georgie made as she bent to her work.
Then | remembered the long hours of brutal labor in the fields and shook off my nogtalgia. Farm work
was hard work. There was no two ways about it.

Georgie heard my footsteps and looked up. She got up from her stool, set the bucket of warm milk to
one side, and rubbed her hands down the sides of her jeans.

“Lee! What are you doing here?'
“I cameto seeif | could help with chores, like old times.”

Evenas| said thewords, | knew how little truth there was in them. This had nothing to do with old times.
Uncle George had never looked like this.

Georgie shuffled her feet and tugged at the bottom of her t-shirt. The thin fabric stretched over her
breasts. Her nipples hardened as | took a step closer.

“Not that many chores anymore.” Georgia gestured to the bucket. “1 do enough to feed myself and bring
inalittle extramoney. I'm not so sure | want to live this second life the gates have given me on the farm.
For onething, it's pretty lonely here. One of these days, I'll probably sell the place and move onto
something new."

| knew what she was talking about. Ritaand | had been forced through the gates while still young
oursalves. Wed struggled with the changes, but for the older people who underwent the transformation,
the experience was even more earthshaking. Along with the sex change came renewed youth. Some
stayed rooted in the old habits, but others seized the chance to live awhole new life, and try to correct
the mistakes of thefirst one.

“Why haven't you left already?’ | asked. Sheld told usit had been ayear since sheld gone through the
gate.

The musclesin her neck moved as she swalowed, hard. “It's taken me quite awhile to get used to facing
theworld asawoman. Truthis, I'm scared. Living done here, there's not much opportunity to practice
interacting with other people, if you know what | mean.”

| knew exactly what she meant. She shot me alook that somehow combined lust and desperation. | took
another step toward her. She gulped and glanced down at her boots.

My Uncle George had aways been ashy man. That'swhy he'd been content to spend hislife on this
small farm buried deep in the hills. But that was years ago, and times had most definitely changed.
Georgie was unlikely to find aman willing to give up hisown lifeto move out to thissmall patch of ground
miles from the nearest neighbor. She had to adapt to the change and move on. But it looked like she
needed some help.

| knew exactly what Ritawould tell meto do. | dropped akiss on the top of Georgie's brown crown of



hair, grabbed her upper arms, and pulled her to me. She felt solid in my embrace, her muscles hard from
her days of backbreaking work. She trembled, but her body relaxed as| stroked her silky hair, cupped
my hand under her chin, and turned her face up to mine. | dropped another lingering kiss on her soft lips.

Her breath quickened and she pressed closer to me with mounting excitement. As | had known would
happen, Mother Nature was taking over. A young healthy body has its own needs, and Georgie had
denied hersfor too long. We embraced and kissed, hungry for each other. She moaned and opened her
lipsto let my tongue enter and explore the warm, moist mystery of her mouth. My hand dipped up her
side and over the curve of her breast to touch the stiff peak of one nipple. She groaned louder and pulled

avay.
“Over here”

She grabbed my hand and led me to an empty stall at the end of the barn. Fresh hay covered the floor.
Without aword, she dropped down and reached up her armsin invitation.

| took adeep breath. Uncle George! My mind shouted at me one more time, but | ignored it. My
attention was riveted on the full, lush breasts pressed againgt the t-shirt. | lay down beside her. Asif she
were the one who could read minds, she grabbed the bottom of her shirt and lifted it over her head,
tossing it up onto abale of hay. Another quick motion and her brafollowed.

| lowered my head and kissed her hot mouth, her chin, her throat, and on down until the flesh rose again
in rounded mounds and my lips found the hardened nipple and sucked it into my mouth. She stiffened and
gasped with pleasure. My mind flashed back to thefirst time Rez sucked my nipples and how fire had
lanced through my whole body. Georgie's hands dropped away from me and groped blindly for the
Zipper on her jeans. Her back arched under me as shelifted hersalf up and pushed them down. Her feet
moved, kicking off her boots.

Breathing hard, | sat up to pull off my own shirt and undo my jeans. Our clothes landed on the hay ina
flurry, and then we were back in each other's arms. Her wide brown eyes stared into mine, the fear gone
and replaced by afierce desire.

| caressed her, grateful for my own years as awoman that had taught me the intimate secrets of the
femae body. My hand descended to stroke the senditive skin of her inner thighs. Her legs opened at my
touch and when | dipped afinger into her velvet heet, | found her moist and ready.

Shelay back on the straw, and pulled me down on her as she spread her legswide. “1 want you, Leg,”
she breathed in my ear. “I want to know how it fedsto have amaninsde me.”

With alunge, | satisfied her curiosity. She cried out with pleasure and wrapped her legstight around me,
asif she meant to hold me prisoner forever. Her mouth clung to mine aswe plunged into the age-old
rhythm of love. As| neared my climax, her nails dug deep into my back and she arched again, crying out
her own release.

After | withdrew, we lay together in arelaxed pile on the fragrant hay, enjoying the tender aftermath. Her
hand played with the hair on my chest, while my hand cupped awarm breast.

“I always wondered what it would be like for awoman, and now | know.” Georgi€'s smile held a secret
sidfaction.

| remembered how | had craved Rez's body, wanted him inside me, lusted for each thrust. Men want to
penetrate and women long to be penetrated. Sex isabeautiful thing on both sides of the gate. | said as
much.



“I know that now.” Georgie nodded. “Y ou've helped me over abig hurdle and given me the courage to
moveon. I'mglad | can help you and Rita, too. She seemslike awonderful woman."

“Thebest,” | agreed.

| felt her nipple stiffen again. | wasfedling ready for another tusdein the hay mysdlf. But | knew dinner
must be ready by now. Ritawas afree spirit when it came to sex, but she didn't like to keep dinner
waiting.

Georgie seemed to know what | was thinking. We got to our feet and dressed again, laughing and kissing
aswe brushed the hay off each other. Even so, Ritaburst into giggles when we walked through the
kitchen door.

“Lee, you hayseed. Better get that straw out of your hair."

But shedimpled asshe said it, and | knew she was pleased from the friendly wink she gave Georgie. As
I'd expected, dinner was on the table, ready to go. | found | had a huge appetite. The three of us sat
down and dug in, demolishing chicken, mashed potatoes, and buttered carrotsin short order.

Trueto her word, Georgie drove us toward the research center the next day. It was apleasant trip. Rita
and Georgie were fast friends by now, and Ritatook the opportunity to pump Georgie for stories about
my boyhood.

Georgie let usout of the jegp about a mile from Mesder's compound. | gave her alingering kiss before
diding out of thecar.

“Seeyou inthe big city someday?'
Shelaughed. “ Y ou bet! Take care, Lee. And don't worry about thisjeep. I'll make sure no onefindsit."

We both stood and watched until she disappeared over ahill. We were on a backcountry road, deep in
the Ozarks. In keeping with hislove for privacy, Mesder had built his secret getaway compound far from
any trace of civilization. No doubt he used his private helicopter whenever he camefor avigt. Ritaand |
were reduced to walking the last mile or so on aroad that was little more than awide cow path.

As| expected, security stopped us long before we reached the compound. One moment we were
walking down a deserted, rundown road, the next a squad of men descended on us from both sides of
the forest.

“Stop where you are! Hands up!™

| knew better than to argue. | stuck my handsin the air, and saw Rita do the same out of the corner of
my eye.

“Mr. Stuart?'

| recognized the astonished cry. | turned to see Carl dready shoving hisgun back in hisholster. He
gestured to the othersto holster their weapons aswell. A relieved grin spread across hisface.

“I'll be damned. We've been looking for you for weeks. | was afraid the government had picked you up
and stashed you in some secret prison.”

“No.” I laughed, making light of our orded. “We just took the long way around.”
CHAPTER SIXTEEN



Carl phoned for acar and we were soon driven up to Mesder'sformer getaway in style. When a
one-hundred-year-old man builds a private retreat for himself deep in the Ozark Mountains he spares no
expense. The vehiclethat came to fetch us was an antique Hummer, loaded with every option. We didn't
pass any visible gates or fences on the way up to the house, but Carl assured me the place was aswell
guarded as it would have been with the Wall of Chinaaround it-better, in fact, Snce the equipment
watching over Messer's retreat was the latest high-tech security apparatus.

| didn't press him for details. That was hisjob, and he did it well. Besides, | wastoo busy taking in the
welcoming vistathat appeared before us when we rounded the last curve in theroad. Set at the end of a
vdley, with mgestic mountainsin the background, was a stunning log house. Although | cal it alog
house, it was no quaint cabin. This house was ten thousand square feet at least, and two-stories high. A
massive stone chimney of gray river rock dominated the middle of the house, risng up to the high pesk.
The roof doped down on both sides of the chimney to floor-to-ceiling windows that allowed for
panoramic views of the valey, and the mountains beyond. A covered, wrap-around porch on the ground
level looked like an inviting place to spend asummer evening.

The house was surrounded by trees, but aswe got closer | could see beyond them to afield to the right
of the house. A large red barn sat there, with atractor parked in front, exactly as1'd been told. My pulse
quickened. The sex gate was hidden insde that barn. The structure had been hurriedly built by Mexicans
afew years ago, but the wallslooked old. Somehow Mesder's men had gotten the color to fade from
bright red to the dull red-gray shade of paint that has suffered sunlight and rain for too many years. The
wood was bare in some spots and looked weathered. If | hadn't known better, I'd have sworn the barn
had stood therefor fifty years.

As Carl pulled to astop in front of the house, | noticed two smdler houses behind it, dwarfed by the
main building. I nodded at them and raised my eyebrowsin aquestion.

“Guest houses,” Carl sad, following my look. “ There are four bedroomsin each of them, plusfive
bedrooms here in the main house. Enough room for usto start gathering Seconders together like you
wanted. Even though we couldn't find any trace of you, Randi and Terry inssted we get started on the
project. They had faith you would turn up again.”

“What about your men?’ Rita asked.
| recalled the five or six security officers who had surrounded us as we made our way up the road.

“Security hasits own offices and personnel quarters hidden in the woods. Believe me, Mesder spent
millionswhen he built this place. | guarantee you'll have the privacy you need here."

We piled out of the car and started up the steps. At the same time the main door of the house swung
open, and Randi came running ouit.

“Leel Youreamanagan!"

She threw her arms around me and gave me abig hug, then did the same with Rita. Terry was a step
behind her and soon the four of us were exchanging excited greetings. 1'd forgotten that I'd been a
woman and Rita had been Rez when we saw them last. Randi and Terry were relieved to hear wed
auffered no il effectsfrom our involuntary sex change.

They led usinto the main living room of the house, a thirty-foot-high open space with abacony running
around the second level. A stone fireplace rose from the first floor to the second. Two large couches sat
infront of the fireplace. From thetall glass windows on either side of the fireplace | could see ameadow,
and the mountains beyond. | sank into the depths of one of the coucheswith asgh. For thefirst timein



weeks, | fdt safe.

Rita shared the feeling. She beamed at me from the other couch as she sat back, and tucked her feet up
under her. Her thoughts radiated contentment.

Carl disgppeared down along halway and came back in afew minutes carrying atray with drinks and
snacks. Aswe helped oursalves, Ritaand | took turnstelling the story of our trip ‘the long way around'.

“So, hereyou are.” Randi gazed at me with admiring eyes. “And looking good, too. Maybe | should get
rid of my gym equipment and take to theroad.”

| had to resist the urge to flex my biceps. Meanwhile, Terry aimed his own admiring look a Rita. Of
course, Rita had aways been gorgeous.

“It was adangerous trip, but we madeit.”

| found mysdlf Sitting straighter and squaring my manly shoulders. | decided it was the perfume Randi was
wearing. After weeks of smelling dirt fields and swest, it had astrange effect on me.

“Thank God, you're safe.” Randi batted her lashes at me.
“Safe, with only the clothes on our backs."

That would soon be remedied | knew. But from the lustful look in Randi's eyes | was beginning to hope
I'd get new clothesjust in time to have them torn off again.

Meanwhile, Terry tore his gaze away from Ritalong enough to smile wistfully a me. Since we were both
men now, he was naturally more attracted to Rita, but we both felt the echoes of the passion we'd shared
when hewas Terri. Those sex gates again. They forced you to be flexible. If you weren't, you'd go crazy.
| winked at him. | would probably soon be female again, and he was a handsome man.

Carl's voice brought me out of my thoughts.

“I wouldn't have bet much on your chanceswhen | saw that crowd grab you in the rearview mirror,” he
said. “1've been wracked with guilt ever since. Y ou can't know how happy and relieved | am to see you.”

“No one could have predicted that riot,” | told him. “All that mattersisthat were here, and hopefully the
government has no ideawhere we are. Now, please bring us up to date on what's been going on with the
project while weve been touring haf the farms between Texas and Arkansss.”

Terry sat up straighter, and his eyestook on adistant ook asthe efficient legal mind took over. “We
decided to proceed according to our previous plansin the hopes that you would arrive safely intime, as
you have. For the past few weeks we have been smuggling in selected Seconders from different parts of
the country. We've brought in six since we started. We bring them here one a atime to minimize the
chance that they might be traced. Also, we've put various cover storiesin placeto explain ther
disappearances. Getting them here without arousing any suspicion has been the most complicated and
dangerous part of the project so far.”

“What criteriaare you using to select these Seconders?’ Rita asked.

“What we've discussed before-people who have made multiple trips through a sex gate, and who show
definite sgns of developing some unusua taent. | know you'll want to meet them as soon as possible.”

“Wewill.” | smiled.



“We plan to bring ten in atogether for the first group. That will make atotal of fourteen Seconders,
counting the four of us. Wethought if we brought in any more than that the group might get unworkable."

“Youreright.” Asour expert inthe socia sciences, Rita certainly knew the ins and outs of group
dynamics, so | was glad to hear her voice her approva.

“Also, welve gone down to Mexico and hired workmen to begin building the research center. The plans
arein place. It will be built down in thefield you saw asyou drove up, right around the barn. The men
will beflown up by private aircraft next week. All the materidswill also be flown in from Mexico. Were
keeping everything as secret as possible. We have crews scheduled to work night and day, and we
expect the buildingsto be up and ready to go in three months. Then the gate will be doubly hidden.”

The gate! My heartbeat sped up at the mention of the sex gate. | leaned forward.
“Can we go down and see it today? I'm eager to go through again.”
“No problem.”

Carl roseto hisfeet asif to lead usthere, but Ritalifted a hand to stop him. She stared at me, alook |
knew well.

“If no one objects, I've spent most of the day bumping down country roads. | wouldn't mind arest first.
Arethere any bedroomsleft for us?” She smiled as she said it, but her voice let me know she was serious
about needing arest.

“Of course.” Randi jumped to her feet too, and beckoned us toward the stairs that led up to the
second-floor balcony. “1n case you've forgotten, thiswhole place belongsto you. You'll be upstairsin the
master suite. There are robesin the bathroom. While you have a shower and relax, Carl will send
someone to the nearest town to buy some clothesfor you."

Wefollowed Randi up the stairs and down along halway to the master suite. It conssted of three
magnificent rooms at the far end of the second floor-a bedroom with its own fireplace, a sitting room with
comfy chairsfacing awal screen, and abathroom haf the size of our housein Ruston. | wasn't sure
which looked more inviting, the private Jacuzzi or the steam shower. Repeating her promise of clothesto
come, Randi |eft us aonein the bedroom. Ritakicked off her shoes and flopped down on the huge,
four-poster bed.

“Oh, look, abacony."

She bounced back off the bed, opened the French doors, and wandered out on the private balcony that
overlooked asmall laketo the rear of the property. When she came back inside, her eyes were dark
poolsfilled with ddight.

“What abeautiful place. Mesder certainly knew how to livethe good life."

“Hewasuniqueal right,” | agreed. “I can't wait to go through his private sex gate. What do you say to
showering and having something to eat? By then our clothes should be here and we can head down to
the barn, maybe go through tonight.” | raised my eyebrows, and leered at her. “1've been missng Rez
lately.”

Tomy surprise, Ritashook her head. The smile vanished from her face. She sat down on the bed and bit
her lower lip. It's a habit she has when sheisworried.

“I can't go through the gate, Lee."



“Why not?'
| don't know what | expected her to say, but | was flabbergasted by her reply.
“I'm pregnant.”

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

| gaped a her, too stunned to speak. After amoment, | realized my mouth was hanging open, and shut it.
Meanwhile, | did aquick scan of my memoriesto seeif there was something I'd missed. A bit late, |
recdled that Rita's reproductive ingtincts had kicked in about the time the world started to go crazy
around us. And she'd had no chance to get an implant after we were thrown through the sex gatein
Houston. We had no money then, nor did we dare to go to adoctor. Fool that | was, | hadn't even
thought about the problem. For the past few weeks I'd been totally focused on survival.

Typica mae! Ritasthought was amused. Take away the chance that you might get pregnant, and you
immediatdy forget abot it.

| thought about it now. | recalled al the dangers wed just been through and what could have happened,
and my heart stopped besating for amoment. Rita caught my fear for her and smiled with relief. Tomy
surprise, | redlized sheld been afraid I'd be angry. She patted the bed next to her.

“I'mfine, Lee. Theré's nothing to worry about.”

My fear vanished, replaced by akind of stunned joy. | sank down beside her on the bed, and took her
handsin mine. | looked into her eyes. To my surprise, hers were damp with tears.

“What'swrong?’ | asked. “ Aren't you happy?'
“Very happy. But | wasn't sure what your reaction would be."

In answer, | leaned forward and kissed her long and tenderly. My mind reached out to touch hers,
reassuring her of my steadfast love. Our thoughts flowed together as we shared poignant memories of the
first time she was pregnant. She had lost that baby when amadman attacked her and we rushed her
through a gate to save her life. When she emerged as aman, the fetus was gone. No wonder she refused
to go through a sex gate aslong as she carried this child. But that was fine with me. | had mourned the
lost of our first baby. It wastime for another.

Our kisses grew deeper and more passionate as we held each other close, and rgoiced in the new life
we'd created. Almost without thinking, we removed our dirty clothes and let them drop to thefloor. | laid
Rita back on the bed and kissed my way down to her somach. Awe overwhelmed me as| thought of
our unborn child growing there. Then | covered her body with my own and we joined together into one
being, our minds and flesh merging.

When we came out of the shower about an hour later we found our old clothes gone and fresh new
clotheslaid out on the bed. Aswe put them on, we laughed at each other, lighthearted with joy. We
would never have chosen those particular colors, but the soft pink top Rita dipped on made me think of
little girlsand my heart brimmed with hgppiness.

Once dressed, we made our way back down to the main living room. Randi and Terry waited there, with
the six Seconders they had brought to the retreat. They werein front of the fireplace, chatting over drinks
and appetizers, waiting for our arrival so dinner could begin.

Terry took us around and introduced usto the Seconders. In my excitement, | embraced each one. My



gift of pattern analysis convinced me that together we would crack the mystery of the sex gates at last.

Sporting the renewed youth granted by a passage through the gates, they |ooked to be in their late teens
or early twenties. But two of them were actudly in their eighties. Their nameswere Gerad, or Geradine,
and Pet, or Patricia. Three of them were in their forties or fifties. Those three had gone through the gate
thefirst time out of scientific curiogity rather than necessity. However, because of their good hedth and
relative youth (compared to the eighty-year-olds), they'd known their chances of coming through were
high. They were introduced as Scott (who oddly enough chose Ann as hisfemae name. Usualy, people
at least stuck with the samefirgt letter), Peter (Penny) and Mike (Michele). The last one was twenty-five.
Robert (Roberta) had suffered from afatal form of cancer. A trip through the gates offered him hisonly
chancefor acure.

Aswe sat down to ascrumptious dinner | questioned the six on their reasons for risking a second trip
through the gates. As| expected, they were varied and interesting. Anyone who took the journey through
agate the second time had a compelling reason. The vast mgority of people who tried smply

disappeared.

Gerad had been mugged and thrown through. Gangs had aweird sense of humor when it cameto the
gates. Besides, they were ahandy way to get rid of avictim without leaving atrace.

Pat's son drove him down to a gate and pushed him through. He didn't relish having Dad (now awoman
after thefirgt trip through) around for another eighty yearsto run the family business. Not only did the
gates revolutionize our lives by changing our sexes, they aso created upheava in the norma family
structure. When Dad didn't vanish, but instead emerged as a man again, the son took off for parts
unknown.

Like Ritaand me, Scott, Peter, and Mike were caught in the radioactive falout from the brief nuclear
exchange triggered by the Church of the Gates. Like us, they were dying and had no choice but torisk a
second trip through. A large percentage of al Seconders were created by that brief war.

Ironically, about amonth after the gate cured Roberta of her fata illness she suffered massive head
injuriesin acar accident. The ambulance personnd redized she would be brain damaged if she survived,
s0 they drove her straight to a gate and tossed her in. Now she was Robert again.

Over dfter-dinner drinks, the ten of us began to plan our research into the origins of the gates. | proposed
adow seriesof trangtions through the gates, one a atime, with al of us pooling our experiences viaour
mind link after each trip. Together we batted around our latest theories about the gates. Pat voiced the
most popular theory on their origin.

“Aliens. Hasto be. Thereé's no country on earth even closeto thisleve of technology.”

| shook my head. * Our fagter-than-light starships haven't found any trace of an advanced civilization out
among the ars.”

“S0?" Pat shrugged. “ There are thousands of starsto search.”
“But ofar nointdligent life."

Wed found life in abundance from single-celled organismsto vast plant structures that covered an entire
planet. We'd even found crestures with about as much intelligence as your average dog. But no one on
our level, or aboveit. It was one of the rare disgppointments connected with the gates. When they'd first
appeared, the whole world had been certain we were about to make first contract.



“Well find it.” Pat sounded confident.

“I'm afraid alot of civilizations that reached our level ended up destroying themsdlves,” Robert said. “The
universeisn't afriendly place. There are athousand and one accidents that can wipe out acivilization.”

“Maybe someone sent us the gates astheir last act-abid for immortality of sorts.” Ritalooked wistful.

Scott frowned into hisdrink. “More likely some advanced civilization sent them to study our
species-change everything we take for granted in our lives and see how we react. They may even have
expected that our civilization would collgpse under the pressure, and we'd destroy ourselves. The gates
may be awegpon that failed.”

Our discussion continued into the wee hours. The gates were an endless source of fascination to al of us.
| was glad to see no one thought they might come from God, as the Church of the Gates argued, but
more than one of us had caught an impression of some powerful presence as we passed through. We
were eager to solvetheriddle. As| looked at their excited faces, | was sure that we were on the verge of
anew beginning. Rita's radiant smile reminded me that was true in more ways than one.

As soon as breakfast was over the next day, | was ready to go seethe gate. | expected Ritato at least
accompany me, but she refused.

“I'm not going near one of those things until this baby isborn.” She folded her arms and thrust out her
chin. “I saw theway it reached out for Mesder the last time he went through. I'm not even getting close.”

| thought she was being a bit paranoid, but put it down to her previoustragedy and the normd jitters that
come with impending motherhood. She leaned closer to me-we were Sitting next to each other at the
breakfast table-and dropped her voice so the others couldn't hear.

“I wish you wouldn't go either, Lee. Y ou know that we change with every trip through. I'm afraid of what
will happen to usif you start going through without me."

| took her hand in mine. Her fingerswere cold. | could fee thefear building in her mind. Last night, wed
been discussing an abstract possibility, but today it wasred. We'd dways gone through the gate
together. Thiswould bethefirst timel would attempt it done. | would be going beyond her and into new
and uncharted territory. Normally, my bright, confident Rita could handle that chalenge, but the
pregnancy made her fed more vulnerable.

“It will beokay,” | told her.

| couldn't back down now, not when | felt we were so close to solving some of the mysteries of the
gates. | wanted Ritato come with me more than anything, but it wasimpossible aslong as she carried the
child. Still, adisturbing sense of foreboding began to fill me at the thought of following any path that led
me away from Rita. Y et our journeys now took usin different directions-she toward motherhood, and
me deeper into the mystery of the sex gates.

| squeezed her hand. “Nothing can separate us. The worst that can happen isthat well be the same sex
for afew days. Do you think you can stand that?"

Ritaforced alaugh, but | saw the strain in her eyes. “ Aslong as you come back to me asthe same Lee
or Li I'veawaysknown."

Everyone else was itching to see the gate. None of the six Seconders Randi and Terry had chosen had
seen it yet. Randi and Terry had decided to wait for our return, confident we'd find away the reach the
hideaway.



The lower floor of the main house had a storage room that was kept locked at al times. Randi handed
me one of the keys, as she unlocked the door for me. Inside, concealed behind a pile of boxes, was
another locked door that led to atunnel. The tunnel went from the house to the barn.

It waswide and well lit. There were even some eectric golf carts parked on our end so we could drive
the length of the tunnel if we happened to fed lazy. Randi opened the door on the other end and the nine
of uswaked ingdethe barn. Its high, peaked roof disappeared in the shadows far above us. Towering in
the middle of the open space wasthe sex gate.

Like every other gate, it was a glowing green arch, its smooth surface without any markings. |
contemplated its curves, filled with same sense of wonder that aways overwhelmed me whenever | got
near one of the gates. Humanity's best scientists had failed to figure out how these arches worked. None
of our wegpons even scratched them. Every attempt to communicate with the gate masters had failed.

| straightened my shoulders and glanced at the expectant faces al around me. | was going to try again.
Wasit hubris? Or supidity?

| laughed out loud, and stepped through.

That wasthefirst in aseries of tripsthat |, and the othersin my group took through the gates. | won't
bore you with lengthy descriptions of each trip. We followed my plan. Each of uswent through done and
after each trip we met together in the main living room as agroup and shared our experiences, mind to
mind.

Although Rita continued to refuse to go near the gate, | asked her to join these sessionsin theliving
room. For onething, | didn't want her to fed Ieft out and left behind. If she couldn't passthrough agate,
she could at least experience what | waslearning by sharing my thoughts. For another, Rita often had an
intuitive undergtanding that | envied. | wanted her insghtsinto our collective experiences.

Experience had taught us how important it was to Space out our trips. Anyone who went though without
some time between each journey risked vanishing. So we each went in turn and then waited while the
otherstook their turns. | soon found it was aso best to alow afew days to pass between each person's
trip so we had time to absorb the information gained.

Our mental sharing improved astimewent on. At first we were strangers, Sitting around aroom, staring

at each other. But aswe learned to open our minds and share our mogst intimate thoughts the barriers
between us melted. It didn't hurt that we were young, hedthy and brimming with sexua energy. Ritaand |
shared aroom, but the others had individua rooms. Soon the constant flow of sexua passion on the edge
of our awarenesstold me alot of bed hopping was going on.

It wasn't long before Ritaand | joined in the sexud sharing, aswedl asthe menta sharing. It was
especidly fascinating because you might have sex with awoman one night, only to find that person wasa
man the following night. Or maybe | was the one who was aman again. The sex gates may have made
life more complicated, but they dso made it more fun!

In the meantime, my intelligence and pattern analysi's capabilities increased with each passage | made.
More and more | began to sense some world or dimension beyond the green fog that greeted me
whenever | entered the gates. Would we find the masters of the sex gatesthere? | grasped at these
tantaizing hints of their presence, but on every trip | lost control and stumbled out the gate on the other
side before | could bresk through.

Rita urged meto be careful and to take my time. After each trip, she held me close and begged meto
stop until after the baby was born and she could join me again. For my part, each trip left me morein



tune with the energy of the sex gates. | began to changein ways| didn't entirely understand. It gave me
pause. What Ritaand | shared was too preciousto lose.

Yet | fet trapped by circumstances, too. Eventsin the world outside left me no choice but to continue my
quest. Every night we gathered in front of awall screen after dinner to listen to the news on the tabwebs,
and every night the grim toll of sex gates mounted up as more and more gates disappeared. We didn't
have the luxury of limitlesstime to solve the mystery. Our own gate might disgppear & any moment.

The sex gates caused more uproar in the outer world by vanishing than they had with their origina
appearance. The Church of the Gates proclaimed that God was angry because people weren't content
with one trip through. Church leaders demanded that all Seconders come forward and perform deeds of
public repentance.

| gathered from other tidbits on the newsthat the federal government was aso interested in locating any
Secondersit could find. Like the Church of the Gates, they had their reasons, reasons they didn't
announcein public.

Naturdly, any Seconders with any sensewent into hiding. | was glad they did, and wished them success
in staying hidden, but it made our effortsto locate afina few peopleto join our group more difficult.

On my fourth trip through our private sex gate | caught a hint of amind that was familiar to me. It was
like having aname on thetip of my tongue. | knew those thoughts, but | couldn't place who it was. That
night, theten of ussat around in acirclein theliving room and | shared my experience, mind to mind.

Randi spoke up a once. “Mesder! 1'd recognize that mental pattern anywhere. It's Mesder!”

The moment shesaid it, | knew she was right. Mesder possessed one of the mogt original mindsin the
history of the human race. No wonder | had supposed his thoughts originated from some dien
intelligence.

But that only left more mysteriesfor usto solve. Was Mesder divein the redity | sometimes sensed on

the other side of the sex gates? How had he reached that unknown space/time? Did he have something to
do with the disappearance of the gates?

That night Rita confronted me, as soon aswe were alone in our bedroom. “Lee, I'm scared. Scared for
you and scared for me."

By now, I'd heard her recite her worriestoo many times. | nodded, not redlly listening, and turned on the
wall screen in our Stting room.

“Y ou've changed, Lee, and | don't even think you redlizeit. Y ou're obsessed with the gate, and you don't
care about me or the baby as much asyou did afew weeks ago."

“Y ou know that's not true."

| pulled her close and planted awet kiss on her forehead. All thewhile, | focused my attention over her
head at the images on the screen. A graphie announced the start of a specia press conference by
Sdlinda, the head of the Church of the Gates.

| let go of Ritaand turned up the volume. Sdlinda's image appeared on the screen. She was as young and
lovely as ever, with the same too-old wisdom in her sincere blue eyes. She wore the Smple white gown
Mesder had first made popular when held started the church as Messilinda. Her shining blond hair fell
about her face in soft curls. Shelooked like an angdl, but when she opened her mouth, the fires of hell
came roaring out.



“My fellow believers,” she began, “the warning of God is clear. We can seeit every day in the continuing
reports of gates disappearing. We must find the Seconders wherever they are hiding, and force them to
publicly repent of their evil ways. Only then will God forgive us and cease inflicting his righteous wrath on
our land.” The camerafocused in on her solemn face, and her intent eyes stared straight at me.
“Fortunately, 1've discovered the secret hiding place of severa of these Seconders. These antichrists have
built themselves alair degp in the Ozark Mountains. They thought we would never find them there, but
the true church of God cannot be deceived!”

My heart stopped at the mention of the Ozark Mountains. It couldn't be. Our security wastoo tight.
Could someone el se besides us be hiding in these same mountains? | wanted to believe that was the case,
but the sick twist of my stomach told me we'd been betrayed.

“Brothers and sigters, we must smoke these Seconders out of their secret hiding place. Their leader is
Jackson Lee Stuart, the heir to the fortune left behind by Mesder Schreiber-yes, the very Messlindawho
founded our church. They would pervert the work of God with their evil ways, but we will not let them.
Brothers and sisters, | call upon you to rise up and join me in amarch upon their compound. We will

drag them out oursalves, and expose their evil plot to theworld!™

I'm sure she said more, but behind me, Ritacried out in fear and burst into tears. | switched off the
screen and took her in my arms. She was shaking, and her fingers clawed at my arms.

“We haveto get out of here! Sdlindaknows where we are, and now the government will know, too."

Shewasright, but | didn't want to run again. Where would we go? And we were so closeto a
breskthrough with the gate.

Randi and Terry ran into the room.
“Did you hear?’” Randi demanded.
“It'sunbelievable! Impossible!” Terry'sface waswhite, drained of dl blood.

Ritadried her tears against my shoulder and straightened up. The first shock had passed aready for her.
Sheforced abrave smileto her face.

“Weve got to think about what to do now. We may not have much time.”
As she spoke, Carl burst into the room. His eyes were narrow dits and his face was flushed with anger.

“It was Ron,” he announced, without preamble. 1 just got a message from him, boasting about what he's
done. Hewas a spy for the church, and gave them thislocation."”

“How could that be?’ Randi demanded. “He knew Mesder aslong as any of us. He was his doctor.
Mesder trusted him.”

“I don't know.” Carl shook his head. “Maybe he spent too much time in the church himsdlf back when
Mesder sarted it. Maybe he never got free of their beliefs. Or maybe he went back to it for some
reason.”

“Or maybe he acted because of the oldest reason of al-money.” Terry looked grim. “He cameto me
asking for aloan afew weeks ago. He said he had a problem with gambling, but that he was going to
gamblers anonymous. | didn't think too much about it at the time. There were so many other urgent
concerns.”



Once again Rita pulled our thoughts back to the present. “It'stoo late to undo what he's done. The
Church of the Gates knows where we are. We need to get out of here."

| opened my mouth to protest, but Carl was ahead of me. “That won't be easy. Y ou can bet your boots
the government has awatch on this place aready. WEell have to come up with some plan to snesk you
out, and | don't know how long that will take."

| thought of the waiting gate, of the answers | suspected were only atrip or two away. “ Can we stay?
Can we defend this place?”’

Carl squared his shoulders. “We can give them afight, a least. I'll call in afew favors. I've made some
solid contacts with mercenaries over the years.”

Money would be no object, but | wondered how soon he could get his mercenary force here and how
much training they would require. From the passonate tone of Selinda's speech, | suspected the Gaters
would march up our road tomorrow or the next day, at the latest.

Carl |€ft to begin hisarrangements. The four of us eyed each other, our anxious thoughts plain on our
faces. A few mercenaries weren't going to be enough.

Terry ran anervous hand through hishair. “I'll phone the governor of Arkansas and ask himto call out
the National Guard. He owes us. Mesder made a massive contribution to his campaign in the last
eection.”

He went back to his own room to makethe cal, but five minutes later he returned to our room. The
stricken look on hisface told us that the news wasn't good.

“I got through to him. He could hardly refuse acal from someone who has handled the donation of
millions of dollarsto his campaigns over the years. But he won't call out the Guard. He saysthe Gaters
will have him impeached by the end of theweek if hetries.”

Rita's eyes grew wide with darm. She reached out and clutched my arm. Her thoughts pushed againgt
mine, filled with fear, not for herself but for the baby she carried.

“It'sgoing to be okay."

| pulled her closer and murmured the promisein her ear. She leaned against me and heaved atroubled
sgh. | looked down at her body pressed close to mine and noticed the dmost imperceptible swelling of
her ssomach where our baby was growing.

“I'vegot anidea,” | announced. “Give me afew minutesaone, and I'll let you know if it worked out or

Randi and Terry reluctantly left the room with Ritain tow. Once they were gone, | picked up the phone
and called Stephen Hess. Hess was the deputy serving under Whitley Hortz, the chief agent of the Secret
Service who had arrested Rita. and me more than once. Hortz was dead now, ostensibly in an accident,
but in redity killed on Mesder's orders after he'd raped Ritawhile we were his prisoners. But in the
distant past Hortz had once come to our aid when we'd had a secret that the government desperately
wanted. Thiswasasmilar Stuation, and | hoped Hess, like his predecessor, would help us, if for no
other reason than to keep us out of the hands of the Gaters.

It took me more than afew minutes to get through to Hess, but the agency knew my name, and that |
was a notorious Seconder. They wanted to talk to me as much as | wanted to talk to them.



“Héello, Mr. Stuart,” Hess said, when hefindly came on theline. “What can | do for you?'

“It'smore acase of what | can do for you,” | countered. “ The government hastried to get information
out of us Secondersfor along time. I'm willing to offer you somein exchangefor alittle bit of hep.”

“Ah-" Hess sounded amused. “I can imagine what kind of help you need. | heard Sdlinda's speech
tonight. She'sarather passionate young woman with a strong hatred of Seconders.”

“She'sacrafty old religious zealot in ayoung woman's body,” | snapped. * She's out to destroy us
Seconders. The church isafraid well find away to make everyone Seconders, and then why would
anyone need God anymore.”

“Aninteresting theory. Can you?'

I had him hooked. “We can do alot of things, Hess. Were your only hope of finding out what the gates
ared| about before they disappear off thisworld."

| heard his breathing quicken. “Do you know something about that?"

“I know quite abit about alot of things,” | repeated. “But you'll never hear any of it unlessyou get the
army herefast to protect us. The Gaters are going to be marching on us soon, and without help we won't
be ableto resist them for long."

“I'll seewhat | can do, Stuart. I might be able to send some specia forces your way."
“You'd better. If you don't, the gates will continue to vanish. No one, but uswill be ableto stop it.”

| wondered what my grest-uncle Fred would think of me, running abluff like that one. Fred made his
living playing poker.
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Maybe it was my threat about the gates, or maybe it was my promise to divulge the information they'd
tried to torture out of usfor so long, but the next morning government helicopters settled down on the
front lawn and unloaded several specid forces units. Combined with acompany of mercenaries Carl flew
in on short notice, they made asmdl, but respectable fighting force.

“Weneed more,” | told Hess, without preamble when he disembarked from the last helicopter. “With
these men, we can probably scare away the Gatersthefirst timethey try to march on us, but they'll only
come back, better prepared to fight. Religious fanatics aren't easy to stop.”

“I know that,” Hess said. “But thisisthe best | can do right now. There are alot of Gatersin the
government and unbelievable amounts of Gater money involved in politics. It took abit of doing to get
even thismany men here”

| bedieved him. I'd discussed politics with Mesder back when he ran the church, and | knew how many
tendrilsit had buried in our government on every level.

Hessfolded hisarms across his chest and swept me with an appraising look. | countered his evauation
with one of my own. He was alean, athletic man with hard blue eyesthat could bore through sted!. Like
most government agents, hisface was a soulless mask that hid whatever he was thinking.

“We can give you two days, maybethree” he said. “ That should be time enough to spirit your little group
of Seconders away to asafe hiding place.”



Staring into his cold eyes, | saw only emptiness. | shuddered as| caught aglimpse of his plans. Our
so-called safe hiding place would become aprison. | doubted any of uswould ever leaveit dive.

“I have abetter idea. But it involves staying right here.”

“Staying here istoo dangerous. Give me one good reason why | shouldn't arrest you and copter you to
safety right now.”

“Because | wont talk if you do. And you know full well that you can't make a Seconder talk againgt his
will."

| had him with that one and he knew it. A jaw muscle jumped, but he kept his mouth shuit.

“I only need to stay here for afew dayslonger,” | added. “My group is close to a breakthrough with the
gates”

Hess was rel uctant to abandon his plan. But he had no choice. Still, he wasn't about to drive anything less
than ahard bargain.

“If you want these men to fight for you and gain you a couple of daysto carry out your plan, you owe me
someinformation fire.”

So | took him into the house, sat him in front of thefirein theliving room, and told him alittle of what |
had learned in my journeys through the gates.

“And your planis-?’ he asked when | was done.

“My plan isto make savera moretripsin quick succession. I'm on the verge of a breskthrough. I'm sure
| can achieve it with two or three more passages.”

“Or disappear forever."

“That'sarisk I'mwilling to take.” | was glad Ritawasn't in the room to hear me, or | would have had an
argument on my handsfor sure.

Hess nodded. “And if you do discover who or what is behind the gates, you will share thisknowledge
with the government?'

“Yes” | would have promised anything at that point.
“Okay, you've got yourself aded.”

While we talked, Carl and the captain of the specia services unit deployed the men who had arrived with
Hess. It turned out they were barely ahead of the Gaters.

A door flew open on thefar side of the living room and Randi ran out of the office where she'd been
watching the webs. “They're coming!” she shouted, her face bloodless.

Hessand | hurried to join her in the office. A wall screen showed along line of Gaters marching down an
overgrown country road. They sang hymns and carried signsthat said SECONDERS REPENT OR DIE
and SECONDERSHAVE BROUGHT THE WRATH OF GOD DOWN ON USALL. | recognized
the mountainsin the background. They were headed for our compound. Carl crowded into the office
after us. As he watched the Gaters approach, his fingers clutched a pencil so hard | was sure it would
sngpintwo.



“They're on their way, but | have our menin pogtion.”
“Y ou must shoot to frighten, not to kill,” Hesswarned.

“The hell with that. Thisis private property, and if they set onefoot onit I'll defend it. They're going to get
abullet in the kneecap, or worse.”

“Fine” Hesslooked grim. “Aim for their knees. That should stop their march. But no killing."
Heturned to me. “Y ou'll have your day or two. Now go and useit."

Randi and Terry exchanged puzzled looks, but there was no timeto explain. | hurried out of the office
and down the stairs that led to the locked storage room. To my surprise, Ritastood in front of the
storage room door, her arms crossed in front of her chest.

“| saw the Gaters on the wall screen and knew you would head straight for the gate,” she said. “1 can
guesswhat you're planning to do."

| had been foolish to think | could keep it from her. Our thoughts had been joined for too long.
“Please.” Desperation marred her lovely face. “ Stop now. For my sake, and for the baby."

“Rita”” | put ahand on her cheek, and willed her to understand. “1'm doing thisfor your sake, and for the
baby. Do you have any ideawhat will happen to usif the government takes usinto custody?'

Her dark eyesfilled with tears as they searched my face, but after amoment she accepted the inevitable.
She was a strong woman. She leaned forward and pressed atender kisson my lips.

“I know. | loveyou, Lee. | love you with all my heart. Whatever happens, don't ever forget that. Come
back to me."

When | reached the barn it was empty-adark, quiet space dominated by the massive presence of the sex
gate. We were alone together, the gate and |, and | faced an enemy | must conquer or dietrying. The
smooth green arch glowed in the dim interior, as much ariddle as ever. The empty space beneath the
arch beckoned me. | squared my shoulders, and walked through.

Once again athick green mist engulfed me. By now, | was an expert at dowing the process of passing
through the gate. One part of my mind automaticaly fought to stay insde the gate while with the other |
reached out to quest for whatever lay hidden beyond that concealing migt.

Every familiar physica sensation vanished. | could not fed my body. It'spossible| didn't have abody.
No one knew what happened to our old bodies when we were transformed into the opposite sex while
insdethe gate. Yet | experienced amultitude of mental sensations. The power that vibrated around me
reveded great forces were at work. Asbefore, | sensed another mind somewhere at the edge of my
consciousness. It was like aquiet whisper in avast cave. | heard its echo, yet had no ideawhereit came
from,

But that had to change. The Seconders werein too much danger. | had aways believed in arationa
world, so | had to believe the gates were sent to earth for apurpose. And that purpose had to include
changing the human race in dl the marvelous ways that the gates had changed us so far. Did it make
sense that the magters of the gates would abandon us now?

Y et, one by one, the gates continued to disappear. | couldn't deny that.



| reached out toward the mind | heard whispering at the edge of my consciousness. | was convinced that
it was Mesder. Now that Randi had identified him, | recognized hisvoice-the faint impression of a
persondity stamped on that almost inaudible murmur of thought. | could only hope that he too wastrying
to reach me across whatever unimaginable gulf separated me from the world of the gate masters. My
fierce conviction that Mesder was indeed trying to communicate with me seemed to help. My dender
connection to the mind beyond the fog grew stronger.

| remembered Russdll discussing physicswith Donnaand Ritaand meyears ago. | can't say that |
understood half of what he told us, but now one memory came back in vivid detail. Russdll sat ina
lounger in our old home. Heleaned forward, hisfacelit with that excited expresson he dwayswore
when he talked about his beloved physics. He gestured with both hands as he described how researchers
had proven that the expectations of the researcher influenced the experiment.

| realized this memory had been triggered for areason. My subconscious was telling me that the gates
were quantum phenomena. On that level, thought and will and expectationswere al tied together.
According to Russdll'stheory, my belief that thiswas Mesder out there, and that he was trying to contact
me should help us break through to each other.

Mesder! I'm herel I'm trying to reach you, too!

| strained with all my might to resist the passage through the gate. Tremendous energies pushed a me. |
knew the transformation was complete. | had my new body and the gate wanted me out. It wastimeto
emergeinto the world once more asawoman. | fell through atunnd toward the light. Behind me, avoice
shouted in my mind: Lee! Kegp trying, Lee! Y ou're dmost through!

| sumbled out of the gate, a naked woman. Long auburn hair swirled around my shoulders. My hands
automatically roseto caressthe satin skin of my breasts. It didn't matter how many times| became a
woman. Those breastswere always amiracle to me. As my fingertips brushed over them, my nipples
diffened. | felt thefire of sexua arousd lance through my belly.

| lowered my handsto my side. Asmuch as| wanted to, thiswas no time to indulge that perpetua
eighteen-year-old libido. Instead, | walked to arow of pegs on one side of the barn where thick
terrycloth robes hung. Pulling one around me to ward off the chill of the shadowy barn, | sat downon a
bench and replayed the message that had blasted into my mind at the last moment as| fell through the
gate. More than ever now, | had no doubt it was Mesder. And he wanted to reach me, too, as| had

hoped.

Keep trying, hed said. That sounded asif he wanted me to reenter the gate without waiting. | licked dry
lips. | knew the risks. We Seconders could go through the gate more than once, but only if we were
careful to alow some time to pass between each trip. Those few Seconders who went through in rapid
successon vanished. Mesder himsdlf had vanished.

Y et thismental contact suggested that he hadn't vanished into limbo, but had instead traveled somewhere
else. Tothe world of the gate masters? It was the most likely answer. If | went through too often, too
soon, | might end up in the same place. Maybe | needed to so | could talk to Mesder, and find out what
the gate masters were up to. But if | did reach that world, would | be able to find my way back?

The barn was deserted except for me. Inthe silence, | heard birds singing outsidein thetrees. Then, in
the distance, | caught the sound of agunshot. More followed in rapid succession-crack, crack, crack!

| muttered a quick oath and hoped that the Specia Forces unit and our security forces were only firing to
scare off the marching Gaters. | didn't want to see anyone die. I'd had enough of death inthe brief time |
fought in the militia. But the sound of gunshots reminded methat | had no choice, despitetherisks. |



stood up, tossed the robe on the bench and walked naked toward the gate.

As| came closer | had the strange impression that the green glow of the arch was brighter than usud.
Beforel could even consider what that might mean, ashining emerad tendril reached out from within the
gate and sucked meinto the fog. The same thing happened to Mesder the last time he entered a gate. |
didn't know whether to be glad or frightened, but I had no time to worry about it. | was busy, one part of
my mind resisting the passage, the other part reaching out, as before.

Lee! Almostimmediatdy | heard hisvoicein my mind.
Mesder! Where are you?

| sensed hislaughter. | could explain-after you'd taken a couple of graduate level coursesin physics. Or
maybe your friend Russall could do a better job.

Russl. A fierce longing surged through me. Was Russdl| there with Mesder? Maybe Donnawas with
them, too. | loved them both. | missed them both, more than | could ever say. The mental voicein my
mind grew serious.

Listen, Lee. You haveto be quick, before the gate pushes you out again. Focus on my thoughts. Join
your mind with mine. Become one with me, and you will bewhere| am.

It sounded like mystic hocus-pocus. Or maybe-from whét little | could remember of Russdll's lectures-it
was advanced physics. Possibly they were the samething. The only thing | knew for sure wasthat the
weeks I'd spent practicing my mental abilities with the other Seconders at the compound were about to

pay off.

There was no timeto argue or ask questions. Not hesitating, | reached out with my mind and let my
thoughts flow into the consciousness | sensed at the edge of my redity. For afrightening moment it was
like flowing into nothingness. The green fog faded away around me and there was only awhirling,
dizzying sensation, and the feding of faling through an infinity of soece...

| opened my eyes and found mysdf dtting on lush green grass. | wasin afield, filled with wildflowers.
From where | sat, the ground doped down to acrystal clear stream. | heard the water babbling asit
flowed and foamed over the rocksin the riverbed. A graceful little wooden bridge arched over the
stream. Beyond, on another hill, crysta buildings shimmered against adeep blue sky.

Wasthisthe world of the gate masters?

CHAPTER NINETEEN

| struggled to my feet. | was naked, and male once more. Fortunately, the air was warm and scented with
the sweet aroma of the flowers. A gentle breeze caressed my bare skin. I'd known perfect spring daysin

Texas when the grass turned green after along, misty rain and the sun warmed the earth from a cloudliess
blue ky. Thiswasjust such aday, onethat felt likeit would go on forever. | had the sense that every day
dawned warm and sunny on thisworld.

Thethick grass was asoft carpet under my bare feet. | walked down the hill to the bridge. Built of
polished wood, it reminded me of the beautiful arched bridgesin old Japanese paintings. | crossed over
the stream and walked up the second hill toward the crystal buildings.

| might have believed that the sex gate had dumped me into a beautiful park on Earth, except for those
buildings. Sunlight sparkled in rainbow colors over their smooth exteriors. Like crystds, they grew out of
the ground and sprouted upward at odd angles. As| drew closer and saw that the knobs and spires



intertwined, | wondered if they were dl one gigantic building, some organic wholethat | couldn't begin to
comprehend. Their shapes varied, each one unique. Some reminded me of castle towers reaching for the
sky; others were like minarets. Some shot upward in astraight line, then branched like acrystal tree.

As| stepped into their shadow, | saw that there were no sidewalks or roads between the buildings-only
the lush green grassthat seemed to grow to an even height everywhere. About ankle deep, it cushioned
each step as| walked, but wasn't difficult to move through. I'm not sure how long it took me to reach the
buildings. My sense of time deserted me. There was something unchanging and eternal about this eerie

crysd city.

| had no ideawhat to expect, but | knew with utter certainty that Mesder was somewhere within those
breathtaking towers. | approached them with my mouth hanging open like some savage seeing acity for
thefirst time. They seemed to shift and shimmer, one moment reflecting the deep blue of the sky, the next
pulsing with their own rainbow light.

Finally, | reached the base of thefirst tower. | knew better than to expect adoor. The surface was
smooth and shining, like glass. | reached out and touched it, then snatched my hand back in shock. It felt
warm, like aliving thing.

Thisway.

The thought filled my mind with stunning clarity. Never before had | known such apowerful mind touch. |
stared at the crystal surface in front of me and the reflection of my amazed eyes stared back.

Lee, thisway.

Thelink between Mesder and me till held. | didn't have to ask-1 knew. As| dipped between the
towers, my bare feet moved without injury through the thick grass, and my lungs sucked in air that
smelled clean and sweet. All around me, | sensed awvesome power held under disciplined control.

What incredible race had created this paradise?

| cameto atal crystal outcropping that spiraled upward like an ancient tree before breaking into two
branchesfar above my head. Violet light shimmered over its surface. My mind-linked to Mesder'sfilled
with the knowledge | needed to survive on thisworld. | now knew that doors were inefficient, primitive
devices. Not even breaking my stride, | walked into the purple wall and through it.

| wasinasmal room. It was windowless, but neverthelessfilled with light. The room was empty except
for one man. Mesder sat cross-legged on the floor, smiling up a me.

It was an enigmatic smile, full of mystery. His eyes were different, too. Oh, they were dtill that Sartling
deep emerad green, but the gppraising look he gave me was no longer quite ... human.

| took a deep breath and broke off menta contact. It was obvious Mesder had undergone some sort of
transformation, and | wanted afew minutes to take his measure without having him in my mind watching
medoit.

Hisface didn't change as| severed the link between our minds. Even before his disappearance, it had
become an ungpoken rule among the Seconders that we would alow each other mental privacy when we
desired it. Asour tel epathic powers began to devel op, it became obvious such arule would be needed
30 we could each maintain someindividuaity.

Without waiting for an invitation, | dropped to the floor and crossed my own legs. My nakednessdidn't
bother me. Mesder, as Messilinda, had seduced me thefirst time we met. We knew each other well, you



could say. Besides, the room was comfortably warm.
“Welcome, Lee. | knew if anyone could makeit, it would be you."

Mesder broadened his smile. He had a deep, powerful voice and away of speaking that told you he was
in charge. HEd been arich businessman for more years than 1'd been dive. Command was a habit with
him. He wore asmple white robe. To my untutored eye, it looked like linen. His feet were bare.

“I had to keep trying,” | told him, speaking fast. “ The Seconders on Earth are in grave danger.”
Mesder ignored my comment. “Whereisthelovely Rita? | expected her to be with you, asaways.”

“Y ou know how dicey it isto go through agate again and again in quick succession. | came on my
own-risked everything-because we need the help of the gate masters. Have you made contact with
them?'

“Ah, the gate magters.”

Mesder gppeared unmoved by my urgency. Again, the mysterious smile danced over hislips. | clenched
my jaw as my impatience grew. He must know the Situation was desperate on Earth. Hed left mein
charge of hisempire with ingtructions to protect the Seconders. Why did he seem so disinterested now?

“Yes, the gate masters,” | snapped. “We need their help. The world has found out about our telepathic
powers, and they hate us more than ever. At this very moment, the Gaters are marching on your
compound in the Ozarks, determined to take agroup of us captive.”

Mesder's eyes drifted shut. | sensed that his consciousness was € sewhere, communing with another
mind. Wasit one of the gate masters? When he looked at me again, | saw ahint of compassionin his
gazefor thefirg time.

“Reax, Lee. We have plenty of time."

“I don't think so. Moments before | entered the gate and made contact with you, | heard shooting
outsde."

“That doesn't matter.” Mesder held up one hand, palm outward. His emerald eyes commanded meto
relax. “The usud rules of time and space don't apply herein the nexus. We can talk for aslong aswe
please and nothing will change on the world you know as Earth. When you return, you will emerge at the
same moment you left.”

When | returned ... | couldn't helpiit. | let out ahuge sigh of relief as| heard those words. So it would be
possibleto return. Then | turned my attention back to Mesder. He hadn't moved from his cross-legged
position. His gaze was serene, untroubled by the worriesthat I'm sure he could read in my mind.

“What isthis place?'
“Speaking in Earth terms, it'sastaging point for the deployment of the sex gates.”

| waited for more, but gpparently Mesder wanted me to drag the information out of him. Okay. He was
in charge. | had no choice but to play aong.

“Isthisthe world of the gate masters?”

“No."



| stared. “Where are we, then?"

An amused chuckle escaped from Mesder'slips. | wasrelieved to hear him laugh. It made him more
humen.

“I'm not trying to frustrate you, Lee. Theinformation | have to shareis so strange that you'll be ableto
absorb it better if | feed it to you bit by bit. And to answer your question, thisis an dternate earth.
Y ou've heard of the theory of dternate worlds | assume.”

| had. Russdl had launched into along explanation of it one night after we had watched avery old SF
flick called The One. In that film, the hero had moved from one aternate earth to another while fighting
his double from apardld dimenson. Of course, Russell had given usthered scientific explanation, not
the Hollywood verson. But in the end my impression was much the same. We think we live on the one
and only Earth, but physics postul ates that there are an infinite number of Earths. Every event or choice
creates the potentid of a division-a place where one Earth could become two. The new world would go
oninaparale universe, and wewould never know of its existence.

“Thisworld is not the home world of the gate masters, but it and their world are both on aline of
dternate redity that diverged from our Earth eonsago,” Mesder told me. “ On the gate masters' world,
humanity discovered how to apply the smple steps of the scientific method during the Bronze
Age-thousands of years before the scientific method was discovered on our own Earth.”

| gaped at him in stunned silence. The thought blew me away. A vision legped into my mind of how
different our world would beif the scientific method had been known for thousands of years. The
Egyptians, the Greeks, the Romans-those civilizations would have soared to undreamed of heights. The
Dark Ageswould never have happened. By now we would be thousands of years ahead of where we
were. Instead, the gate masters were in that enviable position.

“Exactly.” Mesder had followed my thoughts even without amenta link. “Adoption of the scientific
method propelled the gate masters forward technologicaly just asit did on our own Earth, but that
process started on their world fully three or four thousand years sooner than it did on Earth. It'sno
wonder that they were able to create the gates as well as other unimaginable accomplishments.”

A chill snaked up my spine. “ Arethey here now?” Somehow | aready knew the answer.

“No. Not only did they advance technically, but they applied the scientific method to studying the human
mind aswdl. Eventudly, they unraveled what is perhaps the greatest mystery of dl-the marvelous
process by which we think and create our redity. They learned how to manipulate the quantum aspects
of space/time and using that knowledge, they |eft their origina world and went e sewhere.”

HI %.II

| looked around the bare room, filled with light. The atmosphere seemed to pulse with a sense of
power-but it was a power | recognized from my long experience with the gates.

“ So the gates came from thisworld?” | asked.

“Yes, thisworld is closer to oursin the space/time continuum than theirsis, which iswhy they used it asa
staging areato create the sex gates and send them to our earth.”

| leaned forward, only one question in my mind. “Why?"'

It was asmple question, but one that had haunted humanity ever since that momentous day when the
gates materiaized on our world.



“For meto answer that, you haveto redlize that the gate masters were once as human asyou or |. They
devel oped the biological capability to change a person's sex and used it for their own betterment, even
though their society was never anywhere near as confused and sick as oursis-or was. Asthe centuries
passed, they became so powerful and knowledgeable that they were amost like gods. They created a
technology that alows them to watch events on any world they choose in space and time, and-like dl
humans, athough they are far beyond human now-they are curious.”

| took a deep breath. This had been one of my worst fears. “ So they somehow began to watch events on
earth."

“Yes. They saw we were on the brink of salf-destruction.”
“And they sent the gates. We're an experiment of some sort.”

Mesder shook his head. “More like arescue project. They took aspecial interest in our world because
until the Bronze Age our history was very much like theirs. But wefailed to discover the scientific method
and plunged into thousands of years of savagery. When we did discover science, our belief patterns had
become so rigid we did not see how to useit for good. The gate masters determined that we wereon a
path that would bring about the destruction of dl life on our planet.”

| thought of the turmoil going on worldwide before the sex gates appeared. Weather changes had
accelerated, and the rising seas had drowned many coastd cities. World economies were in constant
flux, and besides the chronically poor Third World, awhole new Fourth World appeared in America-the
underprivileged who lived in the dying cities. But most of dl, | remembered the hate and intolerance that
permeated everywhere. People were afraid, asif they sensed that the world was locked in adownward

soird.

The gates changed everything. In many ways the human race was il in deep trouble. How could | forget
that back on my world at this very moment the Gaters were marching on our compound out of that same
hate and intolerance? Y et despite that glaring exception, | believed the changes were redl. Thousand
upon thousands of those who had gone through the gates had emerged with anew ability to understand
someone el se's viewpoint. Changing sexes will do that for you. Messer's next words confirmed my
thoughts.

“The gates are transforming, but limited in their effect. For onething, lessthan half of theworld's
population has gone through. For another, not everyone who goes though iswilling to learn the lesson of
adaptability and acceptance the gates teach. That iswhy so few make it through asecond timeto
become Seconders. But some do. Thereishopefor us.”

“Do you redly think s0?" Several weeks ago | had been as optimistic as Mesder. Now the memory of
those gunshots haunted me.

“The gate masters thought so. That's what mattersto me. They sent the sex gates to our world because
they thought it was the only way to straighten out our multiethnic and multiracid-and sexudly
confused-planet before we destroyed oursalves.” His mouth siretched in ahumorlessgrin. “In asense,
you might say that the human belief that we were made in God'simage came true after al.”

“So what do they think of their little project so far?’ | forced alaugh.

“Likel sad, they are not here anymore. Once they had put the gatesin place for us (and | presumefor
some other dternate earths as well), they went elsawhere. They left behind a portion of their group mind
for awhile to watch over the gates. Y ou and | both sensed it when we began to make multiple passages
through the gates. But even that is gone now."



“Then how do you know al this, what their intentions were, and so on?"

“The knowledgeis here for anyone to see oncethey reach acertainlevd. Youll seeit yoursef eventualy,
but there's nothing | eft of the oneswho built the gates.”

My jaw dropped open. My stomach twisted with disappointment, and a sour bile rose in my throat.
“Doesthat mean there's no one to help the Seconders?!

Mesder looked calm. “Weve gone through aremarkable process to reach this place, and that iswhat
will save us, Lee. Y ou have grown mentally by legps and bounds, dthough you haven't had timeto redize
it yet. | believe that Seconders are in the throes of ahighly accelerated evolution. You and | areinthe
process of becoming the equas of the gate masters, even though they are thousands of years ahead of us
in experience with manipulating the quantum redlity. What they learned to do, we can learn to do.
Especialy since we know it can be done. In the quantum universe, knowing isthe key, even though we
don't understand the underlying technology yet."

“If you say s0."

| wished Russdll were Sitting beside us. He had aknack for explaining thingsin smple terms, more on my
level. Mesder'smind was brilliant, but his ability to communicate with lesser beings needed some work.

“I am learning how to manipulate quanta.” A grim expression settled on Mesder'sface.
“Manipulate thought to change redlity, you mean.” | did remember snatches of Russdll'slectures after al.

“Something like that. 1t's hard to explain. | can communicate the concepts to you much more easily once
we arelinked again, mind to mind. In any casg, it's possible and eventualy al humanswill learn how to
doit, dthough it will take many yearsto teach them."

My brain ached from trying to get around these new concepts. Mesder had been right to feed the
information to me bit by bit. | chewed on my lower lip and considered his offer to share the knowledge
mind to mind. | felt a certain reluctance to open my mind to his. It wasthe reluctance we dl fed about
placing ourselves at the mercy of someone stronger than we are. | did not doubt for amoment that
Mesder'smind was far superior to mine, even after al the menta expansion | had experienced by passing
through the gates again and again. The man had started out as a super genius. There were no words for
thelevel heinhabited now.

“What happens next?’ | asked.

Mesder interlaced hisfingers and tapped his two thumbs together. It was acomforting, human gesture.
“I've had some time to explore this planet, and I've discovered the central nexus that the gate masters
used to disperse the gates to other worlds or bring them back here."

Something in histone told me what was coming next. “It'syou! Y ou're the one who's made the gates
disappear!”

“Yes, with Russdl'shelp, of course.”

“RusI!” The mention of Russdll's name blew al thoughts about the gates out of my head. | jumped to
my feet. “Heis here? And Donna? What about Donna?!

Russdll and | had never been lovers as men, but | had shared his bed with great pleasurewhen | wasa
woman. And when | was aman, wed shared the love of two wonderful women-Ritaand Donna.



Together the four of us had created aclose family.

| whirled around and glared at the glowing white walls behind me. | wanted to charge through and find
them.

“Stay cdm, Lee.” Mesder remained seated on thefloor. “Y ou will see them soon. But first, listen to the
rest of my explanation.”

| clenched my handsinto fists a my side and tried to control my ragged breething. | knew Mesder
wouldn't budge until he completed his agenda. My only choice wasto let him finish. The sooner he did,
the sooner | would be alowed to see Russdll and Donna. After amoment, my heartbeat dowed. | forced
mysdlf to 9t down again.

“Russdl isabrilliant man, asyou know.” A soothing note crept into Mesder's voice. He could see how
tense | was. “Even more brilliant than me in some ways. The very first time he entered the gates-when the
four of you received that fatal dose of radiation and had to go through to cure yourselves-he understood
that they were aquantum phenomena. He redlized that was the reason why they couldn't be measured by
outsde observers, dthough he had spent yearstrying. This understanding alowed him to resist the
change and that resistance caught the attention of the gate masters' group mind.”

“It was ill here, then?"

“Yes, it stayed until probability analysis showed that our race had changed enough to survive. As| was
saying, it noticed Russell and Donna and brought them here to this stlaging world.”

“Why?

“I believe the masters wanted some of usto begin studying their legacy. Russell and Donnaare not the
only scientists transported here by the gates.”

| wiped tears of relief and joy from my eyes. “ So they're both here?'

For years | had hoped, yet believed them dead. | found | was shaking with relief. | wanted to see them
right away, and at the sametime | wanted to rush back to Earth to tell Ritathe wonderful news. It was
hard to concentrate on what Mesder'swords, but | forced mysdlf to listen.

“They are both here. For ascientist like Russdll, thisis heaven indeed. He spends most of histime trying
to learn about the gates, and understand the underlying technology. Donna has chosen to stay because
she knows he needs her hereto keep him ... shall we say ... human."

Mesder's mouth twitched into hisenigmatic smile again. | knew exactly what he meant. He could use
someone like Donna himsdlf, but | wasn't about to volunteer for the job. Somewhere in the vast universe
of spaceltime, Ritawaited for me.

Mesder roseto hisfeet in one fluid motion. “Let me take you to them.”

CHAPTER TWENTY

The smal white room melted away around me. My rational mind understood that | was seeing the
uncertainty principles of quantum physicsin action, but a primitive part of that same mind screamed in
terror. The world wasn't supposed to melt-or reform in anew shape.

| was adonein another room. Mesder had disappeared somewhere. | had afedling he wouldn't be gone
for long.



Thisroom was much larger. It had tablesand chairs, al of them strangely organic in gppearance. They
looked asit they had been carved whole out of one substance or had grown up out of thefloor. The
wallswere curved and cave-like and crystals grew out of them of every color and shape imaginable-red
and violet, yellow and blue. Even with my untrained eye | redized that they were arranged in complex
groups and sequences of some sort. The air throbbed with the energy they held and | knew they
performed some purpose, but what it was | hardly dared to imagine. A white, circular platform stood in
the center of theroom. A clump of crystals hung down from the ceiling above it. Unaccountably, | was
reminded of the matter transporter on Star Trek. Another clump of crystalsrose up from the floor to one
gde. The controls?

“L@"

| haf turned in timeto see Donnaliteraly wak through the wall behind me. Her dark brown eyes glowed
with happiness, and she held her aamswide. With two quick steps shethrew hersdlf at me.

“Donna | can't believeit. | thought wed lost you forever.”

| hugged her close, burying my face in her bouncing brown curls. | bresthed deep and caught her familiar
aroma. She smdled the same, felt the samein my arms.

“Wataminute
| put both hands on her shoulders and stepped back. A sudden suspicion stabbed at me. Wasthisreal?
“Y ou went through the gate after the nuclear war as Donna. Y ou should be Don now."

Donnalaughed. “ Still the same old skeptical Lee. We have gates here, too. Y ou can be whichever sex
you want, whenever you want. | decided to welcome you as Donna because we've been our closest as
Lee and Donna-haven't we?'

Shelifted ateasng eyebrow and beamed a one hundred-watt sexy smile my way. My heart melted, and |
grinned back like alovesick baboon. Close was alaughably inadequate word for our relationship. As
men, we'd been best friends. When she became awoman-and once | got over my inhibitions-1'd held her
inmy arms and made love to her through many a passionate night. Her radiant smile stirred up those
memories-and more.

“It'sbeen along time, Lee, for metoo.”

She stepped close again. Her soft breasts pressed againgt my chest as her dender arms did around my
neck. Shewore aloose white robe like Messer's. My hands moved of their own volition to curve around
her dimwaist. The slken fabric dipped easily over her smooth flesh. She was naked undernegth.

I'd been nude since my arriva so there was no way to hide my joy at seeing Donnaagain, evenif |
wanted to. Not that | wanted to. My heart was swelling with happiness, and so were other parts of me.

Donnatangled her fingersin thethick hair on my chest and glanced down. Two familiar dimples
appeared on her cheeks.

“Why, Lee, maybeit'sagood thing Russdll isn't hereyet. Your arriva caught himinthemiddie of a
complicated experiment. We have alittle time to get reacquainted.”

Her sultry voice made me regret the many nights we'd spent apart. | caught her face between my hands
and claimed her mouth with mine. Her lipswere as swest as | remembered.



“Do you have anything as primitive asabed in this place?’ | asked.

She gripped my hand. Her thoughts reached out toward me. I'd never touched Donna's mind before. She
and Russdll had disappeared into the gates on the same trip that had made Ritaand me into Seconders.
Our telepathic abilities only started after that transformation.

Now | discovered that her thoughts were clear and concise. That wasn't surprising. When the gatesfirst
appeared years ago, Donna, then Don, was a math student. Like Russdll, he had a strong scientific bent.
That was probably why Donna had been willing to remain herein the nexus with Russdll. Shefdt a home
in this ordered and rationd world. | wondered if | ever would.

Her hand tugged a mine. She stepped toward the wall, and | followed without hesitation. The room
melted around me again. | blinked and the two of us stood in another room. Thisone was smdl, intimate.
A soft, golden light filled it. An entire wall seemed to be open to the outside. | could see amountain
meadow filled with flowers and towering blue peaks beyond that reached for the sky. A bed sat inthe
center of theroom. It was covered with Slver sheets, soft assilk, and piled high with pillows. Donna
pulled me down on it and snuggled close.

“Y ou know how to dressto please agirl,” she teased.
“No one has shown me where to go to get my mandatory white robe,” | teased back.

Shelaughed. Bouncing up on her knees, she pulled the robe up over her head and threw it to one side.
Asit floated to thefloor, | drank in thewelcome sight of her full breasts, the smooth curve of her hips.
She sank down next to me again and started playing with the hair on my chest while we kissed. Between
kisses we exchanged breathless little snippets of conversation about the years we'd been apart.

“I've been herewith Russall the wholetime, heping him with his sudies™

“Ritaand | lived in the house in Ruston until afew months ago. Then the Situation got dangerous for
Seconders, and we had to go into hiding."

“Rital How isshe? Why isn't she with you?"
“She's pregnant. She can't travel through the gates.™

“Pregnant! Oh, that'swonderful.” Donna planted aglesful kisson my lips. She had shared Ritas sorrow
when sheld logt our first baby years ago. “ Congratulations, Dad,” she added, with awink.

Dad. Theword startled me. I'd never thought of myself as adad before. | wished with al my heart that
Rita could be here, with usin the bed. The three of uswould celebrate our reunion in the best possible

way.

But, a least, | had Donnain my armsagain for thefirst timein years. | forgot about everything else as|
drew her close. Her skin waslike satin and her warm, wet kisses woke memories of the other swest,
moist openingsin her body. Her hands were already exploring lower, caressng meto rock hardness.

| grinned in anticipation as | recaled Rita's advice of afew weeks ago. First aquickie to release the pent
up energy from dl the years Donnaand | had spent apart, and then the pleasure of along, leisurely bout
of lovemaking while we explored each others bodies again, and merged our thoughtsfor thefirst time. |
shared my eratic plan with her mind to mind and received her eager assent.

| rolled her on her back and she spread her legswide for me. | mounted her and plunged inward,
thrusting hard. Her legs wrapped around me as she met my pent-up hunger with her own. We both



shuddered to a climax, and sank back down into the bed. With the edge of our hunger blunted ever so
dightly, we began adow, sensua exploration of each other's bodies. My hands cupped her breasts. My
tongue explored everywhere-her throat, her ears, the rigid peaks of her nipples, the dampness between
her legs. Her own small hands started their teasing dance by playing with my nipples and then moved
downward, growing ever bolder, until she had me moaning and begging for relief.

“Dear Leg,” shemurmured in my ear. “I've missed you. If theré'd been away to go back for avist |
would have gone a hundred times."

Her words sounded adim bell of warning deep in my mind. Hadn't Mesder said there was away to
return to our world? But the exquisite sensation of her hands rousing me to the edge of climax drove out
every rationa thought. My only desire wasto enter her body once more. We made lovein dow motion,
holding each other close, each movement unhurried so we could savor it to the utmost. Only at the end
did she cry out with longing and dig her nailsinto my back, urging me to thrust into her deeper and
harder.

When we got up from the bed and Donna picked up her white robe from the floor, a second one lay
thereaswadll. | did not even question how it happened. The quantum universe was an amazing place. |
did it over my head and Donna grasped my hand in hers. The world shifted once more and | was back in
the larger room where I'd met Donna. Russell stood in front of the circular platform, awelcoming grin on
hisface.

“Leel What awonderful surprisel”

Hewasthe same as| remembered. His short blond hair looked uncombed, asit always had, and his
dark blue eyes werefilled with an insatiable curiogty about the universe. | imagined held found plenty to
be curious about on this remarkable world.

| stepped up to him and threw my arms around him. Donna pushed her way into the circle and soon the
three of uswere pressed tight together in a heartfelt hug. I'm not ashamed to say afew tears were shed.
Wewere afamily again-dmost. Only Ritawas missing. | suppressed apang of longing. Thethree of us
would be reunited with her soon, | hoped. When we finaly broke away, Russell and | went through the
same quick exchange I'd had with Donna, telling each other about the missing years.

“This placeisatreasuretrove of knowledge,” he said, with asweep of hishand. “I thought | wasa
scientist back on earth, but | was only an ignorant savage, one step beyond the whed! .

Joy lit up hisface. He dmost glowed with fulfillment. After the sex gates appeared on our Earth held
spent years as part of ateam of physicisgtstrying to figure out how they worked. Every experiment they
tried had failed. No matter what approach they thought of, they got nowhere. The gatesremained an
enigma. Although he never inflicted hisworrieson us | knew those had been bitter, frustrating yearsfor
Russl.

But here hewasin hiseement. AsMesder had said, he was not the only scientist the gates had snatched
away from Earth and brought to thisworld; there were a couple of others, but he was by far the
brightest. He led the effort to unravel the mystery of the gates. Like Donna, he'd gone through the gatesin
the nexus afew times once they understood the mind-enhancing properties of repeated sex changes. But
the increased intelligence was not that important to him; he was dready brilliant. In addition, the two of
them had had no need to push in order to break through into the nexus. Asaresult, they hadn't
experienced anywhere near as many sex changes as Ritaand | had.

Instead, Russdll devoted the mgority of histime to sudying the gates. Besides their obvious purpose of
transforming human beings from one sex into another, aswell as hedling them of any ills, the gates served



other functions aswell. He was convinced that the gates were designed to be a gateway between
dternate worlds. Humanity had ssumbled from Earth to the nexus, but that left uslike kids with our faces
pressed againgt the glass of the candy shop. Aninfinite universe of worldswaited for us behind that glass,
if only we could find the key to open the magic door.

Mesder'sarriva afew months ago had led to some stupendous breakthroughs. His quirky, but brilliant
mind seemed to ask dl theright questions-questions that gave Russell the keys necessary to gain some
control over the gates at last.

Once they understood the process by which the gates had been sent to our Earth, it became possible to
call them back. Messer proposed theidea. Russdll figured out the steps necessary to makeit possible.
But thefinal energy that moved the gates from world to world was mental. Only Messer possessed a
mind advanced enough to do it. He was the one who actualy brought the gates back to this staging
world. They disappeared one by one becauise he could only handle one at atime.

When we got to this point in Russall's narretive, | planted my hands on my hips. “And why on
Earth-excuse the expression-did Mesder think making the gates disappear would be agood thing?'

Russdll looked sheepish. 1 wondered about that myself. | thought it would cause too much of an uproar
in an dready unstable Stuation.”

| remembered the gunshots again, and shivered. “1'd say you were right. What did Mesder say to
convince you otherwise?!

“He thought making the gates disappear would help to speed up Earth's evolution. He believed some of
the people who'd held back would rush through the gates once they started to disappear, for fear they'd
al vanish before they could go through and regain youth and good hedth.”

| shrugged. “Maybe that will happen when enough of them disgppear. But so far, dl it'sdoneis make
people angrier at the Seconders.”

Inastrange way, | wasrelieved to know that Mesder's plans didn't always work. Otherwise his sheer
genius would be too intimidating. But hed made two big miscalculationsthat | knew abouit.

Thefirst was starting the Church of the Gates. That idea had gone horribly wrong, athough | admit the
church did serve his purpose of protecting the gates from government interference when they first
appeared. | suppose hisreal mistake there waslosing interest and leaving the church without his
leadership after he became a Seconder.

The second mistake was in thinking making the gates disappear would encourage people to go through
them. It seemed to me that people had only become more frightened of what the future might hold, and
frightened people tend to lash out at something or someone. The Seconders had become the target for a
worldwide outburst of fear and anger.

“We certainly didn't intend to make things worse for you and Rita,” Russdll apologized.

“Don't worry. | know that's the last thing you wanted to do. Human beings are too damned
unpredictable. Even Mesder hasn't figured them out yet.”

Russdll looked thoughtful. “Maybe it'stime for the Secondersto leave the Earth behind. That group you
spoke about-the one at your compound. Do you think they will keep trying to pass through the gates? If
they do, perhaps Mesder can reach them mentally, as he did you, and they could join usin our research
here



| shook my head. “ This seemslike anice place, but I'm not willing to give up on Earth yet. I'd rather find
away to work out our problemsthereif we can. Besides, | thought the gate masters sent the gates to
Earth to help the human race grow up. If the best and brightest of us useit as an opportunity to leave,
their experiment will beafailure.

| caught aflicker of sorrow in Russll's eyes. “ Sometimes experiments do fail, Lee. Maybe the human
race can't learn to get dong.”

“The gate masters were human once, and they learned.”
A voice spoke behind me. “I agree.”
| turned to see Mesder. | suppose held walked through the wall.

“We need to know more about the gate masters and how they constructed their society to avoid the
problemsthat Earth has endured,” he said. “I intend to follow them wherever they have gone.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
My firg reaction wasrdief. “If anyone can do it, you can. Maybe they will offer us some more help.”

Even though Mesder had assured me he could return me to dmost the exact moment 1'd left, | was
painfully aware of time passing and of the dangersthat I'd l&ft behind. | couldn't stay in thisworld
forever-didn't want to.

Meanwhile, back on Earth, the Gaters were closing in on us. Although they proclaimed they only wanted
to capture us and force usto repent, | had no doubt they intended to kill us during the attack. They could
later claim that our deaths were accidentd. If we threw oursalves on the mercy of the government, it
might save our skinstemporarily, but in the end we would be in an even worse Situation. The secret
service could make us disappesr-forever.

“I hope they will offer to help.” Mesder glanced around at the strange crysta's, and the circular platform.
“They took the time and trouble to set up thisworld so they could move the sex gatesto Earth. They
wanted to give us a better chanceto survive."

| laughed without amusement. “ So far that's up in the air. Maybe they should have stuck around longer.”

“| am certain they meant to. At present, | believe an unexpected development in their own evolution
forced them to move on. But beyond that, | suspect they don't understand us, not redlly. They have
advanced so far from wherewe arethat it islike atwenty-first century man trying to understand what
motivates an aborigine. Our cultures, our ways of thinking, are completely different.”

“How will it hdpif you find them, then?’ Donna asked.

Mesder'sfacetook on afar away look. “I hope | don't sound too conceited if | say that | believe |l can
serve asabridge. | understand this quantum world better than anyone else from our planet. If | can't
communicate with the gate masters and explain our version of humanity to them, who can?'

“What about the gates?’ Russdll demanded. “If you leave, well |ose the ability to move them from world
toworld."

Suddenly Mesder was staring at me. Hiseyes held ademand | couldn't quite understand. “I don't think
0. | think there is someone €lse who can learn to move the gates. Lee."

“Mm-me?’ | Suttered over the single word, caught by surprise.



“Y ou've dways been amere step or two behind me, Lee. With alittle training-and Russdll and Donnato
fill youin on dl they've learned here-you should be able to take my place with no problem.”

“But-but what would | do?"

“Y ou would serve asaguardian here until 1 can return with whatever additiond help the gate masters are
willingtogiveus™"

The mereideaof guarding such an awesome legacy frightened me. My reaction must have shown on my
face because he hurried to explain.

“By gtaying, you can help the Seconders. The ability to movethe gatesisapretty big bargaining chip.
Y ou would haveto return to Earth long enough to convince them that you do have that ability. But once
they believed you, you could demand that they stop dl threats to the Seconders, or you would make

every last gate disappear.”
“Some people would like to see that very thing happen,” | objected.

“Some people would. But not the people in power. A lot of them werein their seventies or eightieswhen
the gates first appeared. They have been through a gate once dready. They know what it isliketo
become young and healthy again. The prospect of eternd life is beginning to apped to them. When
they're old enough, they'll want to take that risk and make a second trip.”

| was forced to agree with his assessment. When you were old and staring death in his cold eye, the
worst that could happen on a second trip through the gates was a quick end to your misery. But if you
madeit through ... awhole new life waited on the other side.

Mesder gave me athumbs-up sign. “1 seeyou're getting it, Lee. Besdes those who've aready gone
through, othersin the government are reaching those golden years. They want to know there will bea
gate nearby when they need it.”

Hewas right. Many aman or woman had sworn they'd never go through the sex gates-until desth'sicy
breath started to tickle their neck. Then thelittle matter of changing sex didn't seem so important after all.
Eventherisk of vanishing the first time through was nothing compared to the thought of adow, painful
desth.

“Okay. If | had the power to control the gates, my demands might be heard. But how do | move the
getes?"

| looked around asif expecting to see acontrol center materialize out of the wall.

Mesder shrugged. “With thought. It's a quantum experience. It could bethat all crestion is maleable and
subject to the thoughts of the observer. Russdll will explain the theory to you in greater detail than | can.
Before | leave, we will share our thoughts and | will teach you everything | know about how to operate
onthat level. | believe you can doit, and because | do, you will be ableto doiit.”

| suspected that this last was a quantum statement of some sort. | hoped he was right. Those emerald
eyes narrowed asif taking my measure.

“There's something e se you'll need to dedl with while I'm gone, Lee. Another problem.”
Oh, great. Saving the Seconders wasn't enough. “What's that?"

“Remember the countless thousands of people who disappeared when they went through the gate?



They're here, on thisworld, but held in akind of limbo. Y ou have to decide what to do about them.”

Maybe | lack Rita's compassion, but | had enough problemsto ded with. | decided to blow this one off.
“If they'rein limbo, what's the hurry? They can stay there for another few thousand yearsfor dl | care.”

“That's the problem, they can't. Again, Russall can probably explain it better than | can. But the quantum
world is never gtatic. It's dways changing. The power that created the gates can hold something locked in
addic existence for awhile, but not forever.”

Dread squeezed my heart inicy fingers. “Why do you think there's not much time left?’

“Becausethereisn't.” Mesder had the grace to look embarrassed. “ Sorry, Lee. | hateto leave this
responsibility on your shoulders. | believe the gate masters meant for hundreds of Secondersto reach the
level you and | are at now. With our minds united, we could make the decision about what to do with the
thousands and thousands of humans who failed to make it through the gates. But we took longer to get
here than they imagined.”

“My tough luck.” | couldn't keep the bitterness from my voice.

“I don't know how long | will be gone, seeking the masters. In the meantime, you have perhaps ayear to
decide before those people wink out of existence.”

| shook my head. It was more than | wanted on my conscience. | thought of the group of Seconders|
had |eft behind at the compound-and of Rita, Randi, and Terry. They were my friends and lovers now-a
specid group of peoplefilled with wisdom and compassion. They would help me decide. | couldn't wait
for Donnaand Russell to meet them. | glanced over a Russdll. He was listening to our conversation with
interest.

“Why don't you teach Russdll to move the gates?'

Mesder opened his mouth to answer but Russell beat himtoit. “I'm ascientist, Lee-athinker, not a doer.
I'll build the ship that can get you to the moon, but I'll never get init and fly it. That takesa special kind of
person. Y ou're that kind of person. Y ou can handle the gates-and handle convincing the people in power
on Earth to leave the Seconders done.”

Asmuch as| hated to admit it, the two of them were probably right.

“I have no desireto return to Earth,” Russdll added. “ Thereis smply too much to learn right here. I'll be
years yet unraveling some of these mysteries-if ever.”

My head ached with al the new information I'd had to absorb in the past few hours. | rubbed my
temples, and stared at Mesder.

“Let mebesurel havethissraight. Y ou will show me how to return to Earth so that | can Strike adedl
with the people in power there, and get them to leave the Seconders alone, using the sex gatesasa
bargaining chip."

“Thet'sright."
“But, in order to actualy control the gates, | will haveto stay here, won't |7
((Yall

“Plus, this urgent problem with the people who disappeared going through the gates requires my



attention. And somehow | fed there will be other thingsaswell. Thisisno smple task you want to give
me. You'reredly asking meto leave Earth behind and become a gate master here, aren't you?”

Mesder looked solemn. “It amountsto that, yes."

My gift for pattern andysiskicked in again, but | didn't like the throbbing headache that came withiit.
There'd been alot of data, but now the picture was clear.

“There's something about thistrip back to Earth that you aren't telling me. What isit?"

Mesder glanced away and hisvoice lost some of hisusua arrogant self-confidence. “1 will be ableto
send you back as| promised. But it will be aone-timetrip. Making the return trip to Earth is much more
difficult than making the trip here. The gates were crested in thisworld, and they naturally move anything
that enters them here. Going back to Earth islike swimming againgt thetide. Like Russell, | believethe
gates are portalsto alternate redlities, but we haven't figured out how to make them work that way, yet."

“You got me here,” | objected.

“That'sthe easy part, like| said. Besides, it was beginner'sluck! If you poke at enough buttons,
something is bound to happen. In truth, though, we are like monkeys who've sumbled into ahouse and
huddle in the sunlight coming through awindow for warmth, while the switch for the central heating Stays
unnoticed onthewall.”

| took a deep breath and tried to guess how many crystals were growing out of the wall beside me, and
what their purpose might be. | saw his point.

“Basicaly, when we send you back it will be like walking down an escalator we don't know how to use.
It will require the power of both our mindsto do it. Once you complete your mission on Earth and return
here, I'm going to leave. Then you won't be able to go back to Earth again until | return-whichis
doubtful-or you get otherstrained to my leve."

| swalowed, hard. “I'll be stuck in this place like Russell and Donna have been.”
Mesder pursed hislips. “You're needed here. The future of the entire human race may depend on you.”
My heart sank. “1-I can't leave Earth. Ritaisthere.”

For once, Mesder dropped his attitude of superiority. The sympathetic look on his face appeared
genuine,

“I understand. Believe me, | wish | could wait. But | must start my search for the gate masters as soon as
possible. Don't ask mewhy, but | know it. It's adeep, intuitive knowing that comes from being in tune
with quantum redity."

With anyone dse, | would have discounted this as the ravings of afanatic, but if Mesder said he just
knew something, | believed him. Russall was a bit more of a skeptic, though.

“C'mon, Mesder. You're asking Lee to make amgjor sacrifice. Y ou should come up with at least one
good reason.”

“All right.” Mesder tapped athoughtful finger against one cheek. “1 suspect the gate mastersare adying
race

“What?" Russell shook his head in dishdief. “ They have the sex gates. They should beimmortd.”



Mesder shrugged his shoulders. “ Even on Earth, we're aready beginning to see that the sex gates can
have unexpected side effects. And that's short term. I'm sure the same happenslong term, too. I've
studied some of the materia the gate masters|eft behind, and if I'm not mistaken, they've experienced a
precipitous drop in their birth rate to the point where children are dmost nonexistent.”

Hiswords were like abucket of cold water thrown on my faith in the gate masters. Wasthisthe future
they offered us? Ritaand | anticipated the birth of our first child with growing excitement. A life without
children seemed empty and barren. Mesder nodded asiif reading my thoughts-probably he was.

“It might right now, but when the concept that you could live forever beginsto kick in, attitudes change.
Who knows how many hundreds or thousands of years the gate masters have had the gates on their
world? | believe they lost the urge to reproduce centuries ago.”

“That doesn't explain why they might beadying race” Russdl was nothing if not stubborn. “Eveniif they
didn't have children, their present generation would continue to live aslong as the gates function.”

Mesder shook hisfinger at Russdll. “I'm surprised a you. Y ou've made avery unscientific
assumption-that the number of times you can go through the gateisinfinite. What if thereis an upper
limit?'

A chill knifed through me. Y et it was certainly possible. Were the gate magters, as arace, approaching
thet limit?

“All these are tentative conclusions drawn from my study of the artifactsthey've left behind,” Mesder
added. “1 could be mistaken. But perhaps now you seewhy | fed asense of urgency. It may takeme
yearsto find them, and timeisthe hardest taskmaster of dl.”

| hated to agree with him. | had no desire at al to be the next gate master. But | understood his point.
Mesder saw the reluctant agreement on my face and resumed making his plans.

“I will have to spend some time training you in quantum thought before sending you back. Y ou must
conclude your business on Earth and to persuade Ritato join you here as quickly as possble.”

Messer beamed at me asif held offered me agreset gift. Both Russell and Donna stared at me, the
guestion plainintheir eyes. They aready knew. Somehow I'd neglected to tell Mesder.

“Ritaispregnant,” | informed himinadull voice. “ She can't travel through agate. If shetried, shed lose
the baby."

Mesder's smilefaded away. | thought for amoment he would change his mind and offer to stay. But, as
usud, | underestimated the old coot. Hed had things hisway for over ahundred years, and once he
made up his mind he wasn't about to change direction. He put ahand on my shoulder.

“I'm afraid you face atough choice, Lee. Either convince Ritato sacrifice the baby and come through the
gate with you, or say goodbye to her-perhapsfor a brief time, perhapsfor years. It'simpossibleto
predict when I'll return.”

“Not even with quantum inaght?’ My lipscurled as| spoke.
Mesder ignored my anger. “Y ou're needed here. Y ou know that."

The hdll of it was he spoke the truth. What really bothered me was that when | learned to return to Earth
at will, I could go back to just about any moment. No time would be lost from Rita's viewpoint. But there
was no way for meto avoid the agony of spending months, maybe years, without her. | would develop



and experience many thingswhile, from my viewpoint, time stood still for her. With achill, | remembered
how Rita had begged me not to go through the gate again. The very thing sheld feared was happening.

I'd like to say developing the power of quantum thought was smply amatter of believing it was so, and
seeing it manifest-since that is the end result. But getting to that point on the road took alot of work.
Mesder was my teacher and he turned out to be ahard taskmaster. Considering that | might spend a
good many yearsthere, | wanted to take some time to explore the staging world, but thetimes| could
escape from the small white room where we met daily for training were few and far between.

I'd be glad to describe the training process, maybe even write abestseller (Develop Y our Superhuman
Menta Powers), but thefact is, my trips through the gate had dready changed my mind in ways anormal
human can't understand. It wasn't that | felt different, either. In most ways, | was essentially the same
person. My emotions were unchanged. | loved and missed Rita, and dreaded the day | would haveto
face her with the newsthat | must leave her, maybefor years.

No, what had changed was not my nature, but the power of my thought. That had risen severd levels.
I've dready described how previoudy | developed the ability to see patternsin things. Now | discovered
that if I concentrated on anything | had the ability to know about that thing-without instruction or other
formal learning of any kind. It was asif | absorbed the essence of anything | focused on.

| till have no ideahow it works. Mesder muttered some theories about the uncertainty principle, and
how that meant that my essence and the essence of everything in the universe was somehow the same
and separate a the same time. It sounded like more mystical mumbo-jumbo, but apparently it's
considered cutting edge physics nowadays. At any rate, that ability to know athing naturdly led to the
ability to pictureit in total clarity in my mind. Likean artig, first | saw it and then | created it. The power
of my transformed mind willed my thought into redlity. Asfor thingsthat aready existed, thetrick wasto
picture them changing and then manifest that changein redlity.

Day by day, | became amagter of quantum thought.

When Mesder wasn't busy putting me through various exercises to stimulate my developing taents, he
spent histime among the crystal buildings searching for cluesto where their builders might have gone. I've
aready noted that this paradlel world had atimeless quality. Each perfect spring day blended into the next
with nothing to distinguish them. | studied with Mesder, helped Russdll and hisgroup of scientistswith
their projects, and spent any freetime| had relaxing in bed with Donna.

Weeks-or months-might have passed. But one day it became clear | had mastered the ability to move
between worlds with Mesder's ass stance. He congratulated me in a subdued voice since he knew |
dreaded what must come next. We sat down to ameal together to observe the occasion.

| should mention that our mealsweren't a product of quantum thought, but that didn't make them any less
unusua. Mesder theorized that the crystal buildings possessed some rudimentary level of consciousness.
He believed they monitored our bodies somehow. | would notice that | was fegling hungry, and moments
later adoor would appear in awall and a cart would roll out holding atray of food. It was deliciousfood,
too, athough not usudly anything | recognized.

Onmy last day, Mesder summoned one of these carts with hiswill, and sat down to share the med with
me. | didn't mind. There was always more than enough food, and | had plenty of questionsto ask him
before he disappeared. | swirled apile of purple fibers around along utensil with threetines at the end. It
was close enough to afork to fee comfortablein my hand. | liked to pretend the fibers were pasta, but
they tasted more like steak. And try as| might, | couldn't get the * chef’, whatever it was, to send me any
booze.



Mesder caught my thought and grinned. After weeks of working together to develop my menta powers,
| didn't have many secrets anymore. He could read my mind at will. His mind was way ahead of mine,
though. When | tried to penetrate histhoughts | ended up with an enormous headache.

He stared at the wdll asif communing with some intelligence on the other sde-for dl | know hewas.
After aminute or two, the wall opened and a shelf with abottle and two glasses on it did out. He got up,
poured the contents of the bottle into the glasses, and handed me one. Heraised hisglassin atoast.

“Heré'sto the next gate master.” He tossed the contents of his glass down in one swallow.

| Sipped more cautioudy at mine. It turned out to be firgt-rate bourbon. The smoky taste filled my mouth
and burnt al the way down my throat. | sghed with pleasure. Mesder looked so pleased with himself
that | ventured aquestion.

“Have you learned anything more about the origind gate masters?'

| knew held continued to search for clues about the builders of the sex gates whenever he wasn't busy
teaching me. He took athoughtful sip of hisdrink before answering.

“Remember that we are talking about a race that is thousands of years ahead of ours. Their heritageis so
rich that it will take us centuriesto absorb. And thisisnot their home world, either. It's smply one of
many way-dations they used for moving the sex gates from world to world.”

“Do you have any idea how to get to their home world?"

“| believe the sex gates are programmed to transfer travelersthere, just as they are programmed to move
usfrom the Earth to here. If | can find the right mental keys| should be ableto doiit. It'sthefirst place|
plan to go when | leave here. With any luck, | will find cluesthere that will tell me how to direct my
search for them.”

Helooked fearless, but | knew the risks he wastaking. “Y ou'll be making the journey through the power
of quantum thought, but you have no ideawhere your find destination is. It seemsto methat will makeit
difficult to materidize your visudization.”

A smadl amiletwitched on hislips. “It should be interesting, yes. The gates are quantum phenomena, but
obvioudy the gate masters had a prescribed procedure that they followed for their transfers between
worlds. We are like children, blundering around, pushing random buttonsin amenta sense, hoping for
the best. The fact that we have succeeded aswell as we haveis due to the idiot-savant abilitieswe've
developed.”

“Don't the gate masters have those ahilities, too?"

His eyes danced. I'd touched upon atopic that fascinated his endlesdy curious mind. “I doubt it. Their
whole culture devel oped from their deep attachment to the scientific method. They must have evolved
into arationa people rather than an intuitive race aswe are.”

“But the science that built the sex gatesis based on an understanding of quantum physicsway beyond
ours and that disciplineis enough to shake anyone'srationdity,” | protested.

“True, but by then, their rational thought processes might have been so deeply ingrained that they were
blind to certain possihilities. | suspect that they never imagined the gates would stimulate our mental
evolutionintheway they have."

“Areyou saying the gates are increasing the differences between them and us?'



“We are very different than they are dready, and we grow more different each time we go through a
gate. That's one of the reasons we need to find them sooner, not later, and get the benefit of their years of
experience with these quantum phenomena.”

The mention of his departure chilled my good mood. | couldn't help thinking of Ritaand theloss| was
facing. | changed the subject.

“Y ou mentioned you were leaving some problems behind for me. One of them is the people who entered
the gates and disappeared.”

“Yes. They're now held inlimbo here. Their essenceis stored within these crystals. The gates can bring
them back if you wish, or you can erase them, if you decide that isthe thing to do."

| fought down my fear. That was too much power for any one human to have. But | had another more
important question for Mesder.

“I wonder what happens to the unborn fetuses that are lost when pregnant women go through the gate.
Arethey in that limbo as0?'

It didn't take ageniusto know | wastrying to figure out away to bring Ritaback with me. Mesder'seyes
held sympathy, as he shook his head.

“I'mafraid not, Lee. If apregnant woman goes through the gate, the fetusis destroyed by the
transformation. To make an extremely complicated process very smple, the gates disassemble dl the
atoms that compaose your body and then reassemble them according to the genetic blueprint you would
haveif that one chromosome had been different. Thereisno place for afetusin anew maebody, soitis
discarded. It's aregrettable price of using one of the sex gates."

| nodded. It wasthe answer | expected. | swallowed my disappointment, and moved on to another
topic.

“Have you discovered why Seconders can't be questioned? Do the gates do something to block our
minds?'

“I thought s, at firdt. | thought the gate masters had planned it that way so we wouldn't give away any of
the secrets of the gates, even if wetried. But the more | study what they left behind, theless| think so.
Their society was not closed and paranoid like ours. Therewas redly no reason for them to think that
way, or consder providing for the interrogation we eventualy faced.”

“So why do we blank out when we are questioned?”

“I think it'srelated to our mind-reading abilities somehow. The one thing Seconders have in commonis
this telepathic ability. The second successful passage through the gates opens up those areas of the mind
that are normally dormant. This ability to blank out when undergoing interrogation appears
counterproductive to surviva, yet maybe something happens on ahigher level than weredize. Onething
isfor sure-the more the feds questioned us, the less confident they became about how to dedl with us.”

“Sort of abranwashing inreverse?’ | smiled.

“Weve only begun to see where these telepathic powers of ourswill take us,” Mesder said. “In theend
they may be even more significant than the ability to engage in quantum thought. 1t makes me wonder if
the humans who constructed the gates possessed the same abilities.”

“You think they didn't?’ | frowned. “I thought they were thousands of years ahead of us."



“Thousands of years ahead in understanding science and the principles of quantum mechanics, yes. But
beyond that, who knows? They devel oped on an dternative earth, remember? Our species are the same,
but they traveled dong different cultura lines. Asaresult they must have different thought processes. We
aresmilar, but not necessarily the same.”

“Do you think we could be superior to them someday?’ It was astunning concept.

“It'stoo soonto tell.” Mesder turned the glassin his hands around, staring into its crystal depths. “ That's
one of the many reasons | feel compelled to go in search of them. Thereis so much we need to know."

On the day before my return trip to Earth, | went through a sex gate on the staging world and emerged as
Li. I wanted to come out of the gate on Earth asamale, 0 | needed to leave asafemale. Thanksto my
high-intengity training with Messer, | no longer needed to let along time pass between each passage.

Russdll and Donnasaid farewd | by sharing my bed the night before my departure. | hugged Russdll and
clung to Donna, taking comfort in his strength and her soft warmth. If fate forced meto leave Ritabehind,
it was a comfort to know two people | loved waited for me.

With Mesder guiding me, | stepped into a sex gate again with the intention to emerge on Earth. The green
fog enveloped me. | fell into an endless emerald mist. With my new powers of quantum thought | shaped
that mit into the redlity | wanted. | could fedd Mesder's mind backing me up, as he added hisown
awesome powersto mine. As he had predicted, it took both of our minds to open the inter-dimensional
portal to our world, but at last | ssumbled out of the gate and saw the barn take shape around me. | was
back on Earth.

Outsde| heard the sound of gunfire.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

| emerged from the gate on Earth asamale. | was aso naked, asusudl. | grabbed arobe from the hooks
along the barn wall, and headed back up the tunné to the main house. For me, weeks had passed, and |
had to struggle to get a sense of urgency back.

Inside, | headed straight to the study on the ground floor. There, as expected, | found Carl and Hess had
set up an impromptu command center to direct the battle to protect the compound. Live imagesfrom
cameras outside weretiled across the huge wall screen.

A computer graphic in the bottom right-hand corner of the screen showed the advancing line of Gaters. |
knew from earlier reports that the church had trucked the marchersin from various citiesin the
southwest. They had gathered at asmall country crossroads two miles from our compound. After
receiving ingtructions and placards (SECONDERS, REPENT OR DIE) from church officids, they
marched up the road toward the house in astraight column, four or five abreast.

Thanksto Mesder'swedth, we had our own spiesin the church organization. As soon as| entered the
room, Carl and Hess began filling mein on their latest intelligence. According to what we'd learned,
maybe a quarter of these marchers were paid church operatives, and were armed. Selindas plan was a
crafty one. The operatives were to bide their time until the marchers reached our compound. Agitators
wereingtructed to confront whoever came out to talk to them, and make sure that angry words
accelerated into yelling, shouting, and blows. At that point one of the armed marchers was ingtructed to
shoot his gun from avantage point that would make it appear asif we had fired firgt. In the fighting that
ensued, the church planned to take the compound and kill usal.

Whilel waswith Mesder, he told me that there was more to this attack than smple hatred of Seconders.
The church feared hislegacy, feared that he might have left behind something in writing that would



discredit the church. They wanted to smear his namefirst. What better way than to makeit look asif his
heirsinitiated the killing of innocent church members on a peaceful protest march?

By thetime| arrived, the plan was well under way. Carl and Hess had decided to thwart Selinda's
scheme, though, by asimple expedient. They weren't letting the marchers reach our compound. Instead,
they had issued awarning and started shooting defensive fire aimed to hit the ground well short of the
advancing line. Any marchers who continued to advance did so knowing that they were putting
themsealvesin danger.

Asaresult, most of the innocents, who were not armed, had stopped. But the church operatives,
determined to reach the compound, had fired back and the fighting had begun. What the church failed to
consder, though, was how well armed we would be, thanksin part to Mesder'swedth, and in part to
the aid | had secured from Hess.

| stared at the graphic, relieved to see that our men were not only holding the line afew hundred feet
from the house, but were actudly driving the marchers back. | saw images of Gaters throwing down their
sgns, turning tail, and running down the road. Those would be the unarmed innocents.

Theinfiltrators had taken shelter in the forest that lined both sides of the road, and were shooting at our
defenders. But | soon saw that their training was no match for Carl's mercenaries, or Hesss Specid
Forcestroops. | had to turn away as a Specia Forcestrooper, nearly invisible in his camouflage, rose up
off theforest floor right behind one sniper. He had awicked knife gripped in one hand that he was about
to plunge in the sniper's back. When | looked again the trooper was wiping his blade againgt his pant leg.
He glanced up and flashed agrin, dmost asif he knew where the surveillance camerawas hidden in the
trees, before he disappeared into the woods.

After atensefifteen minutes or so, it became evident we were winning. The mood in the command center
relaxed. Once the fiercest fighting began, both Carl and Hess had ignored me for the most part, their
attention fixed on the bettle they were directing. Now Hess turned to me, achallenging gleamin hiseye.

“I think you'll agree our help was crucid in driving off this attack. That means you owe me some
information.”

| reminded mysdlf that he had no ideawhere I'd been. Asfar as he knew, I'd gone down to the barn to
make one more desperate trip through the sex gate, and now | was back.

“Dontworry,” | sad. “I have plenty to tell you."
Hessglanced at Carl. “Think you can oversee the moping up?'
“No problem,” Carl grunted. “But | want to warn you both, we haven't seen the last of these guys.”

“Understood.” Hess sounded confident. “We've got twenty-four hours, at least, before they hit usagain.”
He shot me asgnificant look. “If Lee has some worthwhile information for us, I'm sure | cantak the
army into sending us more troops.”

| wanted some place private to talk to him, and the living room was too big and open, so | took himinto
the mediaroom. We sat in the loungers where normally our group relaxed and watched movieswhile
eating popcorn. The blank wall screen stared at us as we began our momentous discussion of the events
around us.

“I was surprised to see you back upstairs so soon,” Hess started out. “| thought you were going to try
and go through the gate severd timestoday.”



“I did,” | answered, not elaborating.

Hefrowned and narrowed hiseyes. “Y ou were only gone a hdf hour at most. That's hardly enough
time"

“| traveled through the gate to another dimension. Time is different there. When | returned to earth |
came back &t the exact moment | |eft.”

He gawked at me asif | had just announced I'd caught aride to the moon and back with some friendly
Martians. He opened his mouth, and | sensed a snide comment on thetip of histongue, but he bit it off
and kept our conversation professiond.

“Areyou claiming that you contacted the gate masters?'
“l did."

Hetapped hisfingers on the arm of hischair, impatient with my brief answers. “If you want any further
help from the government, Mr. Stuart, tell us how the gates operate. | need information that our scientists
canveify."

| enjoyed watching the smug expression on hisface. After my experienceswith Horst | had no love for
federa agents. | looked forward to the moment when | pricked his pomposity and watched him deflate
like a popped balloon. | folded my arms and sat back in the comfortable sest.

“The operation of the sex gatesis now under my control,” | told him, in aleve voice. “I have the ability to
make them appear or disappear, as| will. If you don't bring in more troops to protect our compound
immediately, | will make another gate disappear.”

Hess was rude enough to laugh out loud. “What sort of gameisthis? Y ou say you can make agate
disappear. If one happens to disappear in the next day or two, am | supposed to believe you caused it
and get more troops for you? Not likely. I'm not that stupid.”

“What if | tell you when and where the next gate will disappear?”’
As| expected, that wiped the smile off hisface. “I'm listening.”

“The sex gate at the entrance to Magnolia Park in Houston will disappesr at precisdy five-thirty PM
central dandard timetoday.” | dlowed myself smal amile.

Hess couldn't resst glancing at histhumb watch. It was three-fifteen.
“Only two hours and fifteen minutes away. Interesting.” A sheen of swesat gppeared on hisforehead.
| stood up. “I think so. | need to go get dressed. | suggest we resumethis discussion at five-forty-five."

| did need the comfort of something as everyday as getting into fresh clothes after my trip through the
gate. But more than that, | needed to talk to Rita. It wasn't aconversation | looked forward to. For me,
quite abit of time had passed-time for me to absorb some stunning new concepts, and begin to get used
to them. But, asfar as Ritaknew, | had gone down the tunnel to our private sex gate about an hour ago.
Like Hess, she would be surprised to see me back so soon.

| found her curled up on achair in our sitting room, her gaze fixed on the front lawn. Shewas pde.

“Lee!” Shejumped up, as | entered the room. “I didn't expect you back for hours."



Shetook a step toward me-most of the time when we came together after a separation she ran up and
kissed me-then stopped. Something of the changes | had gone through must have showed on my face.
Her eyesgrew wide.

“What's happened?’ she whispered.

I'd had plenty of time to think about it, but | didn't have a clue how to broach the subject. Every timel
tried to picture our conversation, it ended in disaster. | knew Ritawould never abort the baby so she
could come back through the gate with me. And | couldn't imagine life without her.

| had my thoughts shielded, but she caught awhiff of my fear, nonetheless. | saw her tense. Her mind
reached out for mine, and the very fact that | didn't respond told her something was serioudy wrong. |
nodded at the lawn, desperate to bresk the silence in any way | could.

“Were you watching thefighting?"

Her eyes darkened a the memory. “1 saw the marchers come up the road. Our defensive fire stopped
them at first and | hoped it would be over without bloodshed. Then thefirst return shots rang out. |
turned away. | couldn't stand to look.” She blinked back arush of tears, and her voice dropped to a
choked whisper. “| heard the screams, though, terrible screams. Isit over?”

“Y es, our men and Hess's specid forces have driven them back, for now. We're safefor alittle while.™

Rita sat down again, and clasped her hands together in her 1ap. She noticed the robe | was wearing and
frowned.

“I thought you'd be at the sex gate dll afternoon.”

“It went quicker than | thought. | was able to contract Mesder dmost at once.”

“Hesdive?!

She didn't look happy. She waswaiting for an explanation of my strange behavior.

“On hislast trip through the gates he reached a parallel world in another dimension.”

“Where the sex gates are from?"

“Yes. Oncel contacted him, he transported me there.”

She shook her head in disbelief. “What are you talking about? Y ou haven't been gone that long.”

| gave her the same explanation I'd given Hess. She accepted it without hesitation. Unlike Hess, sheld
had the benefit of listening to Russdll's physicslessons.

“Donnaand Russdl werethere,” | told her next.

“Oh, my god, Lee!” Sheleapt to her feet again, her face ectatic. “ Alive? Y ou saw them? Did you talk to
them?'

“Yes, todl of theabove,” | laughed, taking amomentary pleasure in her joy despite the pain | would
sooninflict.

| explained how Russdll and Donna had reached that world and what Russell was doing now.



“Asyou canimagine, Russel isenthralled with the gates. The gate masters have vanished, but they've | eft
alot of their science behind. He spends most of histime studying and researching, trying to understand
the smplest things. Donnais his anchor. She keeps him company, and keeps him sane.”

Disappointment replaced the joy on her face. Her gaze drifted over my shoulder, probing the empty
gpace behind me. “They didn't come back with you?”

“Moving between the pardld worldsis extremely difficult. It took the combined power of my mind and
Mesder'sto send me back.”

Rita caught her lower lip between her teeth. “Oh, Lee, | want so much to see them. | missthem. How did
they look? What did they haveto say?"

It hurt me to see her sad, especialy when | knew what was coming next. Rita sank back into her chair. |
pulled up the chair next to her and took her hands. They were cold, and | rubbed them with my own. She
looked up a me, her dark lashes glimmering with unshed tears. She loved both Russell and Donna, and
had mourned their losswith me.

“They send you their love.

The words seemed inadequate to convey the depths of passion Russdll and Donna shared with us. But |
tried to relay their fedings asbest | could. We laughed and cried together as| told her about my meeting
with Donna, and the lovemaking we enjoyed, and how Russell had not changed a bit, but spent most of
histimein thelab fine-tuning one research project or another.

Ritadrank in my words and demanded every detail about them | could remember. | had to describe the
fashionsin the parald world, such asthey were, and the food and the beds and the very odd way of
traveling from room to room. By the time | finished, that world had become aredlity to her.

“Russl isabrilliant scientist,” | concluded, * but he only went through the gates once to get to the staging
world and once more after he arrived. HE's made quite abit of progressin understanding the gates, but it
was redly Mesder'sintuitive genius-as usud-that brought the breakthroughs.”

Rita's expression sobered at my mention of Mesder. “Was he changed a greet deal by hislast journey
through the gates?

Something about the way she said it warned me that she was really asking about me. | couldn't put off
telling her the truth much longer, but my heart sank every time | thought about it.

“There was an exponentia increasein hisintelligence the last time he went through. He reached what he
iscdling the quantum leve of themind.”

“Quantum, like in quantum physcs?'

Onceagain | wasgrateful to Russdll, and dl the time held spent talking about hiswork while the four of
uslived together. | didn't have to spend hourstrying to explain quantum physicsto Rita

“Exactly. Heis ableto influence redity-contral it, actualy-with histhoughts.”
“That'samog godlike."
| nodded. “The human race isn't ready for such power. But then Mesder isn't really human anymore.”

Ritadrew her eyebrows together in aworried frown. “I don't know that we will ever be ready for such



power. We would destroy each other with it.”

“Someday well be ableto handleit.” | spoke with sincerity. | had to believe that, or | would go mad,
knowing what | must do. “Maybe not now, but in time. The gate masters sent the sex gatesto Earth to
help us evolveto that level. They were human once and they madeit. There's no reason to think we
can't.”

“Human? They were human?'
“Origindly. Just as human as you or me, or anyone on Earth.”
“Thisistoo muchto takein dl a once. Why didn't Mesder come back?"

“Mesder hasno interest in returning to Earth. He wants to find the gate masters. He's going to go looking
for them, and | imagine hell find them, evenif he hasto search the whole space/time continuum.”

Ritabit her lip. “I don't know whether to wish him success or not. Theidea of aquantum mind mingling
with humeanity isfrightening.”

| didn't answer-1 was searching for the right words. | didn't dare link our thoughts. It was obvious
something was wrong. Rita's breath caught in her throat with an audible gasp.

“What-What did he do to you?"

“He taught me what he knew. He sent me through the gates until my mind expanded to alevel
approaching his so far as being able to manipulate the gates goes. But I'll never bethe genius heis, no
matter how many passages | make."

Her hand moved to cover her ssomach in an ingtinctive gesture of protection. | reached out to touch her
other hand, but she drew it back. Her wide-eyed stare was filled with fear.

“Rita, it'sme. Jackson Lee Stuart. Or Jackson Li Stuart.” | tried to smile.

“No. It'snot you. You're different. I'vetried to link minds with you from the moment you walked into this
room, but you've shielded your thoughts from me. Something isvery wrong. What isit?"

| braced mysdlf and squared my shoulders. It wastimeto tell her. | had no choice.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

“Mederisleaving,” | started my explanation. “He plansto search for the gate masters. HeE'sthe only one
who stands any chance of finding them.”

“So he'strained you to take his place.”
Blessmy bright girl; sheld guessed it. Her voice shook with fear, though.

“He's asked me to. Someone needs to control the gates. It may be the only way to savethe
Seconders-not to mention al the people who disappeared when they went through the gates. I've learned
they arein aform of sassthere.”

Rita's eyes brightened with hope. “ Our first baby-"
| shook my heard. “ Fetuses never make the passage, not in any form.”

My throat closed up as | spoke. It was like passing a desth sentence. She pulled her hands out of mine



and lowered her head. Her face was turned away from me so | couldn't see her expression, but | could
fed the mounting chill in the room. | described the bargain | wastrying to strike with the government
through Hess.

“If we can stop this persecution of the Seconders, therésared chance humanity will survive and evolve
to thelevel of the gate masters one day."

Her thick dark hair fell like avell, hiding her face. | wanted to smooth it aside, to take her chinin my hand
and turn her to face me. But her tiff posture warned me not to try.

When she spoke, her voice was cold. “Y ou told me that travel between the worlds required the power of
both your minds. When you go back, and he goes off on hisjourney, how will you to return to Earth?'

I'd been searching for some way to soften the blow, but there wasn't any. “1 can't. I'll be stuck in the
nexus until he returns, or until 1-or Russall-learn more about the gates, and how to manipulate them. It
could be months or years. There isno way to know."

“Or until some other Seconder reaches the quantum level of mind,” Ritaadded. Shelifted her head, and
her face brightened.

“That'spossible,” | agreed, determined not to squash her fragile hope. “They will have to make many
trips through the gates, spaced out over time, as we have done.”

Her mouth twisted with disappointment. A tear did down her cheek. “1t took us yearsto reach this point.
No oneiseven closeto your leve."

| swallowed hard, and said what | had to say. “Except you."

She had her elbows on her knees, her head in her hands. Her face was twisted in pain as she fought back
tears. | don't know if she even understood my words at first. Then comprehension dawned. Her whole
body stiffened. Shetook in a sharp breath, and turned to me.

“Y ou want meto go through the gate again with you."

“I don't want to lose you, Rita” | put dl thefeding | could muster into those few words and opened my
mind again-now that she knew the worse-to send her my love.

Both hands pressed againgt her stomach. She looked stricken. “If | go through the gate, I'll lose the baby.
Y ou know that."

Her eyes accused me. How could | forget the agony she'd suffered when sheld lost our first baby? What
kind of monster was | to even consider asking her to go through that ordeal again? | knew in that moment
that | was periloudly closeto losing her forever.

Even now agony overwhelms me when | think about that conversation, about Rita's pain and tears, about
the hopel ess despair that swept through me. Had | changed morethan | realized? Had | turned into an
inhuman monster? Her accusation pierced meto the heart. | tried to explain why | had to return, but she
waant ligening.

“Go away, Lee!” she stormed, at one point. “Go back! | intend to stay human if | can, and havethis
baby!"

Findly, | decided to leave her doneto cadm down. | glanced at my thumbwatch and saw that it was Six
o'clock. The gate in Houston should have disappeared fifteen minutes ago. I'd arranged the exact time



and place of the disappearance with Mesder as ademonstration of our newfound power for Hess. |
mumbled an explanation to Rita. She stayed huddled in her chair, ignoring me. | dropped alight kisson
the top of her head, and went into the bedroom. There was no reason to hurry, so | took a shower and
got dressed.

By thetime | waked back downgtairs, Hess was standing in the living room, watching for my return. He
gestured toward the empty study. | followed him in, and he closed the door.

“The gate disappeared exactly at five-thirty, asyou predicted,” he said, without preamble.

“Another onewill disappear at eight tonight in the city of New Y ork, in front of the Empire State
building."
Hislips gretched in athin smile. “ Haunting your power?"

“No. I only want to make certain you know the disappearance this afternoon was no fluke. As| told you,
| have the power to make every gate on earth disappear-or reappear.”

“Complete control of the sex gates."
“Exactly.”
Hiseyesgleamed. “| could have you eiminated. Then no one would control them."

“There are others besides me, waiting to take over.” | hoped like hell | wouldn't have to back up that
bluff.

“Yeah. | figured that. Okay, you mentioned protection for the Seconders. Consider it done. I've been on
the phone with Washington. They accede to your demand. Troopswill start arriving in about an hour. By
tomorrow, this place will be afortress.”

“Y ou'll have to promise protection for more than just the small group of Seconders here.”

Inmy imagination | had savored this triumph, but after my conversation with Rital was too downhearted
to care. | stared at the wall over Hess's head, and wished that | could be back upstairs. More than
anything, | wanted to hold Ritain my arms. Would she ever let me touch her again after the terrible
revulsion I'd seenin her eyes?

“What do you mean?’ Hesslooked wary.
“The persecution of Seconders must stop.”

He shook his head. “We may be able to do something about that in this country. Hell, | can promise you
that well try. But the government'stried to stop persecution of minorities before with only mixed success.
We can't be everywhere, watching everybody.”

| sat down behind the oak desk that dominated the room, and steepled my fingerstogether. “I'm a
reasonable man. | don't expect miracles. But | do expect any lawsthat discriminate against the
Seconders to be changed. And | expect you to release those that you have in custody. | expect the
federal government to put plenty of pressure on the states to do the same. Likewise, | expect you will
threaten any country that persecutes us with whatever it takes to make them stop. Get that much done,
and I'll tell you everything | know about the gates and Seconders both.”

The last sentence was a bone, thrown to make him think held won something. | planned to tell him more,



but | doubted he would understand much of it. Mostly, | wanted to convey the idea that asthe world
improved, so would the chances for ordinary people to become Seconders. Although | doubted that
most of the world leaders deserved a second chance @t life.

Sweat popped out on hisupper lip. “Maybe | can get Washington to agreeto that intime. | certainly
can't speak for the rest of theworld.”

“Leavetherest of theworld to me. I'll be speaking to other world leaders before | return. They will face
the same ultimatum you do. | doubt very much that Russiaor Chinaor Iran, or any country, will want to
be the only one without asex gate of their own. Especidly when their leaders start to get old, and the
grim regper taps abony knuckle on their shoulder."

His eyes shifted toward the door. | knew he, too, sensed the change in me. Since my return, no one
wanted to bein aroom aone with me for long. What had really happened to me? Did | want humanity to
become what | had become? | would have plenty of time to think about those questionsin the lonely
years ahead. Right now, | needed to concentrate on making the world safe for Seconders.

“Relay my demandsto Washington.” | kept my voice cold. “ Suggest they send acameracrew over to
the Empire State building, so they can watch the disappearancelive.”

He nodded. His hand was aready on the doorknaob.

“Tdl them to keep the crew there for another half hour after it disgppears.”

Hess giffened. “Why?'

“Becauseit's going to regppear again. | don't want anyone to doubt that | can make it work both ways."

| st at the desk for along time after he vanished out the door. To Hess, | sounded powerful and in
control, but Sitting donein the study | felt weak and logt. | loved Ritawith my whole heart. | didn't want
to face life without her. But | couldn't ask her to sacrifice the baby. And | couldn't refuse to return to the
pardle world. The future of humanity was at sake.

A shadow fell acrossthe desk. | looked up to see Randi standing in the doorway. Terry stood behind
her.

“Lee? Her voice wastentative. “I don't want to disturb you, but Hesstells us that more troops will come
tonight to guard the compound. | gather your trips through the gate this afternoon resulted in something

magor happening.”

| waved them into the room. They sat down in chairsin front of the desk and waited for me to explain.
They had probably sat in this same room many times before, listening to Mesder pontificate when this
was his office. Kegping my voice as emotionless as possible, | described my trip through the gate, my
meeting with Mesder, and the plans the two of us made for the future.

They took my explanation calmly. They were both lawyers, after dl, and | suppose they were
accustomed to hearing bizarre stories from their clients. Randi spoke first with the barest hint of
excitement in her voice.

“Was Mesder confident that he could find these gate masters?”

“He seemed to be.” I didn't mention that there was no guarantee he was coming back, even if hedid find
them.



“Thenhell doit.”

She spoke with conviction. | redlized once more how loya these two were to their former employer.
They'd spent alifetimein hisservice.

“Y ou sad after hisdeparture you'll be the only oneleft with amind a the quantum level.” Terry met my
eyes. “| redizeit takestime and dedication to devel op that kind of intelligence-and the courage to travel
through the gates again and again-but theoretically, any Seconder should be ableto do it. Correct?"

“Thet right. Theoreticaly."

His comment didn't redly register with me. | thought he was getting hisfacts straight, like any lawyer
does. | was busy thinking about Rita, wondering if she could find it in her heart to forgive me before | had
to leave. She was dways so warmhearted and understanding with others. Surely, shewouldn't let me go
with this hurt and anger between us.

Terry threw aquick glance a Randi and received anod. The two of them had lived and worked together
for so long that words were no longer necessary. And there was the mental link they shared, of course.

“If that's S0, Randi and | volunteer to follow in your footsteps.™
A weight fell off my shoulders. | hadn't redlized until that moment how londly | felt.

“That would be wonderful. Once | go back, contact will be difficult, but I'll keep watch-as Mesder did
with me-and the moment you reach the level where our minds can communicate when you areinsde a
sex gate l'll guide you on the final stepsto my world.”

| was babbling, excited by the prospect of companions on my journey. Randi and Terry and | had
become lovers, but I'd never expected thiskind of sacrifice from them. Terry caught my thought.

“Wedo loveyou, Lee, but wereredly doing thisfor Mesder. Were still working for him-even in helping
you-and we want to see him again. Thislookslike the only way to do it.”

| couldn't argue with that, or with their loyalty. We sat and talked about the best way for them to proceed
and what kind of help they'd be able to expect from me, once their minds neared the quantum level. But
aswetaked, my gloom returned. They'd only made a handful of trips through the gate so far. Aswilling
asthey wereto help, it would take months, maybe years, before they were ready to make the transition
tothe next leve.

About nine o'clock, Hess stuck his head into the room to announce that the gate had disappeared and
regppeared exactly on schedule. | smiled. Mesder was nothing if not precise. | planned to gart talking to
other world leadersin the morning, viathe webs. We had developed a schedule for the gatesin each
country. | estimated it would take a month, maybe two at the mog, to finish my task on Earth. Ritawould
il be severd months away from ddivery. And Mesder was determined to leave the moment | returned.
| had promised him | would come back. | owed him alot-and | owed humanity a chancefor afuture.

With aheavy heart | climbed back up the stairs, and shuffled down the hdl to the bedroom | shared with
Rita. | fully expected her to kick me out, but at the sametime, | hoped she would be willing to talk to me.
I'd fdlen in love with her the moment | first saw her, and that love had never wavered. Whatever | had
become, | loved her more than ever.

| opened the door and got a shock. Shewasin bed, and it was obvious she was waiting for me. She was
dressed in afilmy red negligee that revealed every luscious curve of her body. Her long hair was |oose
and flowed down her back and over the pillowsin adark, slky waterfal. Her sultry eyesheld an



invitation.
[13 Rita?l

My voice trembled with sudden hope. | stepped closer. My heart pounded and | licked my lipsin sudden
anticipation. The negligee was so sheer it was nearly invisble, alacy froth of scarlet over her nakedness.
Her lush, full breasts pressed against the thin materia. Her nipples hardened as | watched.

“Come here, darling.” Her voice was soft, welcoming, full of love. Shelifted her asamstoward me.
113 Rita n

| wanted to say so much, but it wasall | could do to choke out her name. | dmost fell into her open
arms. My heart overflowed with love as| drew her to me. The weeks of separation vanished as|
touched her warm flesh. | wrapped her in atight embrace and kissed her over and over, murmuring her
name. Findly, we broke apart for abrief moment and | looked deep into her loving eyes.

“I don't understand,” | whispered. “1 thought you hated me after our conversation this afternoon.”

Her warm fingerstraced my jaw line. “Y ou're forgetting that | have aspecia gift from the gates, too,
Lee-empathy. Once you findly opened your mind to me, | could fed theterrible pain you have suffered
for the past few weeks as you struggled with your options. | know how much you love me, and our
baby. When | searched your mind, | realized you would never let me go through the gate, eveniif |
agreed.”

| blinked as she said the words, but knew ingtantly they were the truth. | had begged her to come
because | dreaded life without her, but | knew al aong she would refuse and in my heart | wasglad. |
loved the child inside her asmuch as shedid.

Rita stroked my arm with her fingers. “'Y ou love humanity, too, enough to sacrifice your happinessto help
them. If you're not human anymore, it's because you're becoming more than human, and I'm proud of
thet."

| felt humbled by the understanding sheld found in her compassionate heart. | bowed my head. “What
can | do, Rita? How can | live without you?"

“You'll have Russdll and Donna,” she pointed out. | hated it when she was so reasonable. She touched
her belly. “1 won't be the first woman in the history of the world to stay at home and have ababy, while
her husband goes off and does something important to him.”

“It won't seem that long to you.” In my pain earlier in the day, 1'd forgotten to mention this one bright fact
to her. “When we move between parale worlds, we can aso move up and down thetimedine.”

Rita's fingers had curled around a sengtive part of my anatomy. Now they tightened. | drew in asharp
breath.

“Doesthat mean what | think it does?"

| nodded, struggling for air. “Yes. When | return, | can come back to nearly the moment | Ieft. Our
separaion will seem like an ingtant to you, even though it may be yearsfor me.”

“But you'll have changed.” She voiced the fear that dways haunted her.

“I'll dwaysloveyou. That will never change.”



Shetook adeep bresth, straining the fabric of her negligee. “All right. We can get through this together.
We may be separated for abrief time, but the sex gates have given us an eternity to share. | intend to
spend many more years with you, Jackson Lee Stuart.”

Her free arm went around my neck and pulled me down to her side. | disposed of the negligeein record
time and cupped her luscious breasts. | didn't think for amoment that the years ahead would be easy
ones, but | intended to make some wonderful memoriesin the next month-memories that would see me
through to the day when Ritaand | found each other again.

THE END
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