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Dedi cati on

To ny wife Betty, ny one true |ove, and the nbst wonderful, caring wonan

in the
whol e wide world. W have been nmarried alnost thirty years now and her b
eauty

still inspires ne, her gift of conpassion astounds ne, her innate sense of
what is

right and wong constantly amazes ne and her ability to overlook nmy failings
is

al nost unbelievable. | amforever grateful that she chose ne to share the
second

hal f of her life, though I'Il be dammed if | can figure out why. Watever,
| ove and

cherish her and cannot inmagine |ife without her. She is ny sweetheart, ny
friend,

ny | over, ny conpanion, and all too often, ny conscience. Every nan shoul d be
so | ucky.

—bParrell Bain

Wth special thanks to Pat, ny husband and ny favorite fan. He kept asking ne
if this book was finished yet—so here it isl!

—Jeani ne Berry

Acknow edgenent s

W want to thank our editor Mae Argilan for her inval uable expertise in making
Worlds of the Sex Gates a reality.
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CHAPTER ONE
“Donna wants to have a baby,” Ri ssa announced.
| smiled, picturing ny best friend holding a baby in her arns. “That’
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S
wonderful!” | said. Then | renmenbered Rita, my |ove, back on Earth. |
had | eft her
al one and carrying our baby. A wave of intense sorrow engulfed ne, but |
managed to keep the smle on ny face for Ri ssa’'s sake.
“She says she’s ready for notherhood, or as ready as soneone who w
as
born nale can ever be.” Rissa smiled and tilted her head to one side, letting
her
| ong, bl onde hair sweep over a bare shoul der
As usual, | marveled at the conplexities the sex gates had brought into
our lives. A hint of the perfume Rissa wore drifted ny way on a warm bre
eze. |
eyed her cleavage and asked the obvi ous question. “Are you pl anning
to father
thi s baby?”
“Not in my present condition
o}
| ovely breasts, as if | hadn’t noticed them For our outing, she d conjured up
a
skinpy halter-top sundress of greens and yellows and blues. Her twin nou
nds
threatened to spill out of the two slashes of fabric that held themin place.
The
soft folds of the dress draped around her curves as if the cloth were alive,
t he
| um nous colors shifting and nerging with every breath she took. As soon
as she
saw she’ d grabbed my attention with her breasts, she clutched the hemw th her
scarlet nails and hiked it to the top of her slender thighs. She w nked
at me as
eyed this further proof of her femninity. Wien Russell changed into a w
oman he
turned into flirt.
| coughed to clear ny throat. “Nothing wong with your present condit
ion
that | can see.” My fingers itched to reach over and stroke the warmfl esh of
her
thighs. It was a beautiful day in the Nexus, perfect for a tunble on the
grass. My
nmood perked up a little at the thought of forgetting ny problens between
Ri ssa’s

Ri ssa cupped her hands under her tw

Top
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thighs. The lewd sparkle in her dark blue eyes told ne she was horny. M
st

people are after a trip through a gate.

“Do you think | ook good as a woman?” That was a silly question

but 1ike

nost wonen Rissa |loved a conplinment. She patted her golden curls and arc
hed

her back slightly to display her breasts to greater advantage.

“I think you're sexy as hell and |'’m prepared to prove it.”

| shot a torrid grin

at her and put ny armaround her slimwaist. Taking the hint, she cuddle
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d cl ose.

I"’mnot a very big nman but Rissa still felt small and fragile and ver

y femn nine

against me. It was intriguing, since when he was a man he was about ny s

i ze.

The two of us sat on a round stone, perched on the edge of a cliff. A
towering tree with | eaves |ike the blue-green feathers of a Mallard Duck cast
its

shade over us as we | ooked down into the valley where a city of living c
rystal

towers held the secrets of the sex gates—and probably many nore secrets as
wel I .

The towers sparkled in the bright sunlight. | could swear | could see so

ne

of them growi ng. They were not straight |ike buildings nade by nman, but nore
like trees, sprouting out of the ground and branching into the sky. Wenever |
got

fool ed by the green grass or blue sky and thought for a nmonment | was back on
Earth, a glance at the city cured ne.

Fromthe distance, it |ooked enchanting, like Dorothy’'s Enerald Gty in Qz.
But when we were inside those towers Rissa and | struggled with seem ng

y

unendi ng problens. That’s why | liked to |leave it behind, wander across the
meadows, and clinb the hill to the cliff that overl ooked the valley where the
city

sat. Sitting perched on the edge, | found a sense of perspective at | ast

O maybe
what | really found was a fal se sense of power. Living in the city of the
nmasters
frightened ne at tinmes—ooking down on it fromthe edge of this cliff it
seened
smal ler and | had a nonentary illusion of control
Power is a funny thing. Even when you have it, you can’t always do wh
at
you want to do. And even when you can, it’s not always such a bright idea
Most

of my life, male or female, I've had a habit of acting before | stopp
ed to think it
t hrough. Ever since Messler had left me in charge of the Nexus, | found
nysel f
Top
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thinking a |l ot, perhaps too nuch. Havi ng awesone power dunped on your

shoul ders will do that to you

Russell and | faced a nonentous choice soon—+t was no exaggeration to

say that we held the fate of mllions in our hands. | was determned to

t hi nk any

proposed plan of action out thoroughly before | nade a final decision. Hence
this

trip up the hillside for a heart-to-heart with Russell, who happened to be
femal e

t oday.

Then Ri ssa’s unexpected announcenent about Donna had sidetracked

our di scussion.

Not that | cared. | welconed sonme good news. | had to decide soon what
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to do about all the humans who had vani shed whil e going through the sex
gates

on Earth—and who were now held in stasis on this Nexus world—but t

hat

pressing problemcould wait while | shared ny friend s pleasure. | couldn't
hel p

but notice that the thought of knocking up Donna had gotten her excited. Her
ni ppl es had hardened under the thin fabric of her sundress.

“When do you plan to get Donna pregnant?” | aimed a good-natured |eer
in Rissa’s direction

Ri ssa shook her head and patted ny hand. “W’'re still discussing t
hat

gquestion. It’s a big step and | don't like bringing a baby into a
situation as

unsettled as this one is.”

Her remark sent ny thoughts spinning back to Rita. An ache started

somewher e under ny chest bone. | won't be dramatic and claima broken
heart,
but | didn't like ny forced exile fromRta one bit. | was stuck in

t he Nexus and

Rita was on Earth. Unfortunately, because of the way the sex gates opera
te, we

had no other choice. Rita and I both wanted our baby and she coul dn

t use a

gate to cone to the Nexus while she was pregnant. Meanwhile, Messler ha
d

dunped the responsibility for watching over the gates on ny head and gon
e

merrily off in search of the gate masters. | had to stay in the Nexus to solve
t he

probl em of those | ocked in stasis.

Top
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| al nost | aughed at Rissa’s hope for stability. | didn't expect stability in
ny
life anytime soon. The whole world had been in upheaval ever since the d
ay the
sex gates first appeared on Earth.
“You're right,” | agreed. “It's not a good situation at the nonment.”

Ri ssa sighed. “Spoken like a rational male. Donna doesn't agree. S

he
wants a baby now. If | didn't know better, 1’'d say her biological clock is
ticking.”

| snorted. The idea of a biological clock was ridicul ous for Seconders. W
could go through a gate whenever we wanted, which neant we coul d change our
sex and becone young agai h whenever the whim struck

“The nunber of trips through a gate isn't infinite,” Rissa said as if reading
ny thoughts. She probably was. Al Seconders were telepathic to sone extent
and | wasn't making any attenpt to shield what | was thinking. “And Donna has
preferred to stay fenale for the nost part.”

That was true. On the day that the gates appeared years ago, Donna had

been Don, ny best friend. The four of us—e, Russell, Don and R ta-had been
wal ki ng horme from our coll ege classes when a gate materialized right in front
of

us. On an inpulse, he'd gone through—that was before anyone knew what they
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did, of course. | could still remenber the shock when he energed as Donna.
“So you're saying she’s thinking like a wonan about this,”
vent ur ed.
“Sonme of the differences between the sexes are real,” Rissa conmented.
“I mean besides the obvious ones.” She snickered slightly and gl anced down at
her breasts. Wen you were born a male and still spend nost of your tine that
way, it’s hard to get over the sight of two huge nounds of soft flesh on your
chest. She cupped them again, making themjiggle, and |ooked thoughtful
“Wiren have a definite nesting instinct. Donna’s has apparently kicked in.”
“But you' d prefer to wait?”
Ri ssa nodded. “At least until we figure out what to do about these pe
opl e
in stasis. That problemcould get nasty.”
“So tell her she has to wait.” Rita always accuses me of being nai
ve, if not
downri ght sinplemnded. | guess it’s true. Rissa only laughed at ny s
uggesti on.
Her eyes sparkled as she poked me in the thigh with one painted fingerna
il.

Top
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“l can’t do that, not if |I want to be the father. And | do. No offense to
you.”

| frowned. “Why should | be offended.”

“Because you're her second choice.”

“Hey, wait a minute.” | raised ny hands. “l have quite enough g
oing on in
t he baby departnent already.”

Ri ssa chuckl ed. “That’s what | figured. Don’t worry. I’'Il nmake the sacrifice
and do the deed.”

We both | aughed and sat for a nonent in conpani onable nale silence.

Not that 1'd forgotten for a nonment that Ri ssa was in a femal e body.

Russel |
sel dom stayed fermale, and | made the nost of those occasions when they
happened. The mgjority of the tinme, he preferred to be a nale, just as D
onna

liked being female. Even in her x-rated female form nost of Ri ssa’'s thinking
remai ned nmale. | reached over and patted her on the thigh. That was a m stake.
Her snooth skin was like hot liquid silk under the palmof ny hand.

| snatched ny hand away. If Ri ssa and Donna were planning on a baby,

needed to back off and allow themto bond as a couple. The ache beneath

ny
chest bone started up again. It was lonely on the Nexus world without Rita. |
needed both of ny friends, needed the warmconfort of their bodies too.

My face always shows ny feelings. Or maybe | was radiating themlike a
dark cloud. Rissa ained a bright smle ny way. “Wy so gl un?”
“Just doi ng sone thinking, as usual,” | |ied.

She grabbed one of ny hands in both of her small ones and squeezed.
“Thi nki ng shoul dn’t nake you sad. For the | ook on your face, |
d say you were
debating with yourself over whether or not to junp off a cliff.”

She sent a nental inmage into my mind. | saw nyself, all long linbs and
di shevel ed reddi sh brown hair, plunging over a rocky prom nence and falling,
falling dowmn toward jagged rocks below. | shivered and pull ed her closer

She
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| aughed.
“See? That's how despondent you | ooked.”
She pressed her head agai nst nmy chest. The heat of her soft body

seened to ease the ache. | inhaled the sweet perfume of her hair. The scent
was
Top
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elusive and light. Rita preferred deeper, richer scents—usk and jasnm ne and
ot her exotic aromas. | swallowed a lunp in nmy throat. Even snells were making
nme think of ny lost |ove.

| decided it was high tine to change the subject. “Wll, hell’s b

ells,

Russ—+ nmean Rissa. This whole stasis situation is getting to ne. | just can't
deci de what to do—and tinme is pressing. There's not that much | onger before
have to nake a deci sion about those people.”

She knew who | neant. Al the ones in |linbo. When Messler left the Nexus

to search for the nasters, he left ne in charge since he insisted on believing
t hat

| have a gift for |eadership. Fortunately, | was not alone on this alternate
Eart h.

Russel | and Donna had lived in the Nexus for years, ever since they'd

vani shed

when entering a sex gate on Earth.

A few nonths ago Messler had transported ne to the Nexus where |'d

| earned the truth about the entities who'd sent the sex gates to Earth—they
wer e

humans froman alternate world who had discovered the sinple steps of the

scientific nethod while humans were still trying to figure out how to hunt
down

and kill mammoths without [osing half the tribe in the process. They wer

e as

human as we were then, right down to fleas and dandruff and trying to fi
gure out

a better way of killing their rivals and stealing their wonen. But while
we spent

t housands of years floundering around in the Dark Ages, they nade steady
progr ess.

I"d like to ask thema lot nore about that. Unfortunately, the gate nasters
are gone now, into sone unfathonabl e dinension they discovered through their

i nvention of the sex gates. In their wake, we hunans of Earth dig through the
toys they'd left behind, trying to figure out how they worked. Since the
nmasters
were geniuses, it demanded a brilliant nind

Not that | was brilliant—+ was nowhere near as bright as Rissa, for

instance. And | lacked the gift for enpathy that Rita had. But | was one of
the first

humans on earth to become a Seconder, one who coul d pass through a sex g
ate

nore than once, changi ng gender each tine. Changi ng gender was al nost a
side effect though. As we’'d gradually discovered, the real difference the sex
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gates made was a nmental one. lronically, that effect m ght have been

uni nt ended

by the masters.

I ntended or not, with each passage through a gate, a Seconder becane
smarter, able to think quicker and better. And |ike nbst Seconders | had
devel oped a prodigy-like talent, a specialty if you will, where ny increased
brain

power really went to work. My talent was seeing patterns in events while

ot hers

were still barely aware of the actions. O her Seconders devel oped different

i di ot

savant abilities—aithout becomng idiots. Hardly any were as far along as ne
and Rita, though, and therein dwelled part of the problem | had hi ked up here
to

t hi nk about .

Ri ssa nmust have seen that | was slipping into gl oomagain. She stood up
and took both nmy hands in hers. | enjoyed the pixyish |ook on her face. It

wasn’ t

an expression you usually saw on the face of one of Earth’s nost brilliant
physicists. For Russell, being Rissa was a vacation froma |life of al nost
conti nua

pressure. The smile on her lips was both radiant and intri gui ng.

“Come with me, Lee. | have some news that night cheer you up a little
Shucks, | would have gone with her regardl ess. Anything was better than

spendi ng the afternoon sitting on a rock brooding. And the way she gl anc
ed up at

me as we strode off gave nme the whole pattern. She did have nore news to
tell

me, inportant news, but she wanted ne in a good nood before she gave it to
me. To confirmny inpression, | touched her surface thoughts. They swirled
with

desire and an eagerness to pl ease ne.

Tuggi ng nmy hand, she led ne down the hillside and back toward the

crystal city of the now vani shed masters. As we wal ked across the valley, she
nmoved slightly ahead of ne. | couldn’t help thinking she did it on pu
rpose so |

could get a good glinpse of the delightful way her hips swayed when she
wal ked.

For soneone who spent very little time as a fenale, Rissa had certainly
mastered the intricacies of the fem nine wal k. Watchi ng her w ggle her way
toward the city woul d have given a dead man a hard on
As we approached the crystal towers, Rissa fell into step beside ne and
slid an armaround ny waist. Her elusive scent surrounded me again as sh

Page No 12
brushed her long, silky hair against ny shoulder and | eaned into me. My
pant s
started to feel unconfortably tight. Rissa, for her part, radiated a | ow,
pl easant
hum of nmounting sensuality, alnmost like a cat’s purr. | sensed contentnent and

a
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gentle, playful sort of pleasure whenever her body bunped nine as we wal ked.
Sonet hi ng was definitely on her mnd and growi ng stronger as we got closer to

the buildings. | call thembuildings for |ack of a better word, although
they were

never built that we could see. They were nore organic than anything. The

y

seemed to grow out of the earth like a crystalline plant. Watever naterial
t hey

were made of, it was incredibly responsive to quantum nani pul ati on. Inside, we
used our advanced Seconder abilities to reshape the roonms into whatever

we

needed at the nonent.

Although 1'd lived in the city for nonths, it was still startling to walk
ri ght
through the wall, but this was a city wi thout doors. We energed in a room
Ri ssa

had probably created before comng out to get nme. It contained a queen-sized
bed, covered with silken sheets. Little carved tables stood on each side and
hel d

pitchers beaded with noisture. CGold-rimred gl asses sat beside the pitche

rs,
waiting to be filled.
After our walk, | was ready for a drink, but Rissa had other ideas first

, as |

al ready knew.

Soft music began to play, the sound flowi ng out of the walls. Rissa turn

ed

and reached up to curl her arnms around ny neck. | put my hands on her hi

ps,
feeling the al nost inpossible softness of the material of her dress as |
snoot hed

it against her skin, then suddenly the material was gone, vanished in a

bli nk, and

nmy hands were roving over the warmsilk of her bare skin. The dress hadn

"t really

been there at all.

She snuggl ed closer to ne and | aughed, a merry tinkling sound. Her

eyebrows drew together in a frown of concentration and ny shirt di sappeared.
Her nipples stiffened into taut pink nubs and nade little up and down no
venent s

agai nst the skin of ny chest as her breasts rose and fell with her excit

ed

breathing. | got goose bunps sinply fromtheir touch. | was about to nake ny
pants vani sh when | renenbered Donna.
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“What about you and Donna and the baby?” | asked.
Ri ssa stroked her fingers though the hair on ny chest, sending rivers of

fire dowmn to ny aroused cock. “lI’'mgoing to go ahead and nake her
pregnant. It’s

what Donna wants and | |ove Donna.” Her soft mouth curved into a sens
uous

snile as she stood up on her tiptoes and pressed a hot, demandi ng kiss t
o ny

lips. Her tongue came out, probing, demanding entrance into nmy nouth. | was
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forced into silence for a | ong nonent as our two tongues tangled in an a
nci ent
dance. Then | came up for air.

“So shoul d we be doing this?”

Ri ssa’s blue eyes sparkled with anmusenent. “Lee! Don't tell ne
you're
turning straitlaced in your old age.”

“lI don't want to start any trouble between you and Donna, that's all.”

Ri ssa w ggl ed her hips, bunping her pelvis against nine. I bit down on ny
lip as her hot, naked skin pressed against ny already aroused nenber. Sh
e
lifted a teasing eyebrow. “If I’mgoing to be a dad, |’ m going
to have to change
back to a nmale and stay that way for quite a while. Are you going to den
y me one
last fling as a fenmal e—especially when | know you' re nore than ab
e to pl ease
nme.”

| stared down at her perky breasts and licked ny lips. Her nipples jutte
d
out, begging for ny touch. Breasts |like that deserved sone tender attention
especi ally when they were about to vanish in Rissa’s next trip throug
h a sex gate.

“What about you, Lee?” Rissa purred. “Wiat about you and Rita?”

| knew she was teasing me now. It was just |like Russell to enjoy trappin
g
me in my own logic. Rita was ny one true | ove, whether she was a beautif
ul
worman, as she was now, or in her male guise as Rez. We'd both had man

y

| overs, but we always cane back to each other. Fortunately, Rita was an
open

m nded worman when it cane to sex and never displayed the slightest hint of
jealousy. If anything, | was the one who could becone jealous fromtine to
tine.

O course, | couldn't tell Rissa I'd much rather be holding Rita in ny arns.
Instead, | slid ny hands over the satin snooth curve of her hips and up
her sides
to cup her breasts. Once | had captured her twin treasures, | squeezed t
he soft
Top
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flesh and used my thunbs to gently tickle her nipples. They jutted out u
nder ny

touch, thrusting proudly into the air.

“Ch, god, suck ne!” Rissa tossed back her blonde hair and arched h

er

breasts higher, at the sane tinme grabbing ny head with both hands and pul ling
it

down. | didn't need to be asked twice. My nmouth found one nipple and
sucked it

in while ny finger tweaked the other one.

“Chh!” She let go of my head and grabbed nmy buttocks with both han

ds,

ramming ne into her pelvis and grinding herself against ne with fierce
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urgency. |

clung to her breast and sucked harder, feeling her body shudder as my to
ngue

| aved her ni pple.

“The bed,” she gasped, pulling ne over and down. Trust a scientist

to

al ways keep the goal in mind. W rolled onto the silken sheets and she |
eaned

back, drawing me with her. | followed the desires of her mnd, desires that
wer e

for all practical purposes the sane as nine.

Her breasts were two round gl obes topped with erect nipples. | teased
themw th my tongue, and ki ssed ny way down her ribcage to her flat abdonen.
Her whol e body shuddered with delight as | |icked around her navel and t

hen

| ower, approaching her intimate flesh. Her white thighs parted as | drew
cl oser,

inviting me to explore her nost private parts. | stroked the soft patch of
hai r

between her legs and slid a finger into the hot noist flesh bel ow Her inner
t hi ghs

were danp with her dew as she wel comed ne.

An inpatient groan broke from her |ips. She bucked her hips upward and
drew me over her and | slipped deliciously into her hot depths.

Take me, Lee, take nme. Her mind spoke to mine and nore than her mnd

Her enotions washed over ne in a chaos of |onging and desire. Her aching
need

beckoned me, urging me to thrust deeper into her, to kindle the flane that

woul d

consume us both. Qur bodies nerged in the age old notions of coupling, b
ut it

was our mnds that carried us together to a world of bliss that nornmal humans
never knew, a place where our every novenent and desire and want was
orchestrated by each other’s thoughts.
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Now her thoughts thundered in ny nind in a sinple cadence—deeper
harder, faster—an ancient fenal e denand to be possessed. And ny own body
and m nd responded with a fierce male passion, driving into her, wanting
to
consunme her, all of her. Qur desires becane one as | pounded into her
wel com ng flesh. Only our voices were separate as we vocalized all the
wonder ful sensations, so intense as to be alnost akin to pain.
The soaring pleasure becane nore than | could endure. Beneath ne, |
felt Rissa's body stiffen as the walls of her pussy convul sed around ne.
| ost
nysel f in her depths and our thoughts nmerged as we clinaxed together
The sex was wonderful, but | enjoy the aftergl ow, exchangi ng sweet words
of love with my lovers, alnost as nuch. | lay in the cozy bed, curved ar
ound
Ri ssa’s |uscious body. My hands stroked her silky hair and her satiny
skin. It was
only when ny hand passed over her flat abdomen that | thought again of Rita
and wondered if her body had started to swell with ny child.
“You' re thinking about Rita. You radiate so nuch | oving energy whe
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n you
think of her.” There was no rebuke in Rissa's voice. W were old f

ri ends. She

knew and |l oved Rita too. She understood. | kissed her shoulder in gratitude
and
voi ced sone of my feelings.

“I't’s like being caught in that old Catch-22 of |egend. Watever | choose to
do, it has bad consequences.”

Ri ssa turned in the bed to face ne. She caught ny face in her hands.
“Does it help to tal k about it?”

| shrugged. “It’s not like there’s any easy answer. Rita can't cone here to
t he Nexus because she's pregnant.” W both knew what happened to pregnant
worren who entered a sex gate. They becane nen—ereatures with no way to
carry a baby. The fetus di sappeared, gone forever

Ri ssa stroked my cheek and | ooked deep into nmy eyes. | realized she was
about to tell me her good news. “l’ve nmade another |eap forward in

ny own
devel opnent after ny | ast few passages through the gate.” A confident smle
curved her lips. “I feel certain I've |l earned how to handl e the quantum fl ux
nmuch

the way Messler did. Chances are pretty good | could get you back to Ear
th.”
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| laughed but there was no hunmor in the sound. “Sounds |ike a good pl
an,
but Ritais against it.”

It had been one of our last argunents right before | left to cone back t
o}
the Nexus. As | did alnost every day, | had reassured Rita that | would find a
way

to return to Earth and rejoin her before the baby was born. Since trave
ing in the
guantumflux with a gate enabled ne to nove in tine too, | intended to return
whil e she was still pregnant. | didn't want to be |like so many dads,
m ssing the
birth of their child.
“l’”ve been thinking about that,” Rita had said on the night bef
ore | left. “I
don't want you to risk it.”

“No risk. | won't cone unless |'’msure | can nake it.”
“That’s not it.” Her dark eyes held a serious look. “It’s not the making it
I'm

worried about. It's what the trip will do to you.”

Now | | ooked at Rissa and voiced Rita’s worry aloud. “Wat happens

to
the brain, the mnd, the soul each tinme we go through a sex gate? W know
there

are small but still incremental changes. Wen do we change enough to cease
bei ng human?”
Ri ssa’'s soft eyes gazed into mine. “l thought you didn't believ
e in the soul
Lee.”

“I don't. But | do believe in whatever it is that nakes us human, and that
does change each tinme we change gender by going through a sex gate.”
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Ri ssa attenpted a snile. “W all need to be worried then.”

| brushed a wisp of hair out of her eyes. Wien R ssa was Russell, her
brilliant m nd kept people at a distance. As a woman, she had a new softness
and vul nerability. | wanted to protect her. It was a human instinct, one of
many |
treasured and didn't want to lose. “I don’t nean to scare you.

You' ve gone
t hrough the gates so seldom It’'s a long time before you' |l have t

owrry. But I'm

close to sone irrevocabl e change—+ know it.”

“Poor Lee!” Rissa wapped her arms around ny neck and hugged ne

close. But what | really wanted right now was Rita, her feninine softness, her

goodness and caring and her love for ne. | wanted to nake | ove to her, t
0 run
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ny fingers through her glossy |ocks of thick dark hair, to hold her brea

sts in my

hands, to feel the touch of her fingers and mouth on ne, to nmerge ny body with
hers in the unalloyed joy of sexual love with the person | care about nore

t han

anyone else in the world. What could ever be better than that?

The wonman | held in ny arns was nore than willing to help nme reach ny

| ost love. She and | could get up fromthe bed where we’d just made | ove and
go

outside. It wasn't far to where a sex gate stood on a patch of |evel ground. |
coul d

see it fromthe window Rissa had created. Like all the gates, it was a

t ur quoi se

bright arch twenty feet high and ten thick with a green ninbus filling the

i nside. |

could enter there, and use the power of our joint ninds to hold off the change
frommale to female I ong enough to orient myself. Russell had just told ne
he' d

| earned how to guide ne through the quantum possibilities within the gate so

t hat

| would conme out on Earth—sonmething only Messler could do before.

I"d arrive on Earth changed to femal e, of course, but that wouldn't bother

Rita, nor me either. W could still make love. And if | wanted, | could pick
t he

time to energe, at any stage of her pregnancy. And once on earth, | cou

d

chance anot her passage to becone nml e again.
But at what cost? My telepathic abilities with Rita would be enhanced even
nore, but | mght also becone |ess human, as Messler had. Al though he ga
ve us
good reasons for |eaving the Nexus, in ny heart | feared he’'d no | ong
er felt a
ki nship to the human race. That was the real reason he went in search of the
gate masters. How | ong before the sane thing happened to ne?
Rita had begged ne not to take the risk, to stay away fromthe gates. Sh
e
told ne she didn’t want nme to come back until | was ready to remain on Earth
and never | eave again.
No wonder the ache in my heart refused to stop
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CHAPTER TWOD

Ri ssa enfolded nme in her enbrace while | worked through nmy grief. She
refused to be upset or jealous about ny longing for Rita. The four of
us—Russel |,

Donna, Rita and |—-had gone through so nuch together that | doubted if even a

nucl ear bonb coul d blast us apart. Besides, as Russell, she'd nmade |l o

ve to Rita,

too. She cared for us both. After a while the ache receded. | knew it wo
uld never go

away entirely until | was reunited with ny |ove. Meanwhile, though, our

problens in

t he Nexus renai ned unsol ved.

Ri ssa puffed up the big pillows on the bed and the two of us lay back in
confort while we sipped sone al coholic concoction. The taste rem nded ne
of our

days together in college years ago, days when we loved rumand vied to ¢
onme up

with yet another creative conbination that woul d enhance the taste and

i ncrease the

ki ck.

Rissa lifted her glass and drained it dry. | watched in adnmiration as her

t ongue

flicked out to wipe the last drop fromher |ips. She was talented with that
t ongue.

Supporting nyself on one elbow, | turned so that | could adnmire her trim body.
Her

wavy gol den hair spilled down to her shoul ders and spread out over the p
illow,

making a rich contrast with the red pillowase. A faint upward tilt at the
corners of

her Iips gave her a dreany expression. She was lightly tanned over her whole
body.

Only her nipples and areol es were pink, topping the rise of her breasts |like
the | ast

rays of sunset hitting the tips of twin mountains. As she lolled in the bed,
she raised

one leg slightly, revealing the glistening noisture on her inner thigh |eft
from our

| ove- maki ng.

For the first time in weeks, | began to relax. She rem nded ne of a satiated
kitten ready for a nap. | opened ny nmind and touched hers to send her that
t easi ng

thought. A snmall snmile of triunph touched her lips, as | sighed and col |l apsed
into the

pillows at her side. It occurred to me that maybe she’d seduced nme to

get me

rel axed. It was the kind of |ogical course Russell would pursue.

| didn't care. It was wonderful to let nmy concerns slip away. Qur ninds played
tag as we lay there, little darts of thought weaving in and out of the overal
gestalt
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beginning to form W exchanged nental inages, nenories of our shared pa

st, silly

j okes that only we understood.

After a few good chuckles Ri ssa sat up straighter, plunping the pillows
behi nd her. She started sending ne sone of her tentative theories about the
Nexus,

and | knew she was ready to switch to words. She coul d probably have nad

e me

under stand what was on her mind wthout them but when you're discussing a
conpl ex subject, words help clarify and define it. She sipped at her potent
drink,

then set the glass back on the bedside table and turned to face ne. She

was ready

to broach the subject that had been simrering in the back of her mnd all day.
“I"ve finally found the key to the sex gates,” she said.

“Wat ?”

| gaped at her while | waited for the trunpets to blare. That was incredible.
Such a di scovery mght be the greatest breakthrough in the history of the
hurman

race.
Ri ssa stared at me, not even blinking. “lI said, |I’ve found the key to
mast eri ng
the sex gates.” The intonation of her voice was that of sonme wonan an
nounci ng
she’d found a great new facial cleanser
“What key?” For a second, | actually pictured some huge key, naybe
hi dden

keep in the recesses of the crystal city. That's why Russell does the
sci ence and
stick to seeing patterns.
“I know how to use the gates to achieve various results. |'’mconfident that | —
we—€an use themroutinely in many of the sane ways the gate masters did.”
| didn't quite get it despite ny talent for patterns, nmainly because the
noti ves
of the gate nasters were still inconprehensible to everyone, even Russ—Ri ssa—
and Messler, the two greatest mnds produced on Earth since Einstein.
| mssed Messler, that contrary genius whose penchant for intrigue had
pl ayed such a huge part in our lives—and the lives of practically everyone
alive. You
don’'t see Messler’s sort but once in centuries, if that often
He' d chosen nme as his successor because | was the only one close to h
imin
nunber of m nd-enhancing trips through the gates—apart fromR ta. Messler and
|
were alike in that we were both changed by our many passages, yet there
wer e
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profound differences between us. Messler was a bold thinker willing to f
ol l ow t he
path into the unknown opened up by the gate masters. Finding them had becone
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hi s passion and he devoted everything to that pursuit, even accepting the
possi bl e

| oss of his humanity. But then Messler always did act with a confidence that
approached arrogance, sure that his great mnd could cope with anything the
gate

masters threw at him On the day he left, he pronised us that he would return
with
what ever know edge he gai ned, but so far he hadn’'t come back. | doubt
ed that he
woul d. That left me holding the destiny of mllions of people in ny hand
s, arole |l

never asked for and didn't want.
There was a limt to the anpunt of tinme that those who had failed a second
passage for one reason or another could spend in stasis. Soon it would be up
Soneone had to decide what to do with them That sonmeone was ne.

Sighing, | put aside the nenories and studied Rissa s face. She stare

d back

at me and worried her lower lip with her teeth, frustrated by ny |ack of
understanding. | tried to focus, but ny gaze kept drifting down to check if
t he sheet

had fallen away from her breasts. She had a magnificent mnd, but ny ver
y mal e

consci ousness found the slim curved body that concealed it far nore fas
cinating. It
was hard to believe soneone this beautiful had ever set foot in a |aboratory.

Ri ssa | aughed out |oud. “Poor Lee. | swear, you' ve still got the old Southern
mentality. Wonen on a pedestal, and so forth. But never nmind; it’'s an
appeal i ng
trait.”

My hand wandered over her hip and started nmaking circles on the snmooth
skin of her belly. “Tell me nore.”

“About your nentality?” | tickled her ribs, knowi ng she could stan

dit for nere

seconds before going into hysterical laughter. “Wait, stop! | was kidding.”
| stopped.

“Thi s breakthrough has a | ot of repercussions.” She wagged a finge

r at ne,

and nade a serious pout with her lips. “Wth practice, we should be a

ble to go
t hrough the gates and come out where and when we please, |ike Messler.”

An image of Rita's face rose up in ny mind. | could return to her if | was
willing to risk yet another change that would take ne even further from

ny humanity.
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“That nmeans we can journey to Earth, of course. Anything else?”
t hought |
knew al ready, but | wanted to hear Rissa say it.
“Alternate worlds. W can start exploring them Eventually, we can use sone
of them for our own purposes, the ones that aren't inhabited.”

“How many?”

“How many atons are there in the universe?”

“1 still don’t see—=

“There’s nore! |’'ve spent the last nonth working with my teamto pinpoint

how much | onger the crystals can hold those who vani shed fromEarth in
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suspensi on.”

| nodded, only half listening. There it was, ny never-endi ng probl em back
again. “l feel sorry for those people, even if some of themdon't deserve a
second
chance. They are truly in linbo. They're cursed by the gods, if anyone ever
was. "

Ri ssa shook her head. “1 don't believe in gods. As a human, it’
s my duty to try
and find a way to set themfree.”
“l agree. But only a god—f there is such a bei ng—ean know where their souls
are. The crystals sinply store their genetic nakeup.”

My bed partner shrugged. “I’'mnot going to worry about their souls. We need
to find a way to set themfree fromthose crystals before they overload.”

| straightened ny shoul ders, feeling the heavy wei ght of that responsibility.
The humans in stasis included nen and wonen of every race, every age. They had
one thing in conmon—+they had attenpted a passage through the sex gate
s and
fail ed. Some had vanished the first tine they tried to go through a gate

because t hey
didn’t neet the criteria the gate used to | et people through, criteria the
hurman race
di scovered only by trial and err. Qhers had di sappeared attenpting to m
ake it
through a second tine. At first, that happened to everyone who tried. Ev
entually, the
worl d discovered that a rare few coul d make the second trip. But no one

knew why
Seconders succeeded. The secret was our |atent propensity for telepathic
ability, an

ability we kept hidden for as |ong as we coul d.
Ri ssa’s eyes held a detached | ook. “Right now t hese people aren
t suffering,

because they' re not conscious. | would prefer to |l eave themthat way until we
make
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contact with the gate masters. But we can’t. The crystals can only absorb so
nmuch

genetic information, and we are fast approaching crisis levels. If we do

n't act soon,

the master systemcontrolling the storage crystals will. It will dispose of

t hem or

di sgorge themon this world.”

| swallowed. | didn't want themto die, even if nost of themwere lowifes of

various stripes. And there was the matter of what Rita wanted to consi der
t oo. She

insisted | find a way to free them which was not surprising because Rit
a cares for

everyone.
Fine, but | didn't want themon this Nexus. | had to find someplace else to
put

them Earth nmight be the obvious answer, but | didn’t want to dunp them
wWilly-nilly

on Earth, either. Too many of themwere nmisfits, crimnals. Earth was better
of f
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wi t hout them No, we needed sone neutral place where we could process them
Luckily, once people realized the parameters for going through the gates, the
nunber of those who vani shed dropped off sharply. Neverthel ess, there were

probably a mllion or nore people in stasis. How could we even begin to
hel p t hem

with our limted resources?

| rubbed a hand across ny forehead. “Here’s the catch. | know, fro

m ny

enhanced sense of patterns, that releasing themw || be a catastrophe.” |
braced

nmysel f for an argumnent.
“lI agree.” Rissa |looked at me as if expecting nore.

| sputtered, caught by surprise. “Hell, releasing themm ght even lead to ny
death, to all of our deaths, if they get out of hand. A lot of themare
danger ous

peopl e.”

“Tell me.” Worry clouded Rissa’ s eyes. “Anyone who failed to

make the

passage t hrough the gates had sonething wong with them They include
psychopat hs, religious fanatics, crimnals, sexual predators, prostitutes of
bot h
sexes, and other riffraff of society—plus a group of innocents who were too
old and
sick to make the passage.”

| could see Rissa had given the problem sone serious thought. Wat woul d
happen if | decided to set themfree? Letting those people out on this w
orld woul d

create a mcrocosmof the worst of Earth’s society, even though the players
woul d
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cone out with their gender changed. O so we assuned. | shuddered to think of
what fenal e psychopat hs might be |ike.

I found nyself bal ancing the potential for nayhem agai nst the possibility of
losing Rita’s love if | didn't act. Know what? |’m not a goddammed sai nt.
woul d | et
them | oose rather than lose Rita, and to hell with the consequences. Except |
had to
find a place to put them And | had to get together with sonme of the other
brai ns and
figure out an infrastructure to care for the released people in their teening
mllions.

One thing for sure: | didn't want the decision to be totally nine

“W'd be taking a big risk,” | said.

“Maybe not as big as all that.” For the first time, Rissa grinned.
| saw the self-satisfied | ook on her face and nade a wild guess. “Did

you
make a breakthrough there, too?”

Her grin stretched fromear to ear. “lI’ve finally discovered a way to
di stingui sh

them from each ot her.”
| blinked and tried to take in what she'd told ne. “Wat do you ne
an? You
can tell who's who and where they’'re stored in the crystal s?”
Sone days |'m slower than other days. | should have seen it imedi ately, but
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every time | | ooked at Rissa | forgot about the inplications of what she was
sayi ng

and concentrated instead on the cute little jiggle in her breasts when s

he drew a

deep breath to talk. Rissa pinched nmy ribs.

“Quch!”

“You’ ve got nothing but sex on your mnd, and here I’mtrying to inpart
stupendously inportant information into that little bitty teensy part of your
brain that
thinks big ideas are nore inportant than big tits. Don’t you get it y
et?”

“The big tits? You betcha!” | |eaned over to nuzzle her breasts. T
hey weren’t
big, but they were certainly anple.

She | aughed and grabbed my ears and pulled nmy head up. “Well, if that's the
way you think, we can put the wonen with big tits on one world and the ones
with
medi um si zed on anot her and—=

And suddenly it canme together. | sat bolt upright in the bed. “Of cou
rsel If we
can separate the people in stasis out, we can put them on any nunber of
alternate
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worl ds. W& can put psychos on one world, crimnals on another, politicia

ns on one

by thenselves.” A big grin split ny face, too. “Boy, that would be a world,
woul dn’t it?

Not one I'd want to live on, though. And what about a world full of I|awers. |
can see

that, too—all the |awers who didn’t make it through the gate the first tinme
will have

to live by suing each other. Ww'’

| was being facetious, but | realized in one whole big gulp of know edge
that if

Ri ssa coul d do what she said, then at |east part of the problemwould be

sol ved. For

I ong weeks 1’ d pictured opening the crystals and letting the people o

ut on to somne

other world, only to watch as psychopathic killers preyed on wonen and c

hi | dren

who had vani shed goi ng through because they were too ill for even the ga
tes to heal
them A lot of innocents were mxed up with the crimnals. Hell, | didn't

particularly

| ove | awyers—except for Messler’s incredible | egal duo, Randy and Terri, who
I’ d

cone to love—but | wouldn't want to throw themto the psychopaths either

The alternate worlds were our answer. Quantum theory was mnd boggling in

the extrenme, and so was this whol e concept of alternate worlds. Apparently the
two

theories went hand in hand—that is, a quantum universe neant there had to be
alternate worlds. Basically, the theory stated the nunber of alternate worlds
coul d

approach infinity. O course, worlds that were close to each other, dine
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nsional |y

speaki ng, would be nore alike while worlds that had diverged fromEarth's
tineline

| ong ago woul d grow nore and nore different.

Thi nki ng about those alternate realities tended to make me dizzy. | got even
di zzi er when Rissa clained that if you weren’t careful going through the gates
you

could drift into one of those worlds and maybe neet yourself. | didn

t like to think
about that either.
| went back to planning howto use the alternate worlds to help the peop
lein
stasis. W could put the psychopathic killers together on one world and | et
t hem
stal k each other, and to hell with all of them And the sanme for other deviant
types,
habitual crimnals for instance. Man, wouldn’'t that nmake a world; one where no
one
wanted to work for a living and everyone wanted to steal from each ot her
' My mind
raced with the inplications of being able to sort personalities before freeing
t hem
fromthe stasis state within the crystals; it raced so fast that |I could
al nost snel
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neurons scorching as | realized sonmething was nissing fromthe pattern
and
brought ny mind to a screeching halt. It took only seconds for nme to identify
what it
was.
Ri ssa caught ny nental inage and nodded soberly. “That's one thing
| don’t
have a clue about. Wat will happen when people who were so old they did
n't make
it through on the first pass cone out? WIIl they go through the gender change,
but
remain old? O will the gate find a way to make them young agai n?”
| didn't have a clue either. Nor did | know what woul d happen to the ones who
were too sick to make it through the first passage. The old Chinese curs

e again:
there were going to be interesting tinmes ahead.

“There’ |l be problens. W’Il have to work through them as they
come up,” |

said at last. “At |least with your breakthrough we can find other worl
ds and set the

people in stasis free.”

“Fi nding those worlds will be a major undertaking,
out .

“I'f you've discovered howto nove to other alternate worlds using the gates,
can’'t you teach ne?”

Ri ssa | aughed. “1’'d hoped you'd want to |earn. Messler helped y

ou nake the
journey here and return to Earth. It will continue to take the power to two
mnds to

Ri ssa pointed
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reach an alternate world.”

“You and ne, baby?” | wi ggled ny eyebrows suggestively, and | eered

at her.

“As much as I'd love that, my research keeps ne here. But | do hav

e

someone on ny team who woul d make a perfect partner for you. Wth your great

ment al power and her skill at direction, |I’mconfident you'll be able to reach
an
alternate Earth.”

| nodded, realizing R ssa had planned this out already. | covered her ha
nd
with mne and gave it a squeeze. “lI’Il be glad to scout out the alternate
Earths, but

whoever goes with me needs to know there’s a big a risk involved.”

The laughter in Rissa's eyes died. “You' re the one facing the greatest
danger.

You’ ve had the nost trips through the gate.”

| caught my lip between ny teeth as | contenplated the risk. Rita would be
horrified if she knew | was contenpl ating making nore trips through the gate.
But
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this was different than a trip back to see her, however pleasurable that m ght
be.
Lives were at stake. Only a coward would refuse to face the danger

“Who' I | be going with nme?”

“Amanda Severson. She’'s a new arrival fromEarth, a social biologist. She's
got a special gift for working with the quantumflux. It takes a certain skil
to operate
on the level of quantumreality.”

“Skill and a belief in nystical munbo junbo.”

Li ke nost men who preferred a rational view of the world, |I found the chaos of
t he quantum uni verse disconcerting. | liked ny reality to stay put, but in
that world

where all things existed in potential, you could bring things into being by

bel i evi ng
t hey exi sted—er vani sh them by ceasing to believe in them It was downri ght
scary
at times what we were learning to do.

“Amanda i s excited about working with you. If you'll cone to the control room
with ne, I'll introduce you and you can get started.”

| flopped back on the pillows, and eyed Rissa. “You' re not wasting

any tinme.”

She bent over ne, her breasts swayi ng above ny chest. “Believe ne, |’
d | ove
to waste sone nore tinme with you. It's the people in stasis who have
no tine to
waste. W need to find sone worlds to put themon, and find themfast.”
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CHAPTER THREE
An hour later | strolled into the control roomwith Rissa. We called it that,
al t hough we had no real idea what the gate masters had used it for. It was a
huge,
vaul ted chanber flooded with a radiant |ight that seemed to cone from
ever ywher e.
Crystals grew out of the walls—npst of themw th purposes we didn't have a
cl ue
about —but the nost inportant feature to us was the gate that stood in the
center, on
a slab of black marble. It was the only gate inside a tower, a fact that
pr obabl y had
some significance that eluded us. Because of its convenience, it was the gate
we
used for our experinents.

Sonet hi ng el se caught nmy eye as | entered, though. A tall, curvy brunett
e

stood in front of the nysterious arch, obviously waiting for me. My heart
ski pped a

beat as | surveyed nmy new partner. She had the kind of body nmen salivate
over and
| ong, sexy legs that wouldn’t stop. Working together with this woman was goi ng
to
be an experience—+ was sure of that already.
Physi cal l y, she | ooked about nineteen, but as | got closer | saw the qui
ck
intelligence in her deep blue eyes and revised ny estimte of her actua
age sharply
hi gher. She stood with her chin tilted upward and her |ips pressed together in
a firm

l[ine. | got the inpression she was accustoned to running things wherever she
cane
from Not for the first time, | pondered how deceptive the young bodi es

given to us
by the sex gates could be to those around us. The consci ousness behind t
his curvy
young thing mght well be that of a savvy eighty-year-old man. | wondered if |
woul d
have to fight her for the | eadership of our team
“Lee, this is Amanda,” Rissa said. Amanda gave ne a sharp nod and
hel d out
her hand.
“lI hear you're going to be ny teacher.” As | shook hands, | off
ered her ny
best Texas good-ol d-boy grin.
Her determ ned gaze flicked over nmy body as though | were sonme object sh
e
was consi dering purchasing. Fromthe | ook on her face, she didn't fin
d me much of a
bargain. “So |'ve been told. |I've been working with R ssa, conc
entrating on
devel opi ng techniques to help us explore the alternate worlds.”
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“That’s inmportant work.”

“Thanks. But Rissa thinks | need the power of your mind to provide st

ability

when I'mwithin the gate.” A slight sniff at the end of this sentence nmade it
cl ear she

didn’t agree

| slid Rissa a glance. Enthusiastic, my hind left foot! | shot at her, mnd to
m nd.

Ri ssa shrugged with a sheepish grin. Sorry! I'’mgood with research not with
people. But | still think you two will make a great team

“The two of you will make a great team” Rissa repeated al oud, ignoring ny
skeptical 1ook. “I'"meager to hear what you find out there.”

| turned to Amanda. “You realize this is dangerous.”

| didn't like the fact she had reservations about working with me. Th

e sex

gat es were dangerous enough. | didn't need a partner | didn't ful

y trust. Maybe if |

gave her a strong warni ng about the perils ahead, she’d back out. Rissa could
find

someone else to teach ne. Hell, Rissa could teach nme and I'd go on ny

own.

“I woul d never have come to the Nexus in the first place if | feared danger.”
Amanda shook off my warning with a faint smle. “I’mprepared to t

ake any risk to

learn to master the gates. The gates are our future.”

As she spoke, the fire of inner passion burned in her eyes. | was reliev

ed to

see her deternmined attitude, although it was obvi ous she woul d have preferred
to

work alone. | couldn’t help but notice, however, that she hadn’t nentioned any
desire

to help the people in stasis.

“On our first fewtrips, we'll be looking for worlds for a specifi

C purpose,” |

sai d.

Her lips curled slightly. “Ah, yes. | heard you d decided to try a
nd save the

peopl e trapped in stasis.”

“You don’t agree?”

“No.” She spoke with surprising firmess. “l believe in achieve
nment, hard

wor k, and doi ng your best. The people in stasis are failures.”
“That’'s a little harsh.” In fact, | probably would have agreed
with her at one

time, before Rita taught ne to appreciate the val ue of conpassion. But |
wasn’ t
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about to admit that.

Anmanda shrugged. “It’'s your decision. You asked my opinion. That’

s it. The

gates work according to established principles of evolution—the survival of
t he

fittest. Those people failed that test.”

“Yet the gate masters didn't elimnate them” | pointed out. “If they wanted
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t hese people to vanish, why did they preserve their genetic blueprints in the

crystals

here?”

Amanda lifted an eyebrow. “Perhaps they wi shed to study defective subjects.”
| was puzzled by her attitude. “If you feel that way, why are you willing to
hel p

me find worlds for thenf”

She | ooked surprised. “At the nmoment, your goals and mine coincide. W

e

both want to master quantumtravel. Rissa thinks | need the extra power of
your

mnd while I"mlearning to mani pul ate the quantum chaos, so I'mwlling to try
it.”

| wasn't thrilled by her lack of enthusiasm but it was a reasonabl e answer.
“This trip isn't going to be any joyride,” | warned.

She nodded. “Understood. However, | think you'll find |I generally

succeed at

what ever | do. | have a passionate belief in excellence.”
“Geat!”
Anot her scientific overachiever. Wll, Ri ssa was an overachi ever, too, and

couldn’t conpl ain about that. Her expertise was saving our butts at the
nonent .

“Amanda can be blunt, but she’s the best.” R ssa patted my arm

and offered a

soothing smle. “I"mconfident the two of you will succeed in finding the
wor | ds we
need.”

“I can certainly think of better uses for uninhabited alternate worlds,”
Amanda

said, with a haughty lift of her chin. “1’d like to see an experinent where we
pl ace

superior humans on such a world and see what kind of society they create.”
Qovi ously, Amanda consi dered herself one of those superior hunmans.

struggled to hide a snile. “Maybe soneday. |'m for progress, too, you know.”
Her eyes brightened. “I’"mglad to hear it. | believe the gates cou

Id be used to

speed up human evolution. The alternate worlds are an ideal place for su

ch an

experiment. As for these people in stasis, they belong back on Earth.”

Page No 30

“The problemis, no one on Earth wants them W Seconders woul d nmake
a

ot of enenmies if we sent the crimnals back there.” | raised a questioning
eyebrow at

Ri ssa, although | already knew her opinion.

Ri ssa shook her head. “l’m against trying to send themto Earth, too. Once

peopl e start comi ng out of stasis, the process will be continuous. Earth
woul dn’ t

appreciate us dunping a load of crimnals and nmentally ill on them w t hout
war ni ng.”

“CGood. So what’s the plan?”

Ri ssa rubbed her hands together, a sure sign she was about to | aunch int

0 a
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lecture. “We know that the gate masters chose this Nexus world because human
life

never devel oped here and it’'s close, dinensionally speaking, to Earth. They
used it

as a staging world for sending the gates to our planet. So, it occurs to ne
that this

m ght not be their only staging world.”

“You mean there mght be other Nexus worlds out there?”

“Exactly. And if there are, there will be other crystal cities.”

| nodded, excited at this idea. “That would nmean we’'d have ready-built cities
for the people in stasis as they emerge. What are our chances of finding an
alternate

Nexus wor| d?”

“You shoul d have sone idea by now of how the quantum flux works,”

Amanda said. “The gate throws us into a state of potential. Were we go from
there

depends on our own nental powers. Since clear visualization is a key, we will
have

an advantage if we can visualize an alternate reality close to this one.”

“No problem”

| knew the drill. 1'd traveled fromworld to world before, although only with
t he

hel p of Messler. |I'’msure that experience was the reason R ssa wanted nme to
partner with Amanda. O course, | was the one at risk. But it was a risk | was
willing

to assune.

Amanda shot me an assessing | ook, as if doubting ny ability to hold any

t hought in focus for long. As |I’'ve said, ny physical appearance as a nale is
not t hat

i npressive. | had the feeling Amanda had spent a long lifetime as a man, and a
power ful one at that.

“Let’s get going, then, shall we?”
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“After you.” | nade a sweeping gesture toward the gl owing gate, an
d the two

of us stepped through the arch, into the green fog.

An ordinary person who enters a gate will experience an instantaneous
transformation into the opposite sex. They step in, and the next thing t

hey know

they're out again, with no nmenory of whatever happened in-between. But there
is an

i n-between, a di nensi on beyond space and tine where the forces that shape what
we call reality are laid naked to any consci ousness advanced enough to p
erceive

them If the universe is indeed a vast thought, this is the place where

t hought

originates. And here, by shaping energy with powerful intent, it is possible
to nove

fromone alternate reality to another

This was the process R ssa had mastered and taught to Anmanda. She

possessed the crystal clarity of mind needed to reach a destination;
possessed the

raw power. As we stepped through the arch, the usual transfornmation bega

n, but we
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resisted it together. As we oriented ourselves in the green fog, | prepared to
nmesh
m nds so that we could work as a unit toward our joint goal
| was nore than a little intrigued at the thought of touching Amanda
s mnd.
Rita woul d have probably | aughed at this change in ny usual priorities.
Normally, 1I'm
nore interested in maki ng the acquai ntance of a sexy young body than the
m nd

behind it. But the intensity this worman radi ated fascinated nme. | reached out
with my

t hought s—and struck a protective wall. Were another thought should have net
and

intertwined with mine, | encountered a hard barrier. And then, her thought
rang in ny

m nd: Direct your energy through ne.

Anger expl oded inside ne. She wanted to take nmy energy w thout giving ne
any insight into how she was zeroing in on an alternate world. | was in

no nood to

trail after her like some obedi ent puppy, supplying her with energy whi

e she

controlled our travels. And | was rapidly tiring of her superior attitude.
sent her an

ul timatum

| want to see how your m nd works as you direct our journey, so |l can do it
nmysel f the next tine.

| don’t like the thought of soneone runmegi ng through ny nmind, as if | were
hosting a garage sale of mental abilities, she shot back
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No doubt about it. Amanda mi ght have a sexy young body, but she had the
personality of an old man who was used to bossing peopl e around. Maybe it was

tinme to show her who was the boss in the Nexus. | gathered ny thoughts t

o nyself,

and then reached out to touch her nind with the strength that came from ny
many

trips. The nental barrier that blocked ny way rang like crystal as | crashed
intoit.
The bl ow set up vibrations that rippled and sang through the mysterious
di nensi on
where we hung, seeking our path.
Stop! Frightened by ny power, she sent her thoughts out to neet mne. It was
a forced surrender and when our thoughts touched, hers were as cold as the ice
frozen in the heart of the Artic. She opened a tunnel into her consciousness,
but it
was only a narrow entrance. She showed nme what | needed to know, no nore
It
was enough. As long as | could see how her nind worked to shape the quan
tum
reality and allow us to travel, | had no conplaint. | would satisfy ny c
uriosity about
what nade her tick another day.
As | watched, she shaped an inmage of a possible alternative Nexus in her
m nd, working fromdata we’'d gathered fromour own Nexus. As her inmage took
form | added ny energy, doing ny part to turn potential into reality. At this
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| evel ,

t hought and will and expectations were tied together. | poured the energy of
nmy m nd

into Amanda. Trenendous forces stirred to life around us both. Another world
shone

like a dianond in the polished mrror of controlled thought that was Amanda’s
m nd.

The energy within the gate mounted to a peak, and I knew we could not hold
back

the transformati on any | onger. Qur bodi es dissolved and refornmed as the

gate

recreated us fromour DNA, changing only the genes that determ ned sex. As the
green fog flared and filled with light, we stunbled out on the grass of

anot her worl d.

The sex change is a fascinating process. It’s always staggering to w
tness. |

remenbered the first time 1’d seen it—+'d watched Don totter ou

t of a gate as a

worman and start scream ng—ot an unusual reaction. A lot of people went into
uncontroll ed hysterics in those first hours when the world was | earni ng what
t he

gates did.

By the end of the first day, scientists were hard at work studying the
phenonenon. They soon di scovered that the gates change a person’s sex, but

t he
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transformation, for the nost part, |eaves the genes al one. Your sex is

det erm ned by

the addition or subtraction of a chronosone, nothing nore. Since your ge
netic

makeup stays basically the sane, you conme out of a sex gate |looking |like
your sel f —

or rather, as you would have | ooked if you'd been born the opposite sex.
However ,

the gates do nake sone changes in our genes—they elininate any that are
defective. That was why the gates cured the sick. Inferior genes vanish with
your

first passage, if you nake it at all, and you emerge in glowing health with an
unbeat abl e i nmune system

| canme out of the gate a young woman of eighteen, bursting with energy. W
were on a new world at midday. | clasped nmy arns across ny breasts and s
hook ny

| ong auburn hair around ny shoulders as | stared at the handsone mal e who

st ood

a few feet away from me, surveying his surroundings with an air of possessive
pride.

“W’ ve reached an alternate world,” he gloated, casting a | ook of triunmph ny
way.

H s i ntense blue gaze lingered for a nmonent on ny bare flesh, and then

noved to catal ogue the | andmarks around us. The fem nine part of me want

ed to be

pi qued at his blatant disregard of my rather (at the nonment) obvious charns,

but ny
nore practical side agreed it was wiser to scout out the territory first, in
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case we had
cone out in some dangerous place.
“This doesn’t appear to be a sister world to the Nexus,” | poin
ted out.
W stood a few paces away fromthe gate that had expelled us. Since nothing
cones through the gate except the human body, we were both nude. A cold breeze
made goose bunps stand up on ny bare skin. The gate on this world was se
t high
on a hill and we could see the |and stretched out for mles around us. D
espite the
cold wind, it rem nded ne of a desert |andscape. Rocks and dirt, a few s
hr ubs
clinging to the hillside, and no sign whatsoever of any civilization, much
| ess the
advanced technol ogy of the gate nasters.
“Looks like you missed on the first attenpt.” | couldn't resist
a bit of a jab at
my conpanion’s ego after his obnoxious display of superiority earlier. |
pl aced one
hand on ny hip and struck a pose, as if | were about to strut ny stuff.
The man turned to ne. He was tall—taller even than Amanda had been—
with
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the sane icy blue eyes, set nowin a lean, aristocratic face. His body w
as
unbl em shed, of course, but he remi nded ne of sone swordsman of old, razor-

sharp, light on his feet, ready for a duel. | studied his deterni ned nou

th and

stubborn chin, then et nmy gaze drop lower to take in his powerful chest

, tapering

hi ps and |l ong, nuscular |egs. Even the way he stood, weight bal anced, re

ady for

action, told me that he had spent nany years as a nan. | wondered if he'd
al ways

been a scientist. Many Seconders started new careers after their change, and
he

had the air of sonmeone who had once held some position of power.

“So, Amanda,” | said, eyeing the proof of the sex change that jutted out
between his legs. “Wat do | call you now?”

“Andrew wil | do,” he snapped, swiveling once nore to take in the c

onpl ete

vi ew of our surroundi ngs.

“Not Andy?”

“Andy.” He laughed. “lI’mafraid not. 1'mno Andy.”

| had to agree. In his masculine form his natural authority was even no

re

evident. Already, | could feel ny femal e hornones kicking in, responding to

t he

strong mal e vibe he enmitted. The sand and rock around us | ooked mighty
unconfortable, but that didn't stop me fromthinking about getting himdown on
t he

ground and nounting him |If he was only half as good as he no doubt thou

ght he

was ...
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“There’ s not hing here.
have to try again.”

Di sappoi ntment tugged at nme. He was far nore attractive as a male. It suited
his virile nature. Wien we enmerged fromthe gate again, he’'d be Amanda once
nore. And | woul d beconme Lee, my sexual cravings for this man unsati sfied.
For the nmonment, | told nyself.

There was no time to indulge nyself. The stasis set up by the gate maste

rs

Andrew jerked his head at the barren | andscape. “We

was over | oaded and dooned to fail. W had to find sone alternative world
s—and
soon. Wthout a word, | turned and plunged once nore between the gl ow ng
ar ches.
This time we skipped the nental battle and went right to work. | had to admit

Andrew was good. Once again that di anmond-bright m nd shaped the i mage of an
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alternate Nexus while | poured energy into its creation. The trenmendous forces
around us surged with a creative tenpus as we conbined our wills to a single
purpose. Geen light flared and we stunbled fromthe gate—

Regai ni ng ny bal ance, | |ooked around and knew our second attenpt had
succeeded. W stood on a cliff overlooking a lush green valley. Acity o
f shining
towers lay nestled in the curve of the hills on the opposite side of the
val | ey.

“It’s bigger than the city in our Nexus,” | said, surveying the

alien nmetropolis.
Twi ce as big, | estimated.

“This place—+t has an old feel,” Amanda said, planting her hands on her hips
and tilting her head to one side as if listening for sonething.

As much as | wanted to listen, too, | found her stance extrenely distracting.
Her nude body glistened in the sunlight of this new world and | feasted

ny eyes. She

had a tall, |ean beauty of her own, fromher small breasts to her slimhips,
to her

long, well-shaped | egs. Despite her nakedness, she managed to | ook
el egant —even

regal .
Aware that | was probably radiating sexual desire, | forced nyself to | ook
away and exam ne the world around ne. | suspected it was enpty—+ sensed no

trace of consciousness beyond our two minds. Yet, as Amanda said, a sens

e of a

once powerful presence, now |l ong gone, seened to hang in the air like the
scent |eft

behind by a rose as its petals drift to the ground.

A chill raced down ny spine at that image. | couldn’t say why, but a feeling
of

deep nel ancholy swept over ne, although I'mnornally an optimstic gu

y. | gazed at

the distant towers and felt an unexpected reluctance to venture between their
sil ent

walls. Fromthe troubled | ook on Amanda’s face, | knew she was experi

encing the

same prenonition of trouble. My pattern sense set off alarmbells in ny head,
telling

me | was about to find out sonething I'd rather not know. There are sone
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secrets

you wi sh you had never heard, and | knew with deadly certainty that such a
secret

lay in the city at the far end of the valley.

The light blurred around Amanda’ s body for an instant as she conjured a
toga-li ke dress and sandal s out of the quantumlevel of reality. As much as |
enj oyed

ogling her naked body, | saw her point. W had a | ong wal k ahead of us.
I furrowed
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nmy brow in concentration and | ooked down. | was wearing a t-shirt, jeans

and tennis
shoes. W exchanged a gl ance and without a word started down the rough path
t hat

hugged the side of the cliff.
The silence around us only deepened as we approached the city. My scalp

pri ckl ed.

“Hey, quick question,” | said.

“What ?” Amanda’s gl ance darted frombuilding to building, but the only sound
was the wi nd noani ng between the towers.

“I'f this is an alternate world, then the gate masters that built this Nexus
aren’t
the sane as the ones that built our Nexus, right?”

“Correct.” The superior tone was back in her voice. “I'mno expert on gquantum
t heory, but that nuch seens obvious.”

I renmenmbered Rissa renarking that she was a social biologist.

“Don’t you study the evolution of societies? The alternate universes mnust be
perfect for your research.”

“Exactly.” She actually unbent enough to snmile at ne. “lI have a

| ways been
fascinated by evolution. If there is a naster consciousness underlying quantum
reality, evolutionis its tool for shaping the future.”
“You must appreciate the effect the sex gates have on Seconders, then.”
“l do.” For the first tinme she seened excited. “By eliminating defective genes
and i nproving our mnds, they have advanced our evol ution by perhaps nmillions
of
years.”
“There’s a limt, though.”
An anused | augh rippled out of her mouth. “Only if you wish to remain

human.”
“Sorry, but | do.” | dropped the subject, sensing another argunent. “But what
about this world. Do you think evolution here was radically different?”
“Hard to say wi thout sone nore evidence. W know this world and ours were
once the sanme, but at sonme point inits tineline, the gate nasters nade a
deci si on
that resulted in this alternate universe with its own evolutionary path. To
actual ly

pi npoi nt that nonent of decision and then to follow the diverging paths .. Her
eyes
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gl owed with ent husi asm

“Great stuff,” | broke in. “My point, though, is that we need to approach

t hese

towers with caution. It looks like our city, but that doesn't mean it’s the
same.”

“l agree. | can sense the differences already.” She was back to he

r superior

attitude.

W' d reached the first of the towers. | stopped to wi pe the sweat off
ny brow

and stared back along the path we’d taken to the cliff where the gate stood.
The

bri ght green arch gl owed out against the blue of a cloudl ess sky.

“Ckay. W need to be cautious. That's all I'"msaying.” | tur

ned back to the

wal | and wi thout hesitating wal ked into it.

Wham | slammed into the solid surface with a jolt that shook ne clear d
own
to ny toenails. The wall in front of me flashed, changing color from

crystalline blue to

bl ood red. There was a sharp crack of thunder and |ightning danced between the
buil dings. | staggered back and regai ned my bal ance, rubbing ny forehead

where |1'd

smacked it a good one against solid stone. | wanted to dance around, rub
vari ous
injured parts and spew out a string of curses, but dammed if | was goi ng
to give

Amanda that satisfaction. Her gloating | ook was bad enough

“Some of the difference may be nore subtle than others,” she said with a
straight face

If she meant to hurt ny feelings, because |'d failed to see that one

com ng,
she goofed. Instead of getting angry, | laughed. A reluctant answering snile
tw tched
on her lips. | started to wonder if she had a sense of hunor after all
| smiled back. | could hear Rita's voice inside ny head, urging me to
gi ve her
anot her chance. Hell, Rita would probably want ne to sleep with her to get to
know

her better. O course, Rita had a heart as big as Texas, but naybe it was
starting to

rub of f on ne.

A runbling sound echoed across the valley. W both whirled around in tim
e

to see the sex gate on the hill blink out of existence.

“Goddami t!”

This was a fine state of affairs. CQur ride home had vanished into thin a
ir.

Meanwhi l e, a quick scan of the towers confirnmed they were the sane as th
ose on
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our Nexus in one inmportant way—they had no doors. If you couldn’t sinply walk
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i nside, how the hell did you get in there?
“CGoddamit is right!” Amanda’s nouth hardened into a grimline.
For the first tine, we were in conplete agreenent.
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CHAPTER FOUR
“There have to be nore gates inside the buildings,” | said, nostly
to reassure
nysel f.

| pictured the arch inside our control roomof our Nexus. That was the
probl em~ae weren’t on our Nexus.
“I"’mcertain there are.”
Ananda stretched out a tentative finger and touched the wall in front of us,
whi ch gl owed bright red where 1'd wal ked right into it. At her touch Iight
flared up the
tower again and |lanced frombuilding to building Iike |ightning. Another
[ oud runbl e
split the sky.
“I hope that wasn’t a second sex gate disappearing,” | nuttered.
“I't’s sonme sort of alarmsystem It mght be on automatic. This alternate
wor | d
nmust be very close to ours. It looks |ike the gate nasters al so abandone
d this world,
but in this case they left behind a systemto guard the city. |’ m guessing
it's afairly
sophi sticated conmputer, and it nmade the gate vanish so we wouldn’'t be able to
bri ng
any nore invaders through it.”
Amanda’ s theory nmade sense when | ran it through a quick pattern anal ysis.
“So the conputer is assunming we're hostile? Wiy would it assune that?”
She shot ne anot her smug | ook. “Were’'s your pattern sense? These
gate
masters built a Nexus, which neans they sent gates to an alternate Earth.”
| glared at Amanda. My pattern sense was fine. My problem|ay el sewhere.
|
kept getting horny whenever | thought about how she’ d | ooked naked, which was
about once every thirty seconds. That's the problemw th com ng out of the

gate—
you're bursting with sexual energy. | was aching for a chance to get to know
her, up
cl ose and personal, but first we had to find a way out of this situation
| gave ny

pattern sense free rein and saw at once what she was driving at.

“The gate masters |left defenses here. The alternate Earth where they sent
their gates didn't welconme their arrival.”

She sniled at me. Wien she bothered to snmile, she was a beauty. “Right!
They didn't like the idea of aliens interfering with their society. So they
struck back.”
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| beaned at her |ike some kid who had won the prize at the county fair.
“The
mlitary took over the gates.”
“Now you' re cooking. I'msurprised it didn't happen on our world.”
| knew the answer to that one. “That’'s because Messler founded the Church
of the Gates, and nmade access to the gates a religious issue. That didn
t happen on
this alternate Earth. The military took over and eventually |earned that sone
peopl e
can become Seconders. The next |ogical step would be to develop a race o
f soldiers
that could reach the Nexus as we did-—=
“They attacked the gate masters.” Amanda nodded, her face agl ow. |
sensed
from her jubilant thoughts that she enjoyed these devel opnents nore than the
ones
on our own planet—not that we’'d | acked for power grabs on Earth. “Wo won,
t hough? The city appears deserted.” She frowned at ne.
| thought through the rest of the pattern. “Looks as if the gate masters won
and drove the invaders back to their Earth. They probably renoved the gates
from
that world, declared it a failed experinent, and abandoned the Nexus. But
first they
put a conputer systemin place, in case the invaders one day devel oped their
own
gate and reached this world.”
“And the conputer was designed to destroy whatever gate they used to
get
here.” Some of the glee died out of Amanda’ s eyes.
Chill bumps ran up ny arms. Were we fighting an intelligent conputer |[ef
t
behi nd by the gate masters? Had it had al ready destroyed the gates outside of
t he
city so we couldn’t use then? If so, we had to gain entrance into the
towers or we
woul d be stranded on this Nexus.
Amanda had reached the same concl usion. Her face paled. W fell into a
gl oony silence as we wal ked down the w de, grassy |anes between the various
out croppi ngs of crystal, hoping to spot sone kind of doorway. But the walls of
t he

featurel ess towers were snooth and hard. After about a half hour, | tired of
aim ess

wal ki ng between the buil di ngs.

“Ckay, this isn't working.” | stopped to stare up at a vast expanse of crystal
towering into the air over ny head. “If we touch the buildings this computer
or

what ever the gate masters left behind thinks we're invaders and triggers
def ensi ve
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neasures.”

Anmanda pl anted her hands on her hips and stared at ne as if | were the
village idiot. “True. But how do you get into a building wthout touc
hing it in sone

way ?”
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A grin twitched on ny nouth as | tapped a finger to the side of ny head. “By
using the old noggin, ny dear.”
That nmade her angry. Her eyes flashed and her breasts heaved as she drew
in an outraged breath. | took a nmoment to enjoy the picture before continuing
ny
expl anati on.
“You're thinking like a normal human. |Instead, we need to think in
terms of
t he quantum beings we are rapidly becomng. Wiy is it that we can wal k through
t he
wal s on our Nexus in the first place?”
“Because they were designed by the gate masters to function on a quan
tum
| evel where they are both energy and matter in constant flux. At the noment we
wal k
t hrough they becone energy and | et us pass.”
It was nmy turn to look snug. “So if this wall insists on staying sol
d, the
answer is for us to become energy and pass through.”
She nai ntai ned her haughty | ook, but | saw a shadow of fear deep in her

icy

bl ue gaze. | guessed she had pushed her devel opment as a Seconder by go

ng

t hrough the gates as often as possible. That nmade sense given her obsessive
interest in evolution. But our powers were still new to her

She licked her lips. “lIs that possible outside the gates?”

“Hey,” | joked. “Mere atons do it all the tine. They exist in the physica
wor | d,

become a pure energy wave and exist in the physical world again before e

ven a

mllisecond passes. Your body is nothing but a collection of atons.”

| leered as | said that |ast sentence to take away the sting. Amanda’s
fem ni ne

hor mones nust have kicked in at |ast because she wel comed the | eer and patted
her hair. “Alot of atoms. Controlling themw Il be the tricky part.”

“A quantum exercise in will and intent,” | said. “Surely someon

e with your

intellectual gifts is nore than up to it.”

“I don’t know. | haven't made the hundreds of trips through the gates that
you
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Her sudden vul nerability touched ne, and ny nale protective genes took
over. | stepped closer to her and put an arm around her shoul ders, draw ng her
into
an enbrace. “You can do it. If you'll let me touch your mind, | can inpart
what ever
know edge you'll need.”
She pressed her hand agai nst my chest. | wondered if she could feel the
t hud

of my heart under her outspread palm The soft curves of her body nelted
agai nst

me. As her face lifted to gaze up into mine, it seened only natural to b
end over and
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plant a conforting kiss on her |ips.
| was nore than a little surprised when her npoist, wet mouth opened and
wel coned in my tongue. Suddenly, her mind was dead last on the list of t

hi ngs |

wanted to touch. My hands grabbed her hips, then swept upward over her rib

cage

to her firmyoung breasts. As | cupped them she w apped her arns around
ny neck

and pressed cl oser. Dam! The woman was a horny as | was. My hands squee

zed

her breasts and her nipples hardened to tight little nubs under the silken
fabric of the

toga she wore

W m ght be marooned on an abandoned world, but | had to seize this

monent. | m ght never get a chance at Amanda again. | kept on kissing he

r as |

pul | ed her down into the lush grass that grew between the crystal towers. The
desperation of our situation vanished frommy mnd along with rationa

t hought . |

concentrated on the only inportant thing—finding the way to undress her as
qui ckl'y

as possible. | found the belt that held the toga together and unfastened it.
The two

hal ves fell apart, exposing her nakedness as she lay back in the thick g
rass. The

snel |l of grow ng things surrounded us, along with ol der, deeper snells—the
rich

scent of the fertile earth and the nmusky scent of a woman ready for a man.

She was conpl etely nude under the toga. | |ike a woman who doesn’t bo
t her
with panties or bra. I nmade my own cl othes vanish as | surveyed her body. Her
white
fl esh gl eamed agai nst the dark green of the grass. The lush growth nmade a
confortable carpet as we |lay together side by side. | stroked her body and was
surprised when she responded by pressing closer to ne.
Wth a smile, | bent over her breasts and took one taut nipple into ny m
outh. |
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sucked slowy and gently, while her soft npans of pleasure echoed off th
e tall, alien

towers. | played with her other breast with one hand and explored the silky
snoot h

flesh of her inner thighs with the other. As she grew nore aroused, | stroked
upward

until my wandering fingers found the apex of her thighs. She shuddered with
pl easure and opened her | egs wi de. Taking that for an invitation, | began
expl ori ng.

She was ready for ne. | noved ny body over hers and her eyes opened

wi de. She placed a restraining hand on ny chest.

“Lee, there's sonething you need to know.”

“What’'s that?” | wanted to silence her with a hard kiss, but the urgent | ook
in

her eyes told me she had to speak

“I"ve had a long lifetine as a man. It’s only since |’'ve come to the Nexus
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t hat

|"ve spent any tinme as a wonan.
ed up at nme from

beneat h thick | ashes, watching for ny reaction

Tender ness washed over me, as | understood part of the reason she clung

S0

desperately to her superior attitude. She was afraid, as so many of us had
been

afraid when we faced the trenendous changes the sex gates brought to our
sexual ity. She had gone through the gates many tines, becom ng a woman over
and over again to devel op her Seconder abilities to the | evel where she
coul d cone

to the Nexus. Yet in all that time, she’d never dared to experience sex as a

wonan.

| knew exactly how she felt. Once, | too, had been afraid to experience the
t hroes of passion as a wonan. My sweet Rita—transforned to the handsone Rez
by the gates—had nade tender |ove to ne then, teaching me that our shared
desire

could transcend the forms our bodies took

“Don’t worry. You're a beautiful woman. And your body is about

to take you

pl aces beyond your imagination.”

| stroked her thick mane of hair back fromher face and planted a tender kiss
on her soft |ips. Damm, she was one |uscious and tenpti ng woman once her
guard

was down. Hungry for nore of her, | kissed ny way down her neck to the stiff
peaks

of her breasts. As | sucked her nipples, she began thrashing in desire.
Eager to

pl ease, | turned ny attention lower. | could hear her breath quicken in
anti ci pation.

My tongue slid inside her and found a sensitive spot.

She bit down on her lip and gl anc
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“Lee! Lee!”

She shouted ny nanme and her fingernails dug deep into ny back as |

pl undered her, teasing and stroking her with ny tongue until her back arched
and

her entire body shook and heaved with the strength of her orgasm As she sank
back into the grass, | straddled her and thrust into her. Her hands cl utched
the grass

and tore up great clunps as she shuddered with desire.

“Ch, God!” she cried, shouting her pleasure to the sky.

She gasped with delight and wapped her Iong | egs around ne, tilting her hips
so | could enter her deeper still. Her blazing heat drew me in, and | | ost
awar eness

of anything but the driving need to possess her. Aloud humfilled ny ea

rs as |

expl oded with ecstasy. Incredible sensations swept through ny body in intense
spasns. As the waves of fire receded back into ny belly, | opened ny eye

S again

and became aware that the hunm ng was nore than the sound of the blood roaring
t hrough ny veins—t filled the air around us.

“What the—” | rolled away from her and sat up on one el bow, staring wldly
around nme.


E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

Amanda sat, too. Her breasts bounced fromthe quick nmoverment. My sense

of al arm vani shed as | focused in on that soft flesh. Both mounds were rosy
with the

flush of her fierce climax. It appeared her first sexual experience as a wonman
had

been a satisfactory one. The sight of that glow ng skin and her stiff nipples
al nost

made ne forget the hunm ng sound—but not quite.

A glowing light appeared in the air a few feet away. W scranbled to our feet
as the light flared and coal esced into the formof a human male. He was

tall and

well-built with short dark hair and stunning green eyes. He wore a one-pi ece
junpsuit that shimered in the sunlight. Dunbfounded, | reached out to touch
hi m

and ny hand passed right through his body.

“Greetings!” The single word was recogni zabl e as English although

t he

pronunci ati on was unusual, distorted sonmehow

“Uh, hello?”

| passed my hand through his body again. Obviously, he was sone sort of

hol ographic projection. My pattern sense told nme we were | ooking at the

gate
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masters’ conputer. A halo of |ight surrounded his body. He studied us with a
calm
gaze and | swear he smirked.

“Wel comre to the Nexus. | had originally classified you as invaders w

th hostile

i ntent, but watching your |ovenmaki ng has convinced ne you are a civilize

d people.”

Anmanda brushed a | eaf fromher hair and smled. Fromthe satisfied | ook on
her face, you would have thought the whol e thing was her idea. “Indeed, we
are.”

“You are not from Earth?”

That question threw ne for a nonent, but | realized he neant the alterna

te

Earth that had attacked his Nexus.

“No. We are humans from another tinmeline—a friendly tinmeline, | assure you.”
“You are wel cone, then.”

| decided it was tine to try making sone sort of denmand. “W don’t feel too
wel comre when we’'re | ocked outside.”

A pained | ook flashed across the hol ographic face. “l regret that.

am

programmed to repel attenpts to enter the city until | deternmine the intent of
t he

visitor.”

“l hope you got it straight now” To nmake ny point, | reached up a

nd rubbed

the sore spot on ny forehead.

A di stressed | ook appeared on the hol ographic face. | alnost started to fee

sorry for the guy-he seened so hunan.

“Listen, ah, do you have a nane?”

He drew himself up. “I amthe Elite Three Thousand Ten Series Quantum
Hol ographi ¢ Conputer with Interactive Matrix.”


E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

“That’s a nout hful, M. Hol ographic Conputer. How about | call you H C ?”
“I'f you wish.”
“This planet seens deserted. Are you the only one here?”

The Iight around his hol ographic body di med as he stared at nme. “I a

m |

have waited alone in this city for nearly nine hundred years. | was |eft
behind to

guard this place and its technology fromintruders who nm ght use the know ed
here to harmny masters.”
“The masters of the gates, you nean?”
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My heart thunped with a rush of adrenaline. | was speaking to a conputer
that had known the masters. | shot Amanda a | ook of triunph. Her cheeks were

flushed with excitenent, too. W knew the masters were human and evol ved far
beyond us—but little el se.

“What can you tell us about then?” Amanda bl urted.

H. C. shook his head. “Nothing. | amprogrammed to renmain silent about the
nmasters.”

My sudden hope vani shed. “What! That's stupid. If they’' ve been

gone al nost

a thousand years, what can it matter?”

“The masters knew that others mght use the quantum nature of the gates to

travel here one day. They have left this world behind and do not wish to
be

fol l owed.”

Amanda’ s chin quivered. “Wat if we only want to sit at their feet and |l earn

fromtheir great w sdon®”

H. C. regarded her with a solemm |ook. “You remain human. The nmasters have

gone beyond hurmanity and its concerns, and they no |longer wish to ook b

ack. More

than that | cannot tell you.”

It was useless to argue with a conputer. Forcing nyself to concentrate o

n the

current problem | pointed at one of the towers.

“Can we get inside, HC ?"

ge

“Certainly. I will no longer stop you.” H C. gestured toward the tower.

Taking himat his word, | steeled nyself for another blow to the head an

d

strode straight at the wall. | won't claiml didn't flinch at the |last nonent,
but I did

pass through like a knife through butter. I found nyself inside a vast chanber
nmuch

like the one I'd left behind. To ny utter relief, a sex gate stood in
the center under a

curved crystal ceiling.

“Thank whatever gods there be!” Amanda excl ai ned, as she cane thro

ugh

the wall to stand at ny side. “CQur way hone.”

| heard the eagerness in her voice and knew she wanted to get back befor
e

t he hol ographi c conputer changed its nind and we reverted to eneny status. But

nmy pattern sense warned ne not to mss a great opportunity. A slow glow it
t he

up
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crystal wall as H C. reappeared inside. As he turned to us, | spoke.

“Are you capabl e of telepathic comunication?”

“That is how ny masters comunicated,” H C said with a delighted snile
“Great!”

| took a deep breath and began sending nental inmages his way.

Conmuni cating mind to mind is infinitely faster than the clunsy words humans
struggle with day after day. In no tine, | had filled himin on how even

ts had unfol ded

on our alternate Earth, including the problemwe faced in finding a way to
free the

peopl e trapped in the Nexus.

“Can you help us?” | finished.

“I can.” His face took on a stern najesty. “The gate masters left ne in charge
of this entire city. | can shape and reformit however | wish. | would b

e glad to offer

this world as a refuge for sone of the people in stasis.”

“You can’'t take themall?”

H. C. shrugged his shoul ders and | ooked regretful. “I am but one conputer.

can only support so nmany |iving beings.”

Di sappoi nt ment washed over me, but | fought it off. W’ d found one Nexus on
an alternate world. Gven the infinite nature of the multidinensional reality,
there

woul d be nore, nmaybe even nore hol ographic conputers to help us out when the
ref ugees energed from stasis.

Meanwhi l e, H. C. babbl ed on. He seened happy to have soneone to

converse with after hundreds of years of silence. | inmagined he'd originally
been

progranmed to be social. The centuries he spent al one nust have been dif
ficult.

“I will prepare these towers to house those who will be energing from stasis.
|

can provide themwi th food and clothing, as well, while you deal with whatever
personal crises their transition mght bring.”

My heart soared. This was nore than | had hoped for. The thought of find

ing

and preparing a nunmber of alternate worlds had been daunting, even to soneone
as

relentlessly optimstic as ne.

“Done deal !”

| held out ny hand. The hol ograph snmiled as his light fingers passed thr

ough
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mne. It was good enough for ne.

A few hours later, Amanda and | stunbled out of the gate on our Nexus and
| ooked around the control room It was enpty and the lights were dim

“I't nmust be nighttine,” | said. Day and night were out of synch on the two
wor | ds, but that was a mnor inconvenience conpared to the fabul ous good
fortune
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we’ d had.

“Um how convenient.’
g wth

desire. “Want to cone to my roon®”

| wapped an arm around her shoul ders and gave her a kiss that | hoped
prom sed rmuch nore to cone. “That would be great, but first I want to find
Russ and

tell himabout this discovery. He'll be thrilled.”

Amanda’ s body stiffened. She pulled away. “Have you got a thing fo

r Russ?

notice he's becone Rissa a lot lately.”

| laughed. “Me and Russ? We're lovers, true, but Ritais ny one tr

ue love.” |

Amanda noved closer to me, her eyes darkenin

smled as | thought of her. | wondered how she | ooked now, carrying our

baby.

“Your true |love?” Amanda’ s voice quivered with anger. “I thought you left her
behind on Earth.”

“l had to because of her pregnancy. I’'ll go back as soon as | can

“l see.”

Amanda turned away fromne. Her jealousy surprised ne. It wasn't an
enotion you saw rmuch anmong Seconders. Maybe it was a mood swing. After all

we' d just changed sex several times. | figured she’'d soon get over
it.

Wth a shrug, | dismissed her fromny mnd. | don't |ike touchy femnal
es.

Besi des, she’'d nmade it clear she considered herself superior to ne. She m ght
have

used ny body to discover her fermale sexuality, but that didn't nmean a

rel ati onship

bet ween us would work. | was as blind as nost nales can be, but not that

bl i nd.

“Thanks for the trip!” | said, heading toward a corridor that led to Russ’s
suite

of roons.

Not bothering to answer, she stal ked away in the other direction. Wen

reached Russ’s suite, | found himin the bedroom-er to be nore precise | found

Ri ssa in the bedroom
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Naturally, | spent the first half hour of our reunion filling her in on
our

di scovery and what it nmeant to our future. Wien | finally caught ny breath, |
coul dn’ t

hel p but notice the skinpy robe she wore. The dimlight fromthe walls shone
right

through the thin material, outlining her lush curves. She sniled at the

change in ny

expression and batted her eyel ashes.

“Wiy, Lee, | do believe you ve noticed I'ma wonman.”

“I"mnot conpl aining, but | thought you and Donna—wel |, you know.”

She jiggled her eyebrows with anusenent. “Ch, we’'ll to get to it shortly,
never

fear. 1've put it off for a few days because of exciting new devel opnents in

ny
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guantum r esearch.”

My ears perked up. “Wat devel oprment s?”

Her eyes danced as she |l eaned toward me. “Wiy are you here and not wi

th

Rita, Lee?”

| drew back, hurt by the question. “You know why. Rita is afraid I'll |ose ny
humanity if | make too many nore trips through the gates. She’d be nmadder than
hell if she knew what | just did.”

“Hey!” Rissa held up her hands. “I only let you go, because | k
new | was cl ose
to anot her breakthrough. 1've found a way to prevent nental changes when you

travel through a gate. That neans we can travel through the gates whenever we
want. You can return to Earth without risk.”

My jaw dropped. “Ch, Rissa!” Overjoyed, | swept her up in ny arns

and

pl anted a big kiss on her nouth. She chuckl ed when we finally broke apart and
patted me on the back

“I"'mglad to see you happy.”

“Happy? |'’mecstatic. | want to go back and see her right away!”

“Don’t forget the people in stasis,” Rissa interrupted. “W need to solve that
problemfirst.”

| mpati ence gripped ne. | could see Rita again. Nothing el se mattered.

“Amanda and | made a good start. W have at |east three worlds to put

them on.”

“W need nore. These people are too dangerous to stay on one pl anet.

Ve

need to find nore worlds, and then decide how to divide themup and who

will watch
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over which group.”
“Fine.” | rubbed ny hands together. “Let’s nake a plan. As s
oon as it's in
pl ace, | can go back to see Rita.”

“Yes, a planning conmittee is exactly what we need. How about Donna,

Randy and Terri, and Amanda.”

As | nodded ny agreenent, Rissa knitted her brows together and squinted.

She | ooked as cute as a bug. Once the nental summpns was sent, she smile

d. “I

know how rmuch this nmeans to you, Lee. I'mglad we could be alone when | told
you.”

Reverting back to her flirtatious female nature, she batted her eyel ashes at
me and sniled, creating a dinple on each cheek. It occurred to ne that R
ussel | had

alot of fun with his Rissa persona. Having two bodies certainly expanded a
person’s

hori zons. Al though Russell liked to stay nmale, he seened happier as a fe

nmal e.

Anot her of the many nysteries that came with the sex gates. A trip through one
was

never sinple. You ended up questioning everythi ng—your sexual identity and
what it

neant, nost of all.

Li ke many scientists, Russell was a |loner of sorts. As a fenmale, she alm
ost
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al ways sought me out first rather than one of the other men. | liked to pride
nysel f

on ny abilities in bed as nuch as any man, but it was nore than that. Th

ere was a

speci al bond between Rita, Russell, Donna, and nme. W were friends, and

| overs,

and famly.

The four of us had been in college, walking hone fromclasses, on the day

the sex gates first appeared. That was the day Don becane Donna. Russel

didn't

go through, but he did spend years holed up in a laboratory trying to unl ock
t he

gates’ secrets. The four of us becanme roommates and | ater noved to nmy parents’
house in Ruston, Texas. Then, | had to rush Rita through a gate to save her
life after

an assail ant stabbed her. W became Rez and Li and |learned to | ove each

other in

our new roles—dntil the horrible day when the United States and Brazil engaged
ina

brief nuclear war. The four of us were exposed to | ethal doses of radiation
and had

to chance a trip through the gates. That’'s when Rita and | discovered

we were

Seconder s—and Russel | and Donna bot h vani shed.
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Rita and | were devastated. W thought Donna and Russell had vani shed
forever, but when Messler |earned howto journey to the Nexus, he found them
her e.

Seens Russell’s brilliant mind figured it out on the first trip through
Sonet i nmes |

wonder ed what capricious fate set ne down in the middl e of two of the gr

eat est

geni uses the hunan race had ever produced. |If the idea was to keep ne hunbl e,
it

was working. | once asked Russell which sex he preferred.

He shrugged. “I like either one so far as the sex goes, but | find

can | work

with the sex gates better as a nale.”

Maybe he did. | could hardly discourage his perception since | benefited from
his brilliance. But Ri ssa was happier—and cuter. | kept ny thoughts t
o nyself.
Instead, | took her hand and | ed her over to the bed. | owed her a few nore
ki sses

while we waited for the others to show up.

We cuddl ed together on the big bed. As | began to relax, ny thoughts drifted
back to how | came to be here on this alternate world. Originally, the gate
nmast ers

had set it up as the Nexus and control center for the sex gates on Earth.

We still didn’t know why the gate nmasters sent the sex gates to Earth in the
hundreds of thousands. The popul ar theory was that they wanted to try and save
our

worl d, which was coning apart at the seans from pollution and other social

di sasters. The gates brought viol ent upheavals, sone of which were stil

pl ayi ng
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t hensel ves out. But they also fostered a rebirth of science as well as n
ew and

flexible attitudes in society that made the world a better place to |ive.
So they’'d hel ped us out, but they remained a mystery. Since coming to

t he
Nexus we’'d found records the gate masters had | eft behind. W, at |east, knew
t hat
t hey were—er had been—human once upon a tine.

Thi nk of the incredi ble advancenents in the last few hundred years as a
result of the scientific method, then think how technol ogi cally advanced the
human
race mght be if the principles of the scientific nethod had been di scovered
three or
four thousand years earlier than they were on Earth. Such a technol ogy woul d
seem
like magic to us, just as the sex gates did when they first appeared.
remenber ny
own astoni shnent, shock and even horror when Don went through the green
ni mbus
beneat h one of those gl ow ng turquoi se arches and came out an instant |later as
an
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ei ght een-year-ol d wonan.
The appearance of the sex gates revolutionized society in so many ways t
hat ,
for atime, | nade a decent living witing about the ranifications. On the
down si de,
there were several occasions when | alnost lost nmy |life because of the changes
t hey
brought. Not everyone who fell into—er was thrown through—a sex ga
te wel coned
t he change. Sone went through because they were old and wanted to be you
ng
agai n, sone because they were dying and wanted to |ive. Once they had a
new
body, they tried to go through again, to get their original sex back
It wasn’'t that sinple. For a long time, anyone who attenpted a second
trip
through to reverse the change didn’t nmake it; they sinply vani shed, seemingly
forever. Eventually (because we Seconders are rare), a few people nade it. One
of
them was Messl er Scribner, a hundred-year-old man. He beat the odds by making
it
through the first time; no one else that old ever did. And then he beat the
odds again
and survived a second trip.
Messl er was a towering genius and a nmaster of intuition. He had nade a
huge fortune playing hunches. He used his wealth to protect hinself and
a few
ot hers who managed a second pass through a gate. Along the way, the nedia
named us ‘ Seconders’
In those early years, our primary eneny was the governnent. As usual, the
power s-that-be couldn’t abide a few people being able to do sonet hing that
t hey
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couldn’t. We kept the other powers we were devel oping as a result of

mul tiple

passages a secret. We were able to read the surface thoughts and enotions of
others. W would face a backl ash of fear if that becane conmon know edge.

As it turned out, it hardly mattered—ae were hunted, harassed, killed

, and

i mpri soned. Jeal ousy and fear are terrible hunman enotions, and we had

triggered

them both. Qur ability to use the sex gates nade us effectively inmortal
Sure, you

could shoot us dead, but if we grew old or sick and could nake it to a sex
gate—a

new |l i fe began. The normal s hated us.

As if having the government after us wasn’t bad enough, the churches got
into the act. The Church of the Gates becane our sworn eneny—an ironic fact
si nce
Messl er had originally founded that church to provide an unbrella of
religious
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protection that would ensure free access to the gates. He nmade the gates a
part of

his new religion, effectively protecting the gates under the Constitution. But
after

Messl er becane a Seconder he abandoned the church and, in tinme, it turned
agai nst

Seconders.

Laws were passed agai nst us everywhere and nany Seconders |lost their
freedom Messler’s fortune protected himuntil finally he chanced the sex
gates once
too often—and joined the ranks of those who had vani shed. Messler was not the
sort
to go quietly into the night, though. He left behind explicit instructions in
case he ever
vani shed. To ny surprise, he left his fortune to me, with Rita as his se
condary

beneficiary.

Lots of people in the church and the governnent probably burned the

m dni ght oil wondering why Messler had left his wealth to a noderately
successf ul
Texas journalist who nmade his living witing about the sex gates. But Messler
had

al ways believed Rita and | were special in sonme way—another of his hu

nches.

“It’s a good thing Messler is so intuitive, isnt it?”

Ri ssa had been follow ng ny thoughts. She wasn’'t as good at it as som

e of
the others, sinply because her telepathic abilities hadn't been enhanced by as
nany

passages through the sex gates as nost of us. On the other hand, she didn't
really

need nmuch nore ni nd power

“Yeah, he thought of a lot of things.”
And he was a cantankerous old fart. | kept that thought to nyself. Truth was,
|
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mssed him Hell, I'd even had sex with himonce, years ago, when he was a
worman
and | was a reporter interviewing him Messler always got a kick out of the
fact that

he’ d seduced ne. 1’'d give anything to hear his sly | aughter again.

| had too many
decisions to make that could use his experience.
“He was—+s—a great man,” Ri ssa said.

| raised nmy brows in question. “Do you think he's alive?”

“Depends on what you nean by living.”

“Able to, oh, let’'s see—able to do this.”

| surrounded one of her firmbreasts with nmy hand and nolded it into the
curve of ny palm Rissa closed her eyes, a delighted expression on her face. |
t oyed
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with her nipple and watched it harden. She opened her eyes again and grinned
at

ne.
“Believe ne, | wish we could, but Donna and the others will be here

n a

second.”

Smiling, | caressed her breast. She shook her head, but closed her eyes

again and arched her back, purring like a kitten getting her fur stroked

“I expect Messler to return sone day,” she added.

“Real ly?”

“Probably. Especially in Ilight of another attribute of the gates |I’ve
di scovered.”

“« Ch?"

“Mm Don't stop. W have at |east another mnute—and that's
along tine.”
She covered the hand | had on her breast with her own, pressing it into the
resilient

softness. “I might think better as a man—when it cones to mathemati cs—but | so
enj oy being a wonan.”

Laughing, | bent over, pushed the silk away and took her nipple into ny

nmouth. | sucked at the stiff flesh and was rewarded with a hiss of pure

pl easure. She

pushed ny head away.

“Stop that! Now | can’'t think at all. I’mtrying to say something serious
here. |

believe there’'s an upper linmt to how much our intelligence and savant
abilities can

devel op. There's a point that's like a barrier.”

| watched her breast jiggle as she pulled the sheet up around her. “A
nd no
Passing Go, no matter what the dice show?”

Ri ssa | aughed. “Not without going to jail—and in this gane, | doubt there
would be a Get Qut OF jail Free card. That's where the change into so
net hi ng not
human occurs, the change we’ ve sensed can happen.”

My good nood vani shed. “Maybe that’'s what happened to the ones who are
stuck in linmbo. They changed into sonething that isn't human.”

Ri ssa shook her pretty head. “l1 sort of doubt it, but we'll see be
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fore long. The
time is close when they either have to be turned | oose or—=

13 D e?”

“Somet hing like that. \Whatever happens, | know that if we don't get them out
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we' || never see them again. Never.”

| remenbered a pair of big, dark eyes, shining with conpassion. My Rita
S
eyes. | swallowed the lunp in nmy throat. “Rita would never forgive ne for
that.”

Ri ssa’'s voice turned gentle. “I know, Lee. Mst of us agree with Rita. It’s
t he

| ogistics we're worried about, not to mention what they will be |ike
when we rel ease

them”

“You have no idea?”

“None that |I’'m sure enough of to share. They nmay conme out perfectl

y fine, but

it’s more likely they will be changed, or dead, or come out as soneth
ing we haven't

t hought of.”

She shrugged, forgetting to hold on to the sheet. | grinned as her breas
ts

appeared again. Her nipples were taut with desire. | was horny fromny | ast
passage

and wondered if there was tine to nount an assault, but she turned her head as
if

listening to something.
“They’' re al nost here. Maybe together we can conme up with a new idea or
two.”
She pulled ne out of the bed and twi tched her nose in a conscious parody of
an old flat media character named Janie or Jeannie who could work magic. Only
her

magi ¢ was of the quantum ki nd. The bed vani shed and | oungers appear ed.

| blinked in surprise. The room had a new shape. It resenbled ny old hou
se

near the canmpus of North Houston University, the one we lived in way back when
the sex gates first appeared. Even the big cooler and bar separating it and
t he

kitchen area fromthe | ounging area was the sanme. My nout h dropped open when
spotted nmy old beat-up bar stools, pulled up to the bar where a pass-through
to the

kitchen allowed ne to set drinks and neals on the countertop without going
around.

Ri ssa | aughed at the expression on nmy face. Russell never had nmuch of a
sense of hunor, but as Rissa, she constantly surprised nme. W were | augh

i ng
t oget her when the others arrived.

Ri ssa used her talent for manipulating the quantum flux to recreate the

i ridescent sundress she’d worn the other day. | struggled to nake sonme cl othes
appear on ny body. | succeeded, but Donna covered her eyes when she cane
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t hrough the wall and saw ne.

“Ch, my God!” she screeched. “Call the fashion police.”

| 1 ooked down. | was wearing a pair of slacks adorned with pictures of
writhing

snakes and a shirt covered with fuzzy caterpillars. Now where in hell ha
d | dredged

that apparition fromny nind?

“Qops! Sorry, Donna.”

Feeling enbarrassed, | tried again. A ninbus of |ight sprang up around ny
body. | swept a casual gl ance downward and found nyself dressed in a purple
gown

wi th spaghetti straps.

| looked up at the sound of fem nine giggles. Randy, Terri, and Amanda h

ad

foll owed Donna through the wall. At the sight of ne in a dress, Terri clapped

her

hand over her nouth, but couldn’t control her giggles. Her shoul ders shook and
t he

mass of blonde curls that surrounded her face vibrated as she tried to contain
her fit

of laughter. It was unusual for one of Messler’'s cool corporate |awers to

| ose

control, but | couldn't blanme her. At her side, Randy lifted both eyebrows and
wi ggl ed themin an anmused fashion, but managed not to | augh. He was the other

hal f of the legal teamthat once served Messler. They becane ny | awers—and

then friends and | overs—when | inherited Messler’'s wealth.
Anmanda threw a | ook of amused superiority my way and strode over to a
| ounger, ignoring all of us. | narrowed ny eyes at her, troubled by the

gl ow on her
skin. It was the | ook of soneone fresh froma sex gate. Had she nade anot her
tripin
the brief time we’'d been apart? It was dangerous to go through the gate too
often, or
too soon after a previous trip. | was starting to worry about her obsess
ive pursuit of
perfection.
Terri threw her arns around ne for a hug, still giggling, and distracted
e
with a warmkiss. "You | ook |ike sone cross-dresser,’

she chuckl ed

“Lee, Lee.” Rissa clucked her tongue at ne |ike a nother hen
Shaki ng her head, she waved her hand. | found nyself wearing a pair of
cutoffs and a brown pul |l over, which al nost matched nmy rust-colored hair.

| tugged
down on the pullover, a little peeved that we had to bother with clothes
anyway. W
didn’t need clothes in the tenperature-controlled world of the Nexus, but
Ri ssa

Top

Page No 57


E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

wanted to have a serious discussion and didn’'t want our |ibidos to get in the
way.
“Have a | ook,” Rissa invited, and a mrror appeared on the wall.

| frowned at ny reflection. I mght not be a hunk as a man but I'ma
damed

good- | ooki ng wonan. | save my mirror-gazing time for days when |I’'m fenal e.
Donna

passed by the mirror, patting her bouncy curls into place, and grabbed m

shoul ders.
“One of these days you have to |l earn how to dress yourself,” she joked, with a
saucy grin. She planted a wet kiss on ny nouth, gave my behind a famlia
r squeeze,
and pl opped down on a | ounger beside Rissa.
“Hello, love.” Rissa’s voice purred with tenderness as she welc
omed Donna.
The two of themleaned into a lip-lock, while Randy and Terri sauntered over
to the
bar and poured some drinks for us.
“So, what’'s up?” Randy asked with his usual directness, while he handed out
the dri nks.
Randy and Terri were new on the Nexus, having just arrived from Earth.
Al t hough they’d proven their loyalty to nme several times in the past
few nont hs, they
both wanted to find their forner enployer, Messler, again. They d cone to the
Nexus
to develop their powers so they could search for him

Donna accepted a drink and cuddl ed close to Rissa. | sat down and ponder

ed

the nmenories this room brought back. | thought about Don’s horror when he’d
first

turned into Donna and smled to see her vibrant sexuality now. The sex g

ates made

us reexani ne our attitudes about sexuality. Mstly the change brought us nore
pl easure. Why live as one sex when you' re happier as the other? O course,
nost of

humanity only got one chance to change.

Ri ssa fini shed kissing Donna and accepted a drink from Randy. Wen she
crossed her |legs, her iridescent sundress did interesting things, giving ne a
monentary glinpse of her bare thighs. She grinned inpishly, but then sobered.
She
had things to say.

Randy raised his glass in a toast. “Here's to the gates: may they
endure.”

W drank, and Ri ssa began reporting on her discoveries and ny journey to

a
second Nexus with Amanda. The others were excited to hear about this new
wor | d.

Top

Page No 58

“But that’'s not all,” she continued. “W're | earning things about the gates
every day. W' re naking progress nmuch faster than anyone ever envisioned
possi bl e—even Messler. He'd be pleased with the advances we've

achi eved since

he left.”
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Randy and Terri exchanged a gl ance at the nmention of Messler’s nane.
I

fought down an unusual tw nge of jealousy. |I'd made love to both of themas a
nmal e

and as a fermale. | cared for them and | knew they cared for ne. But Mes

sl er

conmanded their loyalty by sheer force of personality even while gone. \Wen I
conpared nyself to him | despaired of ever becomng a true |leader. | shook
off the

self-pity and concentrated on Rissa s words.

“We can mani pul ate the sex gates in several ways. W’ ve | earned ho

wto

send themto other worlds and how to make them di sappear from ot her worlds,
li ke

Earth.”

| grinned, renenbering how we’d used that trick—aaking the gates

di sappear—+to0 persuade the U S. governnent to accede to our denmands and stop
persecuting Seconders. The alternative was to watch the gates vani sh one by
one,

and face old age and illness w thout them

“But 1’ve called you together to discuss our |atest discoveries. W ve
determ ned that there’s an ultimate linmt to the changes. You can only go

t hrough a

certain nunber of tinmes if you want to stay human.”

Randy nodded. “W’ ve al ways thought that. W don’t know the upp

er limt for

trips, but at some point we'll have to stop.”

Amanda had been sitting quietly, toying with her drink. She | ooked up at that.
“I't’s only alimt if the idea of evolving beyond humanity frightens you. No

speci es
can survive if it remains static.”
“That’ s probably true, but | Iike being a human,” | said.

“You woul d.” Amanda snort ed.

Ri ssa held up a hand. “This argument isn’t necessary. W' ve fou

nd out

somet hing el se—sonething really inportant. It's possible to resist the
changes. That

means we can bunp the linit. Perhaps so high it nakes no practical difference,
and

we can go through a gate as often as we want. It night even be possible

to reverse
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sone of the changes, although I'’m not sure why anyone would want to.”

| whistled. That was indeed inmportant, particularly since | was near the
limt
nyself and Rita wasn't far behind me. If Rissa was correct, | could g
o back to Earth
anytime. My pul se beat faster as | thought about seeing Rita again. The
separation

had | asted several nonths fromnmy point of viewin the Nexus, but maybe I
coul d go

back earlier in her timeline and share nost of her pregnancy.

Donna caught ny thought and grinned at ne. The glow of anticipation in her
eyes told ne she was thinking about her plans to becone pregnant. | reac


E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

hed over
and squeezed her hand, goofy w th happiness at the thought of seeing Rita

agai n.
Ri ssa kept on tal ki ng.
“OfF course, I'lIl have to be a guide and teach you how to resist at

first, but that
shoul dn’t be any problem That’'s the good news.
iting.

Sone of my newfound joy faded. She |ooked sonmber. | bit.
“And what’'s the bad news?”

“Those poor sick people in |linbo.
he ol d ones.

|"mprepared to let the crimnals and the deviants take their chances, but I'm
worri ed

She paused, wa

Ri ssa shook her head. “And t

about the others. If they cone through unchanged, we’ll have our hands full.”

Randy shot a griml ook at Rissa over the rimof his glass. He was the really
practical one of the group. “It’s natural for you to worry about the old and
si ck, but

our real problens are going to come fromthe crimnals and other lowlife
types. If we

et themout, what will we do with then?”

| chuckled. Ri ssa was two steps ahead of everyone el se as usual

“Well, |—-we—an mani pul ate the gates to sort themout into categories,
broadl y speaking, and assign specific groups to specific worlds, if we want
to. That
way, they can only hurt thenselves. Lee's found several such worlds and there
are

bound to be nore out there.”

I threw a challenging | ook at Amanda. “1 can go out | ooking again tom
orrow.’

“No problem” she said. “lI welconme another trip.”

Rissa frowned at ne. “l don’t want you going out again until you

earn nmy new
techni que. You’ ve taken enough risks. Amanda | earned a |ot from you.
She shoul d

be able to do travel on her own now. | need you here to help with planni
ng. ”
Top

Page No 60

For once | was too tired to argue. “Fine.”
Ri ssa held up her fingers and began ticking off her thoughts. “W cou
Id put
the killer psychopaths on the same world and |l et them see how they woul d
function
as fermales. That’'s if they come out as females. Wiich | assune they w
il
“Why—eh, | see. Most viol ent psychopaths were nmale, weren't the
y?”
That was Terri chipping in. As a | awer, she kept up on crimnal statistics.
And

what she said was true. Better than 90 percent of the psychopaths who kill are
nmal e.

O course, Rita once told nme that sone studi es have shown that a |arge m
inority of

psychopat hs are fenale; fenales take their deviant personalities in |ess
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vi ol ent

directions, nostly using sex as a weapon the way mal es use guns and kniv
es. You

learn the strangest things living with a psychol ogi st.

“Yes, | suppose so,” Rissa said. “Psychology isn't nmy field; I'’mgoing by a
sampling | took of the people who are currently stored in stasis. O course a
maj ority
of thieves are male, but not by that much. W could put themon a world with
not hi ng
to steal.”

"If we can find some nore Nexus worlds, that will work,” | said. “They m ght

steal, but where would they take it?

“True. Maybe we should get really nean and supply themw th such a

pl et hora of goods that there would be no need or reason to steal. Wuldn't
that be a

fitting puni shment?”

| was beginning to think Rissa’s brilliant m nd harbored nore than a
touch of
the diabolical. | had to admt she was right. The crooks woul d probably
be bored to
death with no reason to steal. | nodded agreenent.

Donna piped up, “1'd like to see the religious nuts put together by

t hensel ves.
Wul dn’t that be a madhouse? They coul d spend the rest of their lives trying
to
convert each other.”
| laughed along with everyone el se. None of us were religious, or perhap
S
shoul d say none of us had inherited the dom nant belief genes nost humans
possess, the ones that precondition us to have faith in sonething.
Randy, always the practical one, asked, “Could we let out a sanple of
each
first to see what happens before we go ahead and turn the rest | oose?”
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Ri ssa shook her head. “No, it’s an all-or-nothing proposition. Wen we break
up the stasis we can sort themout and send them where we want, but that’'s as
much as we can do. Once the process starts, it has to go on to conpletio
n.”

“l thought you could do just about anything with the sex gates,” Donna

pr ot est ed.
Ri ssa shook her head. Her blond tresses rippled around her neck and
shoul ders. “Conpared to what's still to be learned, |"'man idiot.”

“I't doesn’t sound that way to ne,” Donna said.
Ri ssa | eaned forward |ike a teacher who'd arrived at an interesting p
oint in a
lecture. “Think of it this way: back in the old Wst, the Indians | earned how
to use
firearns alnost as well as the settlers. They even figured out how to make
repairs
and service their weapons. But did they really know anything about firea
rns? None
of them knew how gunpowder worked, or why it worked. They used the guns,
but
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they didn't understand them That's about the stage we’'re at: we can use the

gat es,
but the technol ogy behind themis a mystery.”
“Do you think we'll ever understand thenP” | asked.
Ri ssa got a determined | ook on her face. “I’'mcertainly going to keep trying.
Eventually | think we’ll cone to understand how t hey work—and nayb
e how to build
our own.”
“Whew! ” Randy cl apped his hands and started a round of appl ause. Ri ssa
bl ushed. “That calls for a toast,” | said. “Wio' s ready?”
“I"'mready,” Donna said. She held up her glass. “This is ny
[ ast drinking
session for a while. 1’mgoing on the straight and narrow.”
She wi nked at R ssa who beaned back at her with a tender |ook. | realize
d

Ri ssa woul d probably be changi ng back to Russell within the next day or
so. Donna

obviously was in a hurry to get going on the baby project. Eyeing Rissa
s alluring

curves, | wondered how she’d feel about one last fling as a fermal e be
fore she did.

W sat around together enjoying drinks and discussing the ram fications of
t he new devel opnments in our know edge of the sex gates for several hours.
Amanda
left first. Finally, Randy and Terri grewtired, and said their farewells.
Donna had put
away a |l ot of alcohol by now. She patted Rissa' s hand and got to her
feet.
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“Believe it or not, this little girl is going to bed—all by herself.”

| rose to give her a kiss. “Have a good sleep.”

She | eaned close to ne and | owered her voice to a whisper. “She’s

mne after
toni ght, Lee. So have fun!”
Chuckling at sone private joke, she wiggled her way through the wall. |
wat ched Donna’s cute little butt disappear with a smle. My best frie
nd wanted to
give me one |ast chance to nake Ri ssa happy as a worman. When | turned fr
om t he

wall, | saw the | oungers had vani shed and the bed was back
“Ww, just the two of us.” Rissa reclined on the satin sheets, her back
agai nst

t he headboard. Her dress di sappeared.
“Are you sure you wouldn't rather go through the gate and join Don
na for the

night?” | asked. | didn’t want to conme between two people who were about to
have a

baby toget her

“I want to be with you tonight, Lee. | know you'll want to go back

to Rita as
soon as you can. Donna and | will have plenty of nights together.”

| relaxed. Plenty was the key word with the sex gates. Plenty of youth, and
plenty of tine. Wth plenty for everyone, there wasn't much room for
ol d- f ashi oned
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j eal ousy. Besides, who was | to argue with the wi shes of two wonen | |o
ved?
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CHAPTER FI VE

| woke up the next nmorning with Ri ssa nestled against me, one arm across
ny chest and wisps of her hair tickling nmy ear. | blinked and | ooked aro
und. The
room had shrunk back to its nornmal size, and so had |

| eased out fromunder Rissa’s arm | tried not to wake her, but | wa
s too
clunsy to succeed. She opened her eyes, |ooked at me sleepily, and yawne
d.
“CGood norning.”

“It’s a great norning,” | corrected.

| had to give Rissa credit for some of ny happi ness. My whol e body tingled
with contentnment. But what really nade the difference in ny nood was the
know edge that | might be going home to Rita soon
| had renenbered to take a Nohang pill before going to sleep so | woke u
p
wi t hout even a hint of a hangover. The teamthat invented those pills should
be
gi ven a congressional gold nmedal for neritorious achi evemrent. Except our
congr ess
gi ves those awards to their big donors, not necessarily those who have earned
t he
honor. Ch, well. Wen it conmes to politics human nature is nuch the sane

regardl ess of the sex gates.
“So it is,” Rissa agreed, followi ng ny neandering mnd. “And now, it's tine
to
get to work. Are you ready?” She sat up. The sheet dropped down to he
r waist,
reveal i ng her firmyoung breasts.

“I"'malways ready,” | said, eyeing her with male bravado.

She touched ny mind with a scene fromlate last night. | blushed. Amazin
g
what a little alcohol can do sonetines. | wasn't sure | could top nyself
sober .

“Well, alnmost,” | said. “Anyway, what kind of work?”

Ri ssa shook her head. “Poor Lee. It’'s been so |ong since he's d

one any real

work he's forgotten how ”

| whopped her with a pillow to conceal the burst of pure joy that surged
through me. Rissa could only nean | was to go into ‘training’ today. And that
neant |

was a giant step closer to seeing Rita again.

Ri ssa expl ained that she planned to train ne along with Randy and Terri
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Ri ssa thought they had a I ot of potential. As she discussed her plans,
realized I'd

be going through a gate and would enmerge a fenale. | considered that pretty
good

timng since Ri ssa was about to becone a nale again. And, of course,

coul dn’ t

forget Randy. He and Terri had been working al nbst nonstop since com ng

to the

Nexus. He needed a break and I was willing.

* % %

Enerald City, as we jokingly called the crystal towers, extended for mles in
every direction. Both Messler and Russell theorized that the gate nasters used
advanced quantumtechniques to build the city. Some of it, the tall spir
es of towers in
particul ar, appeared to be permanent structures; other parts were rooted in a
nor e
i ndeterm nate reality and coul d be mani pul ated by those who had enough
know edge of quantum theory.

Fortunately for ne, you don’t have to understand nmath to deal with qu

ant um

theory. Hardly anyone except those on a level with Russell’s intellect (and

t hose

were few i ndeed) understood the math. Wat you do need, though, is sonething
el se that might be equally as rare as mathematical genius. After all, the
human m nd

has been trained for thousands upon thousands of years to believe that reality
is

fixed and unchangeable. So it takes a special kind of flexible, adaptable mnd
t hat

believes in the theory and is al so powerful enough to be capable of gras

pr ng

possibilities and turning theminto realities.

To ny amazenent, | qualified, although there was no doubt my abilities only
cane as a result of ny many trips through the gate. And even with that
advant age, |

of ten goof ed when ny mnd couldn’t hold fast to the idea | was trying to
mani f est —

for instance, when | made myself a dress instead of slacks.

After sharing breakfast, Rissa and | headed for the control center. As u
sual ,

the gate domi nated the center of the room Rissa waved her hand over a crysta
set

into the surface of one of the machines that seened to grow out fromthe wall
in an

organi c fashion. Several |arge |oungers rose fromthe floor, covered in a

shi meri ng

fabric that was the sane deep turquoise as the sex gate. The rest of the room
was a

m xture of soft pastels. Their gentle colors pleased the eye and created a
soot hi ng

sense of peace despite the gate and the nysterious machi nes. And perhaps

ot her
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factors were at work, too. A sense of confidence welled up within nme as |
stared at

the gate. 1’'d been through many times. | could handl e what ever was comi ng.
chose

a |l ounger and seated mysel f. The | ounger inmedi ately reshaped itself,
renolding its

contours to fit my body. Feeling wonderfully confortable, | watched as R
andy and

Terri arrived through an archway.

HH!H

Terri beaned her bright smle at ne, and waved. Randy couldn’t take his
eyes off the machines that filled the room | should have known Ri ssa woul d
invite

themto the first session. The three of us shared a rather unique
acconpl i shnent .
Randy and Terri had nmade their second passage through a gate together
and, against all odds, both had made it. The sane thing had happened to
Rita and
me years earlier when we'd been forced to nake a second passage after
the nucl ear
war. We'd both come through, too. So far, we were the only ones—t
was one of the
reasons Messler thought we were uni que.
Messl er always insisted that Rita and | were special for that reason al one. At
first I doubted him but Messler nade his fortune with hunches, and grad
ually I had
cone to believe that perhaps we were special —and that Randy and Terri
were, too
And obviously Rissa believed it, otherwi se they wouldn’t have been here so
soon;
there were certainly other, nore experienced Seconders she coul d have chosen
to
teach instead.
“Hi, guys,” Rissa said. “Wlcome to ny workshop. Have a seat.”
She grinned and waved theminto | oungers. Both of us caught their hunorous
t houghts as they specul ated about what kind of ‘workshop’ this was. | could
synmpat hi ze. It | ooked |like no working area | had ever seen
Terri settled into one of the | oungers and crossed her |ong, tanned | egs
She
was wearing a little wisp of a dress and sandal s that |aced up her calve
s. She | ooked
delicious. | knew | was going to have a tough time concentrating on quan
tum t heory
with her stretched out next to ne.
“What' s this?” she asked. “l thought we were going to go through a gate while
you taught us how to resist the nental changes. Al though | don’t know
whet her |
want to resist getting smarter. It’'s fun being really intelligent.”

Top

Page No 66

| chuckled at that. My idea of fun ran in another direction. Besides, Terri
had
been a near genius before the gates ever appeared. Anyone who worked for
Messl er had to be tops in his or her field. | guess even smart people |i
ke to be
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smarter. Me, | just let things happen as they will; 1’ve never been a
big tal ker or
gat herer anyway.
Ri ssa | ooked pl eased by Terri’s question. “You' ve brought up an
interesting
point. You and Randy don't really have to worry about resisting chang
e yet since you
are such new Seconders. You sinply haven't been through the gate ofte
n enough to
be concerned. But | know you want to go through as nuch as possible so vy
ou can

reach the point where you can begin a search for Messler. You'll need
thi s technique
before long, so | thought you may as well learn while |I’mteaching Lee. And
| ooki ng
at the i mediate future, you may have to go through a lot of gates fairl
y soon.”
“\hy 2"
“Ch. Thought you knew. | want you two to help Amanda in her search fo
r
nore alternate worlds. W will be forced to rel ease the people in stasis
bef ore | ong.
Lee and | can’t do all this ourselves; we’'ll need help. And renenb
er, | can't predict

what shape the people will be in when they emerge. How about you, Lee? Do you
sense a pattern yet?”

“Only a sense of foreboding. | can't tell you nore than that.”

Ri ssa’s snile disappeared. Like all the other Seconders, she had cone to
respect ny savant talent of pattern analysis. “Wll, we’'re conmtted, nore or
| ess,
even though | agree with you. So why don't we get started. Let’'s begin by
nmer gi ng
our mnds.”

“What' s going to happen then?” Randy asked. | was curious, too.

“Sorry. Sonetimes | assume too nuch. | want us to nerge so | can assess

t he extent of the changes you’' ve al ready undergone in your journeys through
t he

gate. That will help nme deternm ne howto | ead each of you, and all of us
t oget her,
when we enter this gate.” She gestured to the arch

“Great!” Terri’s eyes glittered with anticipation. “I can't wait to change
sex

again.”

| shot another admiring glance at her legs. Personally, |I’'d rather see her
st ay
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a fenmale nost of the tine, since | prefer to be a nale. But the sex gate
s are about
freedom of choice. Terri |oved switching back and forth frommale to fenale,
as often
as possible.

“Soon, but first—=

Ever since Messler helped ne find ny way to the Nexus the first tine, | had
been astounded anew at the depth and power of Rissa’'s mnd. O course, as
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Russel |
she’d built an enviable reputation as a genius, the one person beside Messler
who
seened to understand the sex gates. Russell proved his abilities when he found
hi s
way to the Nexus the first time he entered a gate.
As soon as we began, | felt the force of Rissa’s nental powers. Her t

ouch
was sonmewhat clunsier than ny own, or those of nore experienced Seconders, but
t hat cl unmsi ness was overshadowed by her pure, unadulterated strength.
Al though 1've made ny living as a witer, it’'s difficult to describe the
experi ence of merging ny thoughts with those of several other human beings. |
was

no | onger one person; | was several people at once, yet w thout the confusion
you

mght imagine. It was as if | was pure consciousness, and floated frommind to
m nd.

Each mind acted like a lens, showing nme reality in a different way. | lo

oked
t hrough each as | pleased and enjoyed the view. Each m nd was uni que, ea

ch

intriguing inits owmn way. Rissa’s was a powerful force-field, bringing us
t oget her

under her tent. Terri’s mnd bubbled and darted here and there, so full of
curiosity
that it kept in constant notion trying to grasp every nuance around it.
Randy’ s m nd
was serious and direct, alnost plodding as he drove his thoughts on a st

rai ght path,
exam ni ng each new concept. The others became a mrror that allowed e t
o | ook

into ny owmn mind and see it as they sawit. | was surprised at the anoun
t of
experience that filled ny consciousness—the result of nmy years as a Seconder
no
doubt —and noticed for the first tinme the way nmy mnd seenmed to see ev
erything at a
slightly askew angl e.

Ri ssa kept us together in that state of nerged consci ousness for what
seened |like hours, although | later realized it was only mnutes. Tinme stopped
as we
searched through the rich bounty of each other’s thoughts. As our minds flowed
back and forth washi ng over each other like a great sea, we began to share
our
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hopes and dreans. In each mind, | found in a rich treasure of know edge that |
added to ny own; at the sanme time, | could sense the others reveling in things
t hey

found in ny consciousness. Qur thought patterns vibrated in unison, inte
rtw ning

t oget her, beconing nore and nore alike. The whol e experience was very

pl easant .

If it hadn’t been so serious it would have been fun

As our mnerger deepened, the satisfaction that flowed fromthe group nind


E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

becanme i ntense. Although we knew we had to separate, we hesitated. It was like
leaving a warmfireside to venture out into the cold and dark—a hosti

e world where

we woul d be al one once nore. In the end, Rissa had to give each of us a

little

ment al push. A shock ran through nme as | di sengaged fromthe other ninds, and
opened ny eyes to a world viewed only through my eyes again.

| started, and | ooked around at the others. Randy and Terri seened a bit
confused, but not alarmed. Rissa snmiled at ne, a satisfied | ook on her face,
so |

assuned the experinent had gone well. She confirmed it with a thought, then
st ood

up.

“Ckay, kids, now conmes the hard part. Through the gates we go.”

“Wth a hi-ho-hi-ho,” Terri exclained. | grinned, recognizing the

advent ur ous
spirit 1'd shared in the group gestalt.

“I want us to nmerge again. Then hang onto ny nmind as we go through,”

Ri ssa
said. “I'"mgoing to slow down the change while we’'re transiting
—and | want you to
wat ch what | do, and help me do it. That’'s how you' re going to |l ea

rn. Especially you,

Lee. You must share my consci ousness conpletely as | show you how to pre
vent

any nore changes to your mind.”

“I"'mready.” | gave her a thunbs up

“Me, too,” Randy agreed

“And | nake three,” Terri chined in, grinning.

Ri ssa reached for ny hand. She squeezed ny fingers in a surprisingly str
ong

grip. Wth her other hand, she reached out for Terri. Randy stepped betw
een Terri

and ne and joined hands with both of us. Linked in a tight little circle
, We

approached the sex gate until we were positioned so that we could step into
t he

green fog that filled the green arch at the sane nmoment. W took that step
and—
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—the green m st surrounded us, engul fed us, as we transfornmed into pu
re

energy and becane a living part of that green ninbus within the gate. | stayed
connected to the others’ consciousness by sheer force of will. The gate tried
to push

us through and change our sex. Normally, the process was instantaneous. Mst
peopl e woul d never be aware of what | was experiencing.

To stop the change, | noved our mnds outside of space and tine, hel ped

by

Rissa. It was hard, but not as hard as it had been on ny first attenpts. |
rel axed into

t he process and focused on hel pi ng Rissa guide Randy and Terri, who were
bot h

novi ces at this. Wth our joint consciousness suspended outside of space
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and time,
we hung in a linbo. Qur transit had stopped.

Fant asti c!

I ncredi bl e!

Excited thoughts from Terri and Randy bubbl ed around ne and R ssa. W
were pure energy, wthout bodies. |'d read somewhere once that humans were
bot h

pure energy and matter oscillating back and forth so fast that our human

m nds

could only grasp the material world. Now we hung in that other real m beyond
t he

material, a real mwhere our minds were set free to realize their al nost
godl i ke

power s.

For the first tine, | got a glimer of how the gates worked. |nsights about
how

to control the passage and learn fromit rushed over me like a great wave. |
knew t he

source of that wave was sheer energy mingling with mne—and that was Ri ssa’'s
doi ng. She held us frozen in our new state of energy, giving us a chance to
expl ore
this awesome universe that under-girded the reality we knew every day.
Surprisingly, | did not even mss ny body. My mind was clear. This was t

he

answer—+to keep ny mind inviolate in this place beyond our universe wh

ile my body

made the customary change.

Now that | understood how to protect nmy humanity, | began to eagerly exp
lore
this unknown realm My m nd expanded in several directions, absorbing a

mul titude

of strange and wonderful sensations.

| sensed Rissa at ny side (although I had no side, of course), guiding

e,
showi ng me di scoveries she had already made. | becanme aware of nultitudes of
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energy patterns—personalities—that hung in a tineless quantum fl ux
Ri ssa’s
consci ousness expl ained we were inside the crystals, on a quantum | evel

| reached
out to join ny consciousness with theirs and net only bl ankness. Their m nds
wer e
as qui et as a stagnant pool. Around them | sensed an enornpus pressure.
Ener gy
bubbl ed |'i ke a pressure cooker with no safety valve. For the first time
since entering
the gate, | knew fear. If something wasn’t done soon, there would be an
expl osi on.

There was nmuch nore to learn, but | was fast approaching the limts of
assimlation. The overload of information inpinging on nmy senses junbled
t oget her.

A pang shot through ne as Randy and Terri’'s m nds separated from m ne
, then
Ri ssa was gone and | was alone in the quantum flux, know ng that the sex
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change
was very near. | held it off for a second |onger, probing the strange re
almfor one | ast
time with my consci ousness extended as far as | dared. A renewed sense o
f
f orebodi ng poured over nme |like a dark wave. | tried to pinpoint its source,
but then

everything di ssolved around ne. Geen light flashed in front of ny eyes

as | returned
to ny body. | stunbled and staggered out the other side of the sex gate.

| ooked

down and saw ny boobs. | was a female.

| took a step, feeling the cool tiles of the floor under ny bare feet.
noved
with great care, knowi ng from experience how wobbly I would be. When you are
used to wal king about as a man, it’'s trickier than it |ooks to manage a pair
of curved

hi ps and two bouncing breasts. It all tends to throw you off bal ance. Th
emndis the
same, and tries to nove the body that it remenbers. | nmoved with care for the
first
few steps, adjusting to the different paranmeters of ny new feral e body, but
after

mnute | was fine. | had gone through this process many tines.

W energed fromthe gate naked, of course. | shivered, as | stunbled about
in m new fermal e body. | envisioned a warm fluffy robe around nme. The r
obe
materialized, and | wapped it close.

Russell grinned. “Hey, not fair! | was enjoying the free | ook.”

“You can | ook anytinme, buddy.” | flipped the robe open, flashing h
im
| pivoted around and saw Randi and Terry had energed as well. They were
novi ces when it cane to mani pul ati ng quantumreality, though, w thout the
expertise
to materialize a robe out of the flux. | suppose | could have hel ped the

m out . | nstead,
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| licked ny lips and enjoyed the view. As a wonan, Randi was every bit as
beauti f ul

as she’' d been handsone as a male. Since | tend to look at life fromt

he nal e

vi ewpoi nt, even when fenmale, | felt an inmediate attraction. | couldn’t help
but notice

Terry, too. His sensitive blue eyes stared at me with obvious longing. I'd
nmade | ove

to himwhen he was a femal e, but never in our reversed roles of nme as a femal e
and

himas a nale. For a long tinme, 1'd only wanted Rita, in her nale persona as
Rez, to

nmake | ove to me when | was female. Then |I’'d accepted Russell into ny bed.
Maybe

it was tinme to expand ny boundaries even nore and explore the erotic prom ses
|
saw shining in Terry's eyes.
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He caught ny appraising glance and brightened. “H, Li!”

As he hurried toward me, | admired his masculine form He was tall with
| ong,

muscul ar 1 egs and a hard chest. | imagined his strong body | eaning over
mne in a

bed and shivered as pleasurabl e sensations stirred between nmy | egs. That
wasn't all
that was stirring, either. Since he was nude, Terry couldn't hide his reaction
to ny
femal e body as he stopped in front of ne.
“Terry!”
| had to stand on tiptoe to kiss him H s blue eyes w dened at the bold
snmooch

| planted on his lips. | let ny robe fall open and ny breasts spilled ou
t, brushing
against his chest. | swiveled ny hips, bunmping ny stomach into him | qu
ivered with
desire to feel his arms around ne. As usual, 1'd energed fromthe sex
gate as horny
as only a healthy eighteen-year-old can be. Russell |aughed at the sight of

the two of
us teasing each other.
“Cet a room you sex naniacs!”
| arched an eyebrow at Terry. “Wat do you think? |I’ve owed you a
roll in the
hay for a long tine.”
Randi sashayed over to Russell, her vol uptuous breasts bouncing with every
step. She slipped her armthrough his and smiled at Terry. “Don’t
worry about ne,

big boy. Run along and have fun if you like. I'll stay here with Russell and
hel p him
with his, ah, research.”
Russel |l leered at us, his eyes sparkling with amusenent. “Yeah, with Randi’s
help, | intend to penetrate the deeper levels of quantumreality.”
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If the jokes were juvenile, ny only excuse is that we were, too. There's no
feeling anywhere that conpares to the rush of youth surging through your veins
after
you go through a sex gate. My whole body tingled with |ife—and a | ong
ing to be laid.
| tugged on Terry’'s arm and together we stepped on a nearby slidewal k and | et
it
whi sk us away fromthe control room W stepped off deeper into the building
wher e

enpty roons gal ore stood ready to be transformed into | ove nests. | picked one
?;ndon1and we wal ked through the wall. Using ny quantumabilities, | filled
;2§|| roomw th light, then added a huge bed covered with silken sheets.
rLbLé;IEBeoff ny shoul ders to the floor and strolled over to the bed, ny hips
swayi ng.

Terry was right behind ne. W rolled onto the sheets and into each other
'S arns.
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Cenerally, lawers aren’t ny favorite people, but I |long ago | earned
to nake

an exception for Randi and Terry. And I'Il say this for the breed—when they
put their

mnd to doing sonething, they give it their full concentration. Terry’s hands
slid over

nmy skin, sending shivers of delight straight down to ny toes. H s hands

cupped ny
breasts and gave them a gentl e squeeze.
“Um that feels good,” | said.

Terry | aughed. “That’'s the advantage of beconi ng both sexes—you know
exactly what feels good for a wonan or a man.”

To prove his point, he bent his head and |licked ny nipple. It hardened u
nder

his tongue, thrusting upward. | snuggled close to his hard body, delighting in
t he

strength of the arms that surrounded nme. | had been yearning to be a wonan
again

now that | had learned to enjoy it, and | was eager to be taken any way
Terry want ed

it.

The first time | becanme a woman | had feared to et Rez touch ne. 1'd
been
afraid to et go of the inhibitions progranmed into us by society, so | could
enjoy the
fact that | was a woman. |’'d been so rigid back then. Lucky for nme, R
ez was as
| oving, patient, and gentle as a man as he was when he was Rita. He had
slow y

seduced nme step by step into his bed.

Now | delighted in the differences. It amazed ne how natural it was to w

ant to

experi ence being taken, instead of being the one who conquered. Sure, | could
be

aggressive in bed as a worman and demand nmy own satisfaction, but | had t

o admit
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really enjoyed a man who knew what he wanted and doni nated the | ovenaking
Terry was al nost too gentle for nmy taste. | nade all owances, know ng thi
S

was only his third tine as a man. He had yet to experience the full extent of
;Qital changes that cone on gradually as the hornones in the new body have a
chance to work. He nade love to ne with nuch of the innate gentleness he
mpgﬂ he was a wonman, but his attentions were thorough and prolonged. In fact,
?Lfeplay went on for so long that ny mnd became fuzzy with wanting. The

age-ol d

conplaint of wonen is that nmen are too quick, but there’'s such a thing as too
| ong,

too. Finally, |I caught his head between ny hands, gave hima |long, soulf

ul kiss and
practically dragged his body on top of me. Wen | parted nmy thighs and r
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eached

down to guide himinto ne, he got the hint.

“Sorry, baby,” he whispered. “CGuess | got way too fascinated with those
wonder ful breasts of yours.”

| laughed. Wonen often fixate on breasts when they become nmen, nore so
even than nen do, if that’'s possible. They tell nme there’'s sonething

i ncredibly

exciting about seeing boobs bouncing on soneone else’'s chest and fee
ing attracted

to themfor the first tine.

“There are other parts of ne that are equally fascinating,” | rmurnmured,
gui di ng

hi minsi de ne.

“I"lI'l say,” he sighed, as he sank deeper

Then he began thrusting into me, each powerful stroke sendi ng waves of

pl easure bursting like fireworks frommy inner core down to ny toes. | s

hut my eyes

to savor the rush of delightful sensations and lifted ny hips, inviting himto
expl ore

nmy depths. The roomfell silent except for our harsh breathing and groans as
he

thrust faster and faster. | dug ny nails into his back and hung on, hop
ng it would
never end.
It did, of course. As always. | wore himout, and he collapsed in the be
d
besi de nme, his chest and shoul ders danp with sweat. | took a deep breath,
enj oyi ng
the heady mi xture of scents from our sweaty bodies and our sex. | stretched,
expecting to relax and fall into a contented sleep as | always did after
| ovemaki ng.

I nstead, wi thout warning, a sense of dark foreboding washed over ne. My
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heart started to pound with an inner fear that had no rhyne or reason. Yet |
knew it

did, knew that this sense of mounting doomwasn't going to go away again. This
i ntense feeling had sonething to do with the people in stasis. Maybe | w

as picking

up on the turnoil of energy within the crystals thenselves as they neared

maxi mim

capacity. | had touched the interior of those crystals with ny mind while

goi ng

t hrough the gates. Maybe | had unwittingly established sone sort of |ink

| wanted to do sonething, but without a clue as to their condition, | didn't
yet

dare to act. | had to hope | could learn nore as ny powers continued to
expand. In

the neantinme, | decided to keep plugging along with Russell, |earning the new

techni ques he had devel oped. The gate nasters had been dedicated to the
scientific

net hod. Know edge seened to be the key to unraveling their nysteries. At each
step along the way, our discoveries had shown themto be a reasonable, |ogica
race. It seenmed nore than probable that they had provided a way to safel
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y rel ease

those | ocked in stasis.

| lay wapped in Terry’'s arns as he slept the sleep of the innocent,

telling

nmysel f over and over that it would be okay. My heart refused to believe.
| was sure

t here woul d be problenms, many of them

“What’'s wong?” Terry stirred to wakeful ness and eyed me with a

sl eepy

gaze. | realized | nust be broadcasting worried thoughts like an alarms
iren.
“I"'msorry,” | nuttered, putting up nmy nmental shields.

“Hey!” Terry gave ne his sweet smle. One hand gently caressed ny

breast.

“I was one of Messler’s advisors, renenber. You can tell me anyth

ng.”

“Don’t, you'll get me going again,” | protested, swatting at him although
not

hard. “And | know you’re done for a while.”

“That rmay be, but you're not.”

| giggled, something | was never prone to as a man. Then | got serious.
“1"'m
afraid we’re going to encounter nmore problens than any of us can inagine
yet —but |

haven’t a shred of proof.”

“What ki nd of probl ens?”

“That’s the hell of it. | can't predict what kind. And there’s no way to
prepare
ahead of time because when we rel ease the stasis, everyone cones out at
once.
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According to Russ anyway.”
“He shoul d know i f anyone does. He certainly inpressed the hell out o
f me
with his ability to mani pulate the quantum flux within the gates today.”
He' d i npressed ne, too. Thinking about Russell’s abilities cheered ne up.
grinned at Terry with sone of my usual good hunor.
“Yes, Russell is sonething else. It's hard to argue with success.”
“Right. Now |l et nme ask you sonething. Can you stop the changes in you
r
mnd if you go through the gates nore tinmes?”
“Yes, with Russ guiding me, that wasn't too hard to | earn. Wy?”"
“Because | |ove you dearly, Li, we all do. But | think you're goin
g to becone
too...unworldly, if you keep on.”
H's eyes met mne and | could see his genuine worry. Wll, | was a littl
e
worried, but not that nuch. Not about that, anyway.
| pushed hi m back on the bed and began kissing ny way down his body whi
e
using mind touch to reassure himthat | was as hunman as he. It turned ou
t that he
wasn't quite finished yet, not after | found himw th ny nouth.
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CHAPTER SI X
| left poor Terry sleeping—er maybe just too exhausted to nove—and
went

| ooking for Russell. | wanted to talk to hi mabout what had gone on while we
were in
transit through the gate. The nore | thought about it, the less | liked the
sense of

i mpendi ng trouble that had settled over ny nind ever since ny experience
i nsi de
the gate. It wasn't the | earning experience that troubled nme—en the contrary,
I was
excited about what | could do now that | could travel through the gates
wi t hout
wor ryi ng about further erosion of nmy humanity. No, it was ny sense for p
atterns that
was giving me fits, junping around in ny mnd |ike popcorn in a skillet, yet
getting
nowher e.

The crystal city of the masters was huge, but | had no doubt | would find
Russel | before long, sinply because | was letting a little bit of quantu
m
i ndetermnation play around in nmy nmind. It would lead ne to himif | didn't
force it.
The universe has a surprising way of giving us what we nost
desi re—dnfortunately,
what we desire and what nakes us happy often turn out to be horses of a
di fferent
col or.
| needed to think. Knowing | would find Russell before long, | took a st
rol
outside. It was a beautiful norning in the Nexus. We usually woke up to sunny
ski es.
On alternate days, usually late in the afternoon, white clouds would cone
rolling in
over the hillsides and a gentle rain would fall for 20 minutes or so, wa
tering the | ush
green grass that grew ankl e-deep everywhere. The grass never needed cutting,
whi ch was yet another nystery, although | assuned the nasters had genetically
engineered it with that trait. The thought passed ny nind that we could export
t hat
grass to Earth and nake a fortune.
A series of sculptures lined the pathways out of the city. On a whim |
chose a
direction | had never gone before while | admired the scul ptures. Wen it cane
to
art, the masters had obviously gone in a different direction than nost Earth
cul tures.
They seened to eschew any i mages of thenselves. Nor did they go for the
random
freedomthat characterized so nuch nodern art—er what sone people call art.
Mor e
often it | ooked Iike hen scratching or debris froma windstormto ne. Rather
t he
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masters’ works seened based on sone higher mathenatics. As the mathenatician
in our group, Donna was fascinated by it and could spend hours expoundin

g on the

possi bl e neani ng behind these scul ptures.

| was pondering the mat hematical precision all around ne when | heard a
cheerful wolf whistle frombeside the path. | |ooked around and saw one of the
Seconder scientists Russ had brought over fromEarth to help himwith the sex
gates. The man waved and grinned as he passed by, probably on his way to

anot her

day of exploring various wonders in the city. In total, there were about 20
scientists
wor ki ng under Russell, although, fromwhat | had observed nost of the ‘help
was
wi ndow dressing. Russell was the creative thinker—he cane up with the
groundbr eaki ng concepts needed to understand the masters, and then let them
sort

out details.

| appreciated the whistle—what wonman doesn’t |ike admration fromthe
opposite sex?—but it reninded nme that | had forgotten to dress before |eaving
Terri.

Feeling a bit chagrined, | waved back at the scientist. As a man, | had gotten
into the

habit of wandering around nude quite a bit. The unendi ng good weat her of

t he

Nexus encouraged that habit. The old nudity taboos were al nost non-exi stent
her e,

and were gradual |y di sappearing back on Earth, albeit not w thout resistance
from

the major religions and their fundamentalist adherents. The powers that be in
t he

religious comunities knew that controlling sexual attitudes neant controlling
their

beli evers, as surely as conputers are controlled by el ectrons.

But as a wonan, | rnuch preferred to wear clothes. As nmuch as we nen | ove

to ogle the naked female form | think we'd agree that wonen are sexi

er hal f-

dressed than nude. Once | had existed as a wonan a tine or two | knew t hat
truth

down to nmy very bones, knew the sexual enticenent | could create with a

few

clinging garnents. Believe it or not, | even devel oped a | ove of shopping, or
at | east
for shopping for alluring clothes to wear. Here, with no stores, | conce

ntrated, and |et

the quantum magic do its work. Shortly |I was strolling along in a pale blue
t oga,

which clung to ny hips and breasts as if the material was living stuff—
and perhaps it

was, in away. At any rate, | imediately felt nore confortable, and nore
female. |

enj oyed the slight bounce of my breasts and the wiggle in ny hips.
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Quite soon, | was on the outskirts of the crystal city, heading toward a |ine
of
trees that marked the beginning of a vast forest. |I'd never entered the forest
bef or e,

and | felt nmy curiosity grow. Although it was early norning, the alien sun
beat down
on me froma clear sky. The climate in and around the city was al ways the
sane,
controll ed exactly by the Nexus, but the further out you wal ked the nore
natural the
envi ronnent becanme. None of us ever ventured too far despite the many
di scoveri es
we knew m ght await us out there—too many other problens had occupied ny
t houghts since nmy arrival. My attention of necessity had focused on Earth and
its

pr obl ens.
“Hi, Li.” Russ energed fromthe trees ahead of ne.

| gaped at him surprised, although |I shouldn’t have been. “Hey, R

uss. | was

| ooking for you.”

He was bare to the waist, but wore soft old jeans, which |ooked as if th

ey had

been washed a hundred tines. A pair of confy |eather sandals encased his
feet.

“Yes, | know. You want to be careful when you' re wandering near this forest.
It’s the hone to sone carnivores that are fairly large, and they have

no respect for

humans. ”

As if to showthat he was telling the truth, a huge lion-Iike nammal chose
t hat

nonent to junp from conceal nent behind a tree. Gowing, it bounded in our
direction, visions of haunch of human on its nmenu for supper. My hand grabbed
for

nmy gun and encountered only the soft blue fabric of nmy dress. My heart al nost

| eapt

out of ny chest. Goddamit, | wasn't carrying! A gun had never seened
necessary

here. Since nothing material could cone with you through the gates, | wo
ul d have

had to create it out of the quantumflux. Too |ate now

| turned to run, hesitated, then whirled around again to grab Russ who hadn’t
yet noved. Scientific curiosity is one thing, but standing and staring while a
danger ous beast stal ks you borders on plain stupidity. As |I clapped a ha

nd on

Russel | 's shoul der, the cat-like animal snarled and | eapt at us. | yanked at
Russ and
we staggered back a step. The beast stopped in nmid-1eap, a | oud whacking

sound

rang out, and the creature slid down the air to the ground. Confused, it

backed up,
growing at some invisible foe, and tried another half-hearted leap. | w nced
as it
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crashed into the invisible barrier again. It lay stunned for a | ong nonent,
t hen

struggled to its feet, shook itself in disgust, and |inped back into the
trees.

“You have to learn to think fast if you' re going to wander this way,” Russ
sai d,
with a grin. “I found that out on a previous visit. That experience taught ne

to

program ny mnd. My subconscious knows it nust create a quantum barrier

bet ween ne, and any attacking aninmal. W were never in any danger.”

| gasped with relief, even though ny heart pounded agai nst ny ribcage.
“Maybe not, but | damm near ruined ny new toga, and enbarrassed myself at the
sane tine.”

“Not to worry. Sit down, Li, and let’s talk.”

| nodded and |l ed the way. The path curved away fromthe forest and up to

t he

top of a hill. A huge boul der, already warnmed by the sun, provided a confy
per ch

overl ooking the city. | sat down and dangled ny feet. In the distance, the
crystal

towers glittered in the sunlight, spires twisting upward as if it weren't a
city, but rather
some giant plant seeking the light. In many ways, it was a living thing. |
al ways hal f

expected to hear a voice speak to ne out of thin air.

Russ frowned in concentration as he sat down beside me and a pitcher
appeared on the rock surface between us, its surface beaded with cold no

i sture.
Two iced gl asses sat beside it, filled with liquid. Smling ny thanks,

pi cked one up

and took a sip. Long Island had its fanous iced tea, but this concoction put
it to
shanme. | coughed as it burned down ny throat.

| grinned at him “What’s up, Russ?”

“Mm | want to talk to you.” He got that spaced out |ook on his face, as if
hi s

mnd was an eternity away from nmundane affairs. | waited patiently, and
presently he

cane back to reality. “Sorry. Lots of things to think about, besides the sex
gates, the
stasis situation, and what’'s happening on Earth.”

“So what else is so nomentous that it overshadows those things? Are aliens
i nvadi ng?”

That was a poor jest. The sex gates had been around for years and they w
ere

as alien as anything humans had ever i magi ned.

“Remenber what | told you the other day about Donna wanting to have a
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baby?”
“Sure do. |’ m happy for you both.”
The nention of babies nmade nme think of Rita. Lately everything nade ne
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think of Rita, and how much | m ssed her. Now that | could navigate the gates
wi t hout danger of further losing my humanity, | longed to return to her. |
wondered if |
dared to risk a quick trip to Earth despite the tine pressures we faced in the
Nexus.

Russ gripped the edged of the rock with his big hands as if searching fo

r some
stability.
“W’re both really excited about the baby, Li. W'’ ve decided to

go the whol e

rout e—you know, live together, try to be a famly unit.”

H s face got a dreany look on it, as if he could already see the child b
ei ng

born. I wondered if he thought | mght be jealous. 1I'll admit to a tiny bit of
j eal ousy
that he was here with Donna, while Rita and | remai ned separated. But | was
gl ad
for Donna’s sake—and for Rita's. They wanted babi es very much.

Personal |y,
couldn’t imagi ne wanting to have a baby, not even when | was a woman.

For one
thing, as much as | hate to admt it, |I'’mscared out of nmy wits by just the
t hought of
the pain of childbirth, and secondly, there is too much of the male in ny
out | ook,

regardl ess of which sex | am to want children. O let me anend that—+o want
to

bear a child.
As a male, | |looked forward to the joys of fatherhood. | didn't know

if Rta was
carrying a boy or a girl, but I knew |l would treasure a child of either sex.
After all, I'd

been both. And | suspected soneday in the future our son or daughter would

change sexes as well. Sex no longer mattered as much. The idea of creati

ng a new

life was what overwhelmed ne. | was as excited and enthralled at the prospect
of

becom ng a father as she was about becomi ng a nother
“Cat got your tongue?”

Maybe my nmouth was hangi ng open; | don't recall. | was lost in the pa
st. |
shook ny head and blinked at Russell.
“I was thinking about Rita and the baby we’'re going to have. | want to get
back to her soon. | don’t know what kind of a famly unit Seconders w

ill eventually
conme up with, but | do know a kid needs both parents around.”
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“Aren to that, brother.” Russell clapped ne on the back. “Hope

you don’t

m nd ny claimng exclusive rights to Donna for a while.”

“OfF course not. | want to see you two as happy as Rita and | are.”

| 1 oved Donna and would do anything for her. If she wanted to have a bab

y
with Russ, | was glad to step out of the picture for as long as it took. As
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Don, she’'d
been ny best friend long before the sex gates appeared, and as Donna she was a

sweet and wonderful lover. | |ooked out over the valley and thought of the
past .

“The only thing | regret is how stupidly |I acted when Don becane Donn

a. n

“Don’t fault yourself,” Russell said. “W were new to the idea of sex changes
back then. | could have done nore to hel p her make the transition too, but |
was so

dammed busy investigating the things.”
| remenbered the | ong, agonized | ooks of |ove and | ongi ng Donna had sent
nmy way. She’'d wanted ne to be her first lover, but 1'd been totally turned off

by the

i dea of sleeping with nmy best mal e buddy.

I chuckled. “Rita still teases me about how she had to slip an aphrodisiac
into

both our drinks to get us together.”

Trust Ritato find a way to encourage love. | |oved her for many things,
and

especially for the fact that she didn’'t have a jeal ous bone in her bo

dy. She knew |

| oved her and was never afraid to expand the circle of our |ove.

“I't worked. In fact, 1’'ve always wanted to thank Rita for that. Donna's first
experience with sex as a woman was so terrific that she's stayed fenal e npst
of the

time since. | appreciate that, since | prefer to remain male.” Russell gave ne
a sly

grin.

My nouth twitched. “1 don’'t know. | like you best as Rissa.”

“That’ s because you' re Lee nost of the time.” H s gaze dropp
ed to my chest
where the wind nol ded the soft blue cloth to the outline of ny breasts. My

ni ppl es

hardened and not because of the chill in the wind. “Russell and Li works too,”
he

mur mur ed, setting down his glass and | eaning over to kiss ne.

Qur lips met and then his tongue demanded entrance. | tasted sweet rum a

nd

spices fromthe tea. H s hands cupped ny breasts, squeezing the soft fle
sh, his
t hunbs nmoving to tweak the already rigid nipples.
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“You're way too distracting as a fenmale,”
the kiss and
running his fingers through the thick, auburn waves of ny hair.
“Not half as distracting as you are as a nmale.” | punched a playfu
| fist into his
shoul der. “But we have serious natters to discuss.”
The light in Russell’s eyes dimed. “Too true. |’ve spent a | ot
of time thinking
about the difficulties ahead of us. As a scientist, it bothers ne that we are
operating
on so little data. | think you and | should tackle a gate again. And aga
in. There's

he sai d, breaking off


E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

somet hing funny |’ m sensing, but it keeps escaping me. And you’ ve said you
al so

sense a problem a foreboding of some sort. Maybe your pattern anal ysis
can find

the mssing piece of the puzzle if we're not distracted by anyone el se.”

I ran a hand down Russell’s cheek, feeling the rough stubble of beard. He
hadn’t shaved and | enjoyed the prickling of his beard. “lI was hoping to stay
fenmal e
for a couple of weeks, at least.”

“That’ s no problem now that you’ ve mastered controlling the nmental changes.
You can go through as often as you want.”

I"d lived with the fear of what the gates might be doing to my soul for so
| ong
that it was hard to shake it. “Wen do you want to go through agai n?”

“No time like the present.”

W hi ked back down the trail. | was glad to see the native wildlife gave

us a
wi de berth. Wien we reached the edge of the city proper, a noving pat hway
appeared. Russ certainly knew the trick of manipul ating the quantum
instabilities; he
brought inprobability into certainty with the ease of a driver changing | anes
on a
crowmded freeway. He nmade it |look sinple, but in reality it was incredibly
conpl i cat ed,
demandi ng a | evel of genius far above the normal human m nd. Even with the
nment al expansion the gates had provided, it remained a trick |I hadn’t mastered
yet —
and | suspected no one else had, either, with the possible exception of
Messler. |
foll owed Russell off the wal kway into the entrance to one of the spires, and
from
there, to what appeared to be the sane control room where we had gone through
the sex gate the last time. Hand in hand, we approached the bright
t ur quoi se- green
arch and stepped confidently into it.

You' d think we woul d have both | earned by now-never take a sex gat
e for
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granted. They hold nore nysteries than we can began to inagine. The first step
into

the gate was completely normal. The turquoise-green fog that filled the
entrance

engul fed us and becane the entire universe. Wth the ease of |ong practice, |
resisted the gate’'s attenpts conplete nmy transformati on and turned ny nind

t oward

the i nner workings of the sex gate, as | tried to learn nore.

Power humred t hrough the green nist around ne, nore power than | ever

remenbered feeling before. | sent a nental question toward Russell and net
only a

bl ank wall. Russell’s energy pattern had vani shed. Shocked, | whirled

ar ound,

searching the mst, but nmy consciousness could find no trace of is here
i nside the
gate. Somehow the fog had becone literal, interfering with nmy perceptions. It
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had
swal | owed everyt hi ng up.

That’ s when | panicked. | took a deep nental breath and forced ny nin

dto

concentrate. |1'd been through the gates many tines wthout Russell. | could
handl e

it. And I was sure Russell could take care of hinself, whatever had happened.
| expanded ny nental awareness into a circle around ne and felt the fami

l'iar

tug toward the sex change, but that was easy to resist. | hardly gave it a

t hought .

Sonet hi ng el se tugged at mnmy consci ousness, a steady but determ ned press

ure that

wanted to pull nme in a different direction, deeper into the inpenetrable nist.
Alarms went off in ny mind as ny ability to discern patterns warned nme of

i mpendi ng danger. | struggled with nmy fears and thought of sinply letting the
sex

change take over. That would pop ne right out of the gate. Then | renenbered
Russel |’ s words about the dangers of not having enough data. lgnoring the
sense of

i npendi ng danger, | followed the faint tug, sensing that this phenonenon

was

sonehow | inked to the stasis situation

As | drew closer, a voice started to nutter deep in my mnd. Someone was
sendi ng know edge directly to ny consciousness by a tel epathic process a

nd ny

mnd was interpreting it as best as it knew how-as words barely heard. |
strained to

catch the neani ng.

Hel p! Save us! Set us free!

My heart ached to hear the fading voices of those millions of souls l|ocked in
stasis. Some force whispered deep inside ne, telling me that | al one had

the ability
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to help those unfortunates who hadn’t made the first passage. My sense of
danger

grew, as the alarmbells turned to warning cannon bl asts. The voice insi

de e

continued to whisper. For the first tinme, | wondered if | would have to all ow
the gates

to make nmore changes in my mind in order to succeed. Fear stabbed throug

h me—

such changes would bring ne perilously close to losing nmy hunanity forever

G anmpi ng down hard on nmy fears, | persisted. Those | ost voices haunted ne.
I knew | would never forget their cries if | deserted them The voice deep in
nmy mnd

grew | ouder, urging ne to take the final step beyond hunmanity for their sake.
Don't be afraid. Allow me to increase you nental powers.

The alien presence in ny nmind whispered reassurance to me as | hung ther

e

i n green nothingness. Taking the last few steps would be sinple. All | h

ad to do was

ease forward and—a wenching nental battle erupted Iike a storm around ne.
“Li! Don't!” Russell’s nmind again connected with mine. “Not that way!”
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H s mental command rang through ny mnd. | knew that urgency, had heard it
before as I'd fought in the streets of Houston. It was the voice of an
infantry

conmander being assailed on every side, but standing his ground. H s energy
pattern reappeared out of the fog as it roiled around us, the very flux within
the gate

di sturbed by his battle with the force that was using its siren song and the
cries of

those in need to entice me away from his presence.

H s hand raked through the air, trying to grab nmy shoul der al though, strictly
speaki ng, neither of us was physical anynore. W were within the gate, i

n some in-

bet ween state, our mnds supplying images that we could relate to. Hi s mouth
nmoved in silence, yet | heard his nmental shout.

“No! Li, don't go that way!”

H s warni ng haul ed me back fromthe edge where | tottered. In another
instant, | would have gone over and becone anot her kind of bei ng—no | onger
Jackson Lee Stuart, but something else entirely, sonething not entirely human.
That
bei ng woul d have the ability to free those trapped in stasis wthout
difficulty. They
could energe, but it would pay the price, would be forever separated from
nor nal
humani ty.
| halted at the very edge, as if on a cliff, torn two different ways.
teetered
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above an abyss of human oblivion, confused and |lost in the fog, deafened by
t he
voi ce that shouted in ny nind. Only soneone such as Russell, with his nental
power and understandi ng of the quantumworld, could ever have brought me back
Russell held tightly to ny consci ousness and gui ded ne away fromthe dan

ger. Like

one blind | followed him letting go, and letting the sex change began
The green fog

rose up to engulf ne, and | stunbled out of the sex gate as a nale.

| stood steps away fromthe entrance, shaking Iike a leaf in a hurricane.
Russel | -now Ri ssa—hel ped ne to stand erect until the trenbling stopped
Goddamm, what kind of trap had | blundered into inside the gate? My nmind

gi bbered

like a frightened ani nal.

“Stay here. Don’t nove,” R ssa commanded.

She left nme and hurried around to the other side of the gate. Fear stabbed
through me at the risk she was taking, but seconds later (by my reckon

ng), Russel
st epped out.

“Come on. Let’'s get out of here before you get tenpted.”

Was he crazy? Damed if | wanted to go through that again. And yet—-an

d
yet—+t had been like being offered a crown of power and all that went with it.
The

part of nmy mnd not consunmed by fear continued to process the infornatio
ni'd

recei ved fromthe whispering voice. | knewif |I'd gone through with the change
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I

woul d possess incredible powers, including the mental strength to cure

what ever

m ght ail the people in stasis when they were released. | bit my lip as

t he stunning

truth burst over ne: if | needed these powers for the transition to succeed,
wi t hout

t hem t he people would be hurt, wounded in sone way when they were freed. There
was no question about it now, though Russell and | had both already suspected
t hat

woul d be the case. | was human, but as a human being, could I wal k away

from

such a gift knowing that if | refused it, others would pay the price in
suffering and

pai n?

Russell and | left the control room and headed out into the open air out
si de
the spire. | paced around until | cal med down enough to materialize sone
cl ot hes

and ask Russell where we were going.
“OFf to see the w zards,” he said.
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At first | had no idea what he meant. Then it becane clear. “The othe
r
scientists in your group?”
“Yup. They aren’t nearly as far advanced as we are in controlling
the gates
but they are smart people. W could use sone new viewpoints to stinulate our
t hi nki ng.”
“After what just happened, | don’t think I'msuch a hot prospect for
controlling
the gates, either. Whatever that was |leading ne on, it dam near had nmy nind
for
supper.”
“It was the gate masters, | think,” Russell said.
“l thought they were |Iong gone. Messler went [ooking for them for Christ’s
sake!”
“I know. Looks |ike he headed in the wong direction,” Russell adm
itted with a
wy grin. “They may have been watching us this whole tine. That prove
s somet hi ng
or other, but dammed if | know what.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Whenever Russell’s group got together | knew how a cavenan nust fee

dropped into the twenty-first century. | adnired them They were a concl ave of
t he

best and brightest of Earth. I'mfairly bright, but conpared to that group
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was |ike the

runt of a litter; special, maybe, but not nearly as large as the rest.

Even Donna outranked nme in intellect; she was a superb mat hemati ci an

Since coming to the Nexus, she’d made several passages through the ga

tes. Those

tri ps had enhanced her natural mathematical talent to a whol e new | evel —+hat
of a

savant. What she possessed was a gift, like nine for sensing patterns. In that
she

was unique. So far as | knew no one el se had devel oped a savant talent in a
field

where they were already proficient, except her. It was one nore puzzle of the
sex

gates to go along with the long Iist of others.

Randy and Terri attended the gathering, too, only now they were Randi and
Terry. Neither one made any claimto particular brilliance, although I thought
bot h
were far too nodest. You didn’t get to be Messler’s |lawers and co
nfi dants by being
stupid. But mainly Russell wanted them present, because they represented
anot her
anomal y, sonething el se about the gates we didn’t understand. Like Rita and
nel
they’ d gone through the gates together and becone Seconders together. W were
the only couples that had ever done that.

Terry | ooked di sappointed to see that | was male, but when | explai ned what
happened, he could only shake his head in dismy. “That’s scary, L
ee. This stasis
busi ness is turning out to be nore dangerous than | ever dreaned.”
| could only agree. The babbl e of voices around us di ed down, as Russel

made a gesture and people started finding seats. | grabbed a drink fromthe
bar in

one corner of the roomand took a seat. | took a gulp, welcom ng the burn from
t he

al cohol as it went down ny throat. There are days when you need sonethin

gto

nunb t he shock

Soneone next to me lit a cigarette. After nearly vani shing, cigarettes had
made a coneback anong Seconders. How could cigarettes hurt us when we co
uld

al ways go through a gate and become young and healthy again? | turned to
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nei ghbor.
“Mnd if | have one?”
He handed over a white tube with a smile. | Ilit up with the urgency of a
her oi n
addict a day past his last fix. As the snoke filled nmy lungs, | surrende

red to the bliss

without guilt. Then | renenbered that | was in no particular hurry to go
through a sex

gate agai n—ot until we figured out what had attacked nme. Groaning to
nysel f, |

took one nore soul -satisfying drag and snuffed it out. Better not to sta
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rt the habit
agai n.
W sat down in a circle, an even baker’s dozen of us. Amanda had cone
ina
little earlier. I'd started in her direction to talk to her, but she d turned
away and
struck up a conversation with someone else. 1'd been about to find ou
t why when
Donna had caught my arm and dragged ne over to talk to Russell.
Now Russell folded his arms and gl anced fromface to face, his serious
expression warning us that this would be an intense discussion. Wthout
pr eanbl e,
he began descri bi ng what had happened to us with words, and nmind to mnd
Li ke
the scientist he was, he kept it brief and organized with barely a nention of
the main
thing that stayed in my menory—an overwhel m ng fear
| watched conflicting enotions flit across the faces of the others as he
t al ked:
fear, anxiety, disbelief, anger, fascination. Russell droned on, describing
how sone
unknown entity had tried (and damm near succeeded) to entice ne into allow ng
a
transformation of nmy being to a higher level of intellect and know edge.
Sever al
listeners shuddered as he enphasi zed that the change woul d al nbst certainly
have
ended ny humanity. That was somet hing everyone feared; a worry we though
t we'd
conquered, now back to haunt us again. My pul se started to race. Donna,
who was
sitting right beside me, squeezed nmy hand synpat hetically.
Russel | | eaned forward, gathering their attention with his eyes. “Wat caused
this phenomenon? | believe it could only be one thing—the voice Lee h
eard was that
of a gate naster.”
“The gate masters!” Donna jerked in surprise, and shot a specul ati

ve | ook mny

way. “VWhy were they after Lee?”

Russel |l folded his arms, his expression grim “l can only conclude th
at they
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are watching us. Wth their nastery of the gates and the alternate realities,
spyi ng on

us is probably child s play. They nust know that Messler left Lee in

charge. To all

i ntents and purposes, he is our |eader.”

“Why don't they bring back Messler, then?” Randy asked. | wasn

t surprised

that was the first thought that popped into his nmind. Both he and Terri were
devot ed

to their former boss. “If they haven't really vani shed, they must know he is
| ooking for

them”
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Russell bit his lip. “I assume that they don't want to be found by
us, or they
could easily have contacted Messler. O maybe they prefer to deal with Lee.”
| wasn’t sure if that was a conplinment or an insult. Muybe the masters thought

|"d be easier to handle than Messler. | knew for dammed sure if Russe

[l hadn’t gotten

through to ne at the last second I'd no | onger be human. | took another gulp
of ny

drink.

“What is obvious,” Russell continued, “is that this entity wants us to

conti nue

to use the gates to evol ve, whereas we have chosen to stop and remain hu
man. The

masters must want to create an enhanced ni nd—ae know that they chose

to take

that course. The conclusion would be that they thensel ves are no | onger
human.”

“They have a good reason, though,” Donna pointed out in gentle tones. “They
seemto be concerned about those poor souls in stasis. The entity inplied it

will take

an enhanced mnd to cure them or help them or do whatever it is we nee
dtodo to

set themfree.”

“They shoul d have t hought about that before they sent themthere with their
dammed gates!” Terry | ooked angry, but | knew he was really afraid fo

r ne.

“l doubt they realized how many humans would fail to neet the mninal
standards for a successful passage through the gates. They were too far
ahead of

us to understand us anynore. The nunber of souls in stasis is probably a
shock to

them too.”

“So they're trying to help,” Donna said.

“Apparently, but at a great price.” Russell |eaned back in his seat with a
heavy

sigh. “1 wish we could be nore definite. W |ack data.”

”

“l appreciate your theory.” That was Stephen Johnson, a scientist from Dall as
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who had worked with Russell |ong ago on the gate project. “But we hav
e no rea

proof the masters are involved. For all we know, Lee m ght have contacted
t hr ee-

headed aliens from Beetl ej uice.”

Amanda frowned. “I agree. It's a shame we didn't find out nore
whi l e we had
the chance.” She turned cold blue eyes on nme. “You shoul d have agr

eed to the

change, Lee. Then we woul d have someone who woul d have the necessary ab
lities
to help those peopl e when they are rel eased.”

Damm easy for her to say! | stared at her as if she were a piece of bait
on a

hook, challenging her with both ny nind and eyes. The intensity of ny nental
t hr ust
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frightened her. The confidence drained fromher face. She wiggled Iike a worm
as |

hal f rose frommy chair.

“I"ve got a better idea,” | snarled. “Since you think so highly of changing
into
somet hing no | onger quite human, why don't you do it?”

It had been a long time since |1'd raised ny voice at someone in anger

Rita

had had a good influence on me that way. But this anger was clean, justified.
Thi s
worman had no right to volunteer nmy humanity for her own purposes.

She didn't answer, but she didn’t back down either. She fol ded her

ar s

across her chest and glared at ne. | sensed indignation radiating off he

r as if | had

done sonething wong. | groped at the edges of her mind, trying to understand,
and

pi cked up an image: | was a fool who didn't recogni ze the opportunity of a
[ifetime.

| stared at her in astoni shnent. Were did she get such an idea about ne?
Was she that willing to sacrifice her humanity—er was it mne she wanted to
put up

for grabs? Where did she get off having such a cavalier attitude toward

t hr owi ng

me—er anyone el se—+nto that sort of caul dron? Apparently, Seconders had
i mproved mnds, but the sane couldn’t always be said about their soul
s—er
what ever you want to call the essence that makes us human.
| sat down again, clenching my hands into fists with frustration. Soneon
e
cleared their throat on the other side of the circle. Derrick Batson, a
physi ci st, spoke

up.
“Lee, as | understand it, you' re way too close to the edge to risk

t aki ng

anot her shot at trying to contact this entity. I'mwlling to go with Russ

next tinme and
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see how | conme out.” His dark brown gaze roved around the table, judging other
reactions, particularly Ananda’s.

Russell ran a hand through his hair. “Thanks, Derrick, but there's a catch
t he

tinme for releasing the people in stasis is running out; | don't know if you'd
have time

to get up to Lee’s level. It's going to take someone with a certain anount of
nment al

strength to contract these entities, whoever they are. 1'd try, but that would
be hubri s.

I’mas vulnerable as anyone. It will take at least two of us to try and
comuni cat e
with them”

“Can’'t we do like we did when Lee went back to Earth to stop the a
ttack on
t he Seconders?” Terry asked.


E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

Sone peopl e | ooked puzzled, but | knew exactly what he neant. |1’'d cone to
t he Nexus seeking help to fight those on Earth who were persecuting the
Seconders.

After 1'd learned howto fight theml’d gone back to Earth to the exact tine
and pl ace

I"d first left from so that | could reenerge intine to join the battle then
t aki ng pl ace

around Messler’s old hideaway. Terry wondered why we couldn’t do t

he same thing

now-sol ve the problem at our own pace and then go back in time via th

e gates to

rel ease the people before it was too |late.

“Sorry, things don’'t work the same way in the Nexus,” Russ told him “This
alternate world has some unique rules of its owmn. It’s why we can rea
ch the | evel of
gquantumreality so easily. But that very characteristic means that tine is
di fferent
here and time travel won't work. | estimate that we have only two weeks, or
possi bly
three, before we have to make the decision.”

“What deci si on?” Amanda tossed her head, and ai ned another glare at ne.
“You' ve already decided to let those people out, haven't you? Even though you
have
no idea howto help themif they energe as flawed as they were when they
entered.”

The scorn in her voice nmade her position clear. W were idiots to even
consi der such a course. | started to speak, but Russ beat ne to it.

“Actual ly, we haven't absolutely decided to go ahead and rel ease t
hem w'd
like to, of course, if we can work out a safe way to do it. That’'s wh
y I've called this
nmeeti ng—+o deci de how best to go about it when—and if—we do, especially in
l'i ght
of this new, unknown, presence.”
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Amanda gawked at himas if he were speaki ng gi bberish. “What do you

mean, how to go about it? It's sinple enough. If we nmust do it, we le
t them | oose on
the alternate world we found and we provide for them”

I hid a smle behind ny hand. Amanda nust have had sonme talent or nental
ability I wasn’t aware of, but whatever it was, she wasn't using it for
t hi nki ng t hi ngs
t hrough. Russ nodded to nme. | forced the snmirk off ny face, lowered ny h
and and

| aid out the problens.

“First, if you do your math, you will soon discover that the logistic
s of
organi zing and providing for so nany people at once will be stupendous.

No one

knows for certain how many people are locked in stasis, but estimates ru
nin the

mllions. That's a | ot of people, even with the help of the superconputer we
f ound.

Meanwhi l e, as far as warm bodi es go, our resources are linmted to the group
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you see
sitting here in this room” | |ooked around the circle. Mst were nod
di ng sol emly,
seeing my point. “Secondly, we’'ve found a couple of alternate worlds that wll
wor Kk,

but we need nore. Not everyone caught in stasis is an innocent. Let's

not forget that
many, many bad people got stuck. In fact, probably the majority of those who
didn't
make it through were crinminals or nentally defective. What will we do with
then? |
can’'t see nmixing the true innocents up with the others. Probably the innocent
shoul d

go to the alternate Nexus we found, where they will get the best care. W need
nor e
wor | ds—=

“You're forgetting sonething,” Amanda interrupted. “The mgjority of those
crimnals were nale. Surely they will be changed for the better by becom

i ng

worren—and you know, as well as the rest of us, that npst of the psychopaths
and

devi ant personalities were nmen, too, so they will cone out as wonen.”
My jaw dropped open. | couldn’t believe | was hearing this kind of se
xi st

nonsense froma Seconder. W’ d all been both sexes—sone of us nany
times by

now. We knew that hornones had an influence on our behavior, but our essential
nature remai ned unchanged.

“We don’t know that for certain,” Russ said quietly, understating as al ways.
H s confident declaration quieted Amanda down.

“Well, what is your plan, then?”
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Russell sniled. He was a gifted natural teacher and al ways enjoyed
explaining his ideas. “First we need to find a few nore alternate Earths we
can reach
fromthis Nexus. |I'mputting you in charge of that project, Amanda, since you
al r eady
have one trip under your belt. W need to find worlds that are unoccupie
d by
humans, but whi ch have operating sex gates. And if we can find nore worlds
with a
functioni ng superconputer, so much the better. Qur plan is to divide up the
peopl e
by categories. That will be tricky, but worth our best shot. Personally,

" mvery
adamant about separating out the extrene types and letting theml oose onto
separate worlds.”

A movenent caught my eye. Another of the scientists, Sophie Podkayne,
fiddled with her long braid of red hair as she | eaned forward to speak
“That seens
reasonabl e, but what happens if, after they' re rel eased, sone of themare able
to go
t hrough a gate again and becone Seconders. |f they do that, their nental
abilities
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will increase and they may find their way here. The bad ones, | mean. Ar

e we going
to have to have a police force?” Her voice trenbled as she voiced thi
s | ast

possibility.

“l doubt very rmuch any of themw |l qualify as Seconders. But just in case,
[ 11
work out a way to fix their sex gates so that they can’'t use themto reach
this

Nexus.”

| noticed a tired slump to Russell’s shoulders as he took on yet anot

her

problem but | think | was the only one to see it. My old friend Russ was
certainly

taking a lot on hinmself. | believed he could handl e any sort of technica

| problemin

physi cs, given enough tine, but these unending problens were bound to we

ar him

down. It made me want to get on with the program so he could go back to doing
what he did best.

After a lot of discussion, both vocal and nmental, Russ finally drew the
nmeet i ng

to a cl ose—al though a consensus had becone fairly obvious by then
W' re agreed

that we shoul d separate them out by types and send each type to their own
world. Is

that right?”

Only Amanda di sagreed. She continued to oppose the whol e rel ease,

al t hough she seemed willing to help search for nore alternate Earths. This
pr ovoked
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anot her mental sigh fromRuss. | think Terry and Randi caught a hint of it

this tinme.

“Ckay, is there anyone who feels strongly enough about hel pi ng these people
to volunteer to go where Lee al nost di d? Renenber, when you energe, you
probably won't be altogether human anynore.”

No one vol unteered, which didn't surprise ne. | had given everyone a
very
vivid nental inmage of what Russ and | had gone through. | caught the dithering
of

Amanda’s mind as she considered it, then decided against risking her

own humanity.

The ot hers decided their best course was to continue taking lessons in h
owto

mani pul ate the gates and the quantum flux. Russ and | couldn’t get around the
sinple fact that it would take tine—a great deal of time—for themto reach our
| evel .

At | east they could nake sone progress between now and the deadline, so that
what ever happened, we woul d be as prepared as possible. Qur hope was to

have a

few advanced Seconders besides Russ and ne to supervise the newmy energe

d

peopl e when that becane necessary.

Wth that decided, we trooped en nmasse back to the control room where the
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sex gate waited for us in towering silence. Since Russ had to do nost of
the training,
he’ d decided the nost efficient nethod was for everyone to go through

t oget her.

As it turned out, mnmy next trip through wasn’t quite so bad. 1'll admt that
ny

knees m ght have knocked together once or twice as | stepped into the gate.
Maybe

| expected the entity | contacted to pounce on nme and haul ne off. The entit
y_

what ever it was—was there. | could feel it probing the edges of ny

consci ousness,

as if taking my tenperature. Hel ped by Russell, | hauled up ny nental barriers
and

told it to get lost. It pressed hard against nmy barrier for a nonment, then
faded away. |

dared to hope it had gotten ny nessage, via Russ: | wanted to stay hunman
I The

nmet aphorical siren song ceased, leaving ne floating at peace in the tine
| ess green

flux.

The others in our group didn't even sense the entity’'s touch. Russell rounded
themup with a mental comand, and we hung together in the green quantum fl ux
like a litter of nursing puppies, exploring and | earning. We did nost of the
| ear ni ng
and he did the exploring.

By the time we staggered out of the gate after our session, we were
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exhausted. | was once again Li, and | was interested in finding a man. R
ussel |

energed as Rissa, but took another quick trip through so he could becone
Russel | . |
assuned he bel onged to Donna now, but she was tenporarily Don. W decide
dto
go through the gate for another |esson |ater that day. As we stood around
t al ki ng,
Don came up to me and touched ny hand.
“I mght as well stay a man if we’re going back through | ater toda

y,” he told

ne. “And Russell—well, he needs to be Russell full-tine right now | think I'm
goi ng

to go catch a nap. |I'Il see you later.”

As he turned to go, he gave ne a friendly leer. | knew exactly what he w

as

telling me—Russell was mine for the rest of the day if | wanted him Already
t he

ot her menbers of the group were pairing off—+t was only natural after a trip
t hr ough

a gate. Sexual energy filled the control room | noticed Terri and Randy
standing in a

far corner, busy naking eyes at each other. As Don headed out one door
Russel |

t apped ne on the shoul der

“Want to get a bite to eat and rel ax?” he asked.
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| nodded. W slipped away and found an unoccupi ed room where Russel

sumoned up a gourmet lunch. Afterward, | |lay back on the bed, stuffed,

and not

sure | would ever nove again, but thanks to the gate, | was young and healthy.
Al it

took was the sight of Russell stripping off the blue jeans he wore to

reacti vate ny

interest in life.

A new sexual partner when you’'re young and horny always props you up

for a

while. Rissa and | had nmade | ove quite often, but | was seldomtogether with
Russ

He was usually too busy with his work when he was a man. Donna got hima

| nmost

by default since she was around him working side by side on his project

s. Maybe

that was why she was willing to give himup for me now

| smiled as | watched himfold up his jeans and lay themcarefully on a

chair.

Even with the ability to vanish or create any object in the room he remained
car ef ul

and net hodi cal about everything around him Whatever he did, he always gave it
hi s

full attention.

| shivered at the realization that he was about to turn that focus on ny naked

body. 1'd already gotten rid of the robe | wore. My heartbeat quickened, as
he
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approached the bed and | ay down beside ne. | forgot about his brilliant
m nd—hi s
mascul i ne body was far nore interesting. | ran a hand over his broad sho

ul ders and

down his nuscled arm He sniled as he | eaned over and pressed his lips t

o nmnein

a long and tender Kiss.

It was a hoot to see himconcentrating on sonething besides science, and

even nore fun since | was the one he was devoting his attention to. It w
as strange to

think that a couple of days ago |'d entered his body. Now he was about to
ent er

mne. | shivered with anticipation as his fingertips traced a line of fire

fromny neck

down to ny navel. Too horny for foreplay, | opened ny thighs and invited
himto

expl ore.

| had forgotten how dedi cated he could be to when it cane to exploration. The
next thing | knew, his head was between ny | egs and his tongue was probing ne.
|

arched ny back as his hands forced ny thighs further apart and his talen

ted tongue

di d amazi ng things.

“Ch, my!”

| buried ny fingers in his thick hair and delighted in the inner explosions
created by his tongue. | should have known a scientist would go straight to
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the heart

of the matter. My body buckl ed with passion as he took ne to new hei ghts
with his

caresses. He lifted his head and grinned at ne as his finger continued to work
their

magi ¢ on ny body.

“Ch, my god!” | came up off the bed as his skilled touch set off a

n aval anche

of sensation that ran frommy toes clear up to ny eyeballs.

“Have you suddenly gotten religion, Li?" Russell |aughed out [ oud.

| didn’t have any time to pout at his teasing, though, because a seco

nd | ater

he straddl ed ny body and thrust into ne. I wapped ny [ egs around his hi

ps and did
nmy best to keep himabsorbed in the love making until it suddenly dawned
on e

that he was the one keeping ne absorbed! Russell really was a good | over,
al nost
as good as Rez.

By the time we got up to tackle the sex gate again, my whole body was |i

and rel axed and nmy mind hunmed with sensual pleasure. As it turned out,

that was

a mstake. This close to the deadline for dealing with the stasis problem |
shoul d
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have been letting nmy pattern sense work overtine; instead ny thoughts co
ncer ned

Russel | and how he’'d felt on top of nme while he was loving ne to piec

es.

As nuch as | enjoyed bedding Russell, it wasn't practical to spend the rest
of

our lives cuddl ed together. Maybe there’'s an alternate Earth where life works
t hat

way. If so, I'd like to find it. Wien we finally abandoned our warmb

ed, the sense of

forebodi ng, which had been haunting ne lately swept over ne again. Wiy t
hen, |

don’t know, perhaps ny pattern sense began working overtinme to nake u

p for the

hours when ny thoughts had focused on other matters.

Qur trip into and out of the sex gate was quite rapid. Not only was Russ

ell a

great teacher, but al so Seconders, as a group, possess the ability to absorb
information at a phenonenal rate. It didn't take long for Russ to denonstrate
t he

nmet hod he proposed to separate people as they cane out of stasis and channe
themto the various worlds set aside for them Even as he taught us, | c
ontinued to

sense that entity in the background keeping watch. It didn't contact nme mnind
to mnd

again, but | knewin nmy heart it continued to believe we were unprepared for
the task

we were about to undertake. To ny dismay, ny pattern sense confirned, al nost
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as
a certainty, that the release would be fraught with peril; to them to us, and
per haps

even to Earth.

As soon as we were safely out of the gate, Rissa grabbed ny arm not ev

en

taki ng a nonent to go back through and beconme Russell. | only had a seco

nd to

glinpse the stunned expression on her face before she pulled me away fromthe
ot hers.

“What is it?” | asked.

She drew her brows together, a puzzled |ook in her eyes. Fear shot through

me. |f our brightest mind couldn’t handle this transition, we were |l o

st.

“l discovered something new on this trip,” she said in a dazed voi ce. “About

Earth. It contains the potential to becone a Nexus world, like this one.”
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CHAPTER EI GHT
| had plenty to think about over the next few days. | spent nobst of the
time

neeting with Russell and his group. Meanwhile, Ananda did as we'd asked and
used the gates to scout out alternative Earths where we could place the

r ef uges

fromstasis once they were rel eased. W al so kept busy debating exactly how we
wanted to divide up the people.

First, we decided to put the ‘too old and ‘too sick’ group

on their own world.

We figured their problems would be different than the others. And they were
i nnocents, caught up in stasis only by an accident of fate. That decisio

n was a

sinpl e one. What to do about crimnals, those with nental problens—a whole
host

of defectives—was nore challenging. Did we dunp the crimnals together or

di vi de

themup by crines? And what about multiple offenders, sone of whom were al so

nentally ill?

After a long day of arguing about who to put where | needed a break. | r
etired

to ny quarters in a section of one of the towers. 1'd spent a | ot of

time working on

| earning to nmani pul ate the quantum flux, and the result was a series of roons
t hat

| ooked somewhat |ike the old honmestead in Ruston. Lately, 1'd regretted making
it so

much i ke honme. It only nade ne nore honesick than ever for Rita.

| kicked off the pair of soft sandals | wore inside, and poured nyself a

drink

while | contenplated changing it into a luxury suite. | could naterialize
roomns t hat

woul d cost a fortune to build on Earth. | could let my fantasies take over. |
pi ctured a

doned entranceway w th doubl e staircases sweeping upward and a waterfall in

t he

m ddl e. A knock interrupted ny plans.
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Mostly, people don’t knock in the Nexus. W can sense the nood soneon

eis

in fromoutside, so we either walk through the wall or go away. That al one
told me

who was waiting outside. Donna tended to be a little ol d-fashioned. She
was back in

her fermale formnow that Russell had finished his [ essons. As soon as |
opened the

door | saw the glow on her face.

“You | ook gorgeous,” | said, as | ushered her over to a chair and
of fered her a
drink.
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She | ooked around at the furnishings in appreciation. “You ve recreated our
ol d hone.”

| shrugged and headed for the bar. “We had sonme happy tines there.”

“Yes, we were a fanily together.” Her smle got wider. “By the way, no al coho
in that drink, please.”

| turned back to her with a big grin. “Do you have some good news for

me?”

Pure joy glowed on her face. “Ch, Lee. |I’mso happy. Russell and

are having

a baby.”

| swept her up in nmy arns and gave her an enthusiastic hug, then followe
dit
with a long, tender kiss. Wen | stepped back, she |aughed in delight.
“Can you believe it? We've only been trying for a few days.”

“It’s not surprising,” | said. “You ve got an eighteen-year-old body with no
i mperfections. A hot glance is probably enough to knock you up.”

She flushed, and | caught a nental glinpse of the nonstop narathon of

| ovenaki ng that had resulted in her pregnancy.

“We conceived |ast night.” She |ooked at me with a sly grin, and g

i ggl ed. She

knew |’ d picked up on her menories. “W're going to have twins;

a boy and a girl.”

Twi ns! That called for another hug. | squeezed her tight. If the touch o
f her

soft flesh brought back a few nenories of my own, it was only natural. W
shared a

second kiss, one that went on for quite a while before we broke apart.
“Congratulations,” | said at last. “You and Russell are a great team and
you’ Il

make wonderful parents.”

“So will you and Rita.”

| swall owed hard on that one. So far Rita had spent nost of her pregnancy

alone. O course, | could use the gates to arrive back with her in what was
t he past

to nme, but it felt like cheating sonehow.

“Now that it’'s happened, | feel a little scared,” Donna added.

“Join the crowd,” | assured her

We | aughed together. | poured her a glass of orange juice, but added a shot

of vodka to nmine and we shared a toast to our new babies. Donna sipped h
er juice
as she wandered around ny rooms. | could tell fromthe teary-eyed | ook she got


E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

t hat

Page No 100

the sight of the old honestead brought back a | ot of nenories.

“I never had a chance to say goodbye to this, you know,” she said,

gesturing
to the roons. “We canme down with radi ation sickness so fast and then we rushed
to
the gate for a cure—and poof! Russell and | ended up here.”

| thought of the years Rita and | had spent going through the gates,
devel opi ng our powers as Seconders in the hope that we might be able to
solve their

nmystery soneday and find her and Russell again. And agai nst the odds—er so it
seened-—we’ d succeeded. O had the gate nasters nani pul ated us from behind the
scenes? |If so, things had worked out fine in the end. Was | naking a ms
t ake by

resisting their urgings now?

| shook ny head. 1'd cone to ny roons to get away from those question
S

Donna wal ked back into the living roomand collapsed into a seat. | noti
ced how her

right hand settled over her stomach with a gentle rubbing notion.
“Do you feel okay so far?” | asked.

She | aughed, a happy tinkling sound that told nme exactly how she was
feeling—er as near as | would ever get to knowing, since | had no intention of

becom ng pregnant. “Well, I'mconmitted, regardl ess of what happens. And
f eel

great.”

“You | ook great, too.”

| sat down beside her and patted her hand. | recognized her glow Rita h
ad

the sane | ook. To keep my nmind off Rita, | started rubbing Donna s ba
ck. She
noved her shoul ders and | eaned forward so | could reach nore of her back

“Um that feels wonderful. Can | pay you to show up in ny bedroom eve
ry

ni ght ?”

“Tell you what, 1'Il teach Russell howto do this. That's only

fair, after the

teaching he’'s done for us lately.”

Her hand reached out to caress nmy knee. “After this stasis problemis
sol ved,

| suppose you'll be going back to Earth and Rita, right?”

| nodded. | pulled her silky hair together and pushed it to one side so

| could

massage her shoul ders. At the sane nonent, the garment she wore vani shed. That
made sense. It was the easy way to get it out of nmy way. | stared down at her
naked
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back and the way her body curved into a slimwaist, then flared out aga
n for the

curve of her hips.

“You two will be busy with your baby, and Russell and | wll have our
s..” her
voice trailed away, but | got the inpression she was hinting at sonething.
“Wth Russell’s latest discoveries, it’'s going to be easier to

travel between the

two worlds,” | assured her

She turned to me, her eyes huge in her face. “Whatever happens with t

hi s

rel ease, our lives are going to change. It seens |ike change is the only
constant with

the gates. | missed saying goodbye to this place.” She glanced around

the roons

with a smle, then turned her attention back to ne. Her eyes sparkled with
desire. “I

don't want to do the sane with you.”

I chose ny words with care. “Russell said you two intended to be a pa

ir—

because of the baby—babies, | mean.” | corrected nyself, remenbering that
tw ns

were coning

Her expression softened. “That’'s true. Once the babies are here we’'re goi ng
to raise themtogether. But that doesn’t nean we won't have roomin our lives
for the

peopl e we’ ve al ways loved. | wanted to be sure Russell was the father, of
course.”
She | ooked at nme and raised a slimeyebrow “However, | don't have

to worry about
t hat any nore—=
She | eaned toward ne, her lips slightly parted. | knew an invitation when I
heard one. And truth to tell, next to Rita, Donna was ny dearest |ove. |

ki ssed her

| ong and deep, and then took her hand and | ed her into nmy bedroom and on
to a

duplicate of the big extra-sized playground of a bed | kept in the master
bedr oom

back hone on earth. Donna and Rita and | had shared many a night on that bed.
I

| et go of her hand and pulled down the covers.
When | turned back, Donna had nmaterialized a creamcolored nightie with

tiny

buttons up the front. She knew, as well as Rita, how nuch | like to funb
| e around

with the fastenings of wonmen’s nightclothes. | took pleasure in the

anticipation, in
feeling the soft swell of breasts under ny palns and fingers as | slowy
undid the

little cloth-covered buttons. | approached her with a smle and comenced

t easi ng

both of us. | laid her down on the bed and toyed with the buttons. My fingers
wer e
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purposefully clunmsy and sonetimes strayed to brush agai nst her nipples,

al r eady

erect under the thin fabric. She nmpaned and withed under ne as the tension
mount ed between us in a long, rising tide of desire. At last, | uncovered her
breasts

and caressed the silken skin with ny hands and nouth, wetting her nipple
s and

drawing little gasps of pleasure as | blew puffs of air on themafter they
becane
slickly erect.

Donna’s fingers were busy, too. She |oved being a woman and her every
touch showed it. Unlike some nmen who have becone wonen, she displayed no
rel uctance about hol ding and playing with ne, know ng from experience ho

w good

her hands and especially her mouth felt on ne.

“Ch, | love you, Donna,” | gasped, running my fingers through her
hair with

one hand and fondling a breast with ny other hand while she was busy.

She didn't even cone up for air, but sinply returned the sentinment w
th a

mnd touch filled with sweetness and | ove and anti cipation of ny inpending
orgasm
The very image in her mnd brought it on, and I went away to whatever place it
is
that you di sappear into in the throes of a climax.
* % %

Knowi ng that | had the support of both Donna and Russell hel ped ne to ge
t
t hrough the next several days. They were friends and |overs. | knew | could
count on
them And | trusted Randy and Terri in the same way. As much as | contin
ued to

mss Rita, | no longer felt so al one.
W continued to go through the sex gates as often as possible, although it
was a terrible strain on everyone. There was always that possibility in the
back of

our mnds that one or nore of us might sinply vanish. It had happened to

ot hers
who had chal l enged the sex gates too often. We assuned they were held in
stasis
with the others. Wien we rel eased them they would join the group we had
designated the innocents. Meanwhile, the deadline for the rel ease | ooned

cl oser,

creating an increasing tension anmong our group as we struggled to prepare for
t he

huge influx of people we anti cipated.

Finally, tenpers started to flare. | declared a holiday. | had to talk R
uss into it.

He wanted to keep going right up to the last mnute, but | insisted that
everyone
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needed a rest. Donna and Randy and Terri backed ne up, for which | was g
rateful.
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Randy declared that a party was in order
It shows the strain we were under by this time that despite our physica
yout h
and health, the party ended up as a quiet discussion over drinks. But that was
j ust

as well. It gave everyone a chance to step back and see where we were.
The night of the party, | happened to be female. Russell was male. | sat
on

one side of himin a big double | ounger while Donna managed to cuddle in
on the
other side. The rest of the crowd, nostly couples, settled into various
| oungers t hat
were arranged in an arc so that we could see each other
Peopl e tal ked to their neighbors and hel ped thenselves to drinks at a ba
rin
the back of the room Russ toyed idly (or maybe not so idly) with my breasts
wher e

his armwas around nme. | was resting ny left hand on his thigh, tickling the
hairy part

of his leg below the shorts he was wearing, and using my right hand to s

ip at a

strong rumand coke. | wore a soft old long-tailed man’s shirt, which

appeared to
have been washed so many tinmes that it felt like the softest and thinnest
linen ever
created. Russell’s hand strayed upward to caress ny breast through the cloth.
I
gave himan indul gent grin.
“Naughty,” | whispered. “Qthers are watching.”
“I'f you don’t want to be touched, go back through the gate and com
e out a
mal e,” Russell said. “Otherw se, you' re asking too nuch of any
man.”
| smiled at this conplinment and patted nmy hair. Wen |'’ma nmale | har
dly care
about ny appearance, but as a female | tend toward vanity. Maybe it’'s
because |
never expected to be such a good-I|ooking danme. What a difference one little
chronmosone can make.
Donna sat on Russell’s other side. She | eaned over himand w nked at
ne.
“Trust a scientist to take the hands-on approach,” she teased.

“On the contrary, I'ma theorist.” Russell took his science ser

i ously.

Donna patted her belly, and giggled. “Some theory we’ve got going
here, big

boy.”

| leaned back in the |ounger, pleased to hear their banter. People were
rel axing at last after a tough couple of weeks. My gaze wandered over the
crowd.
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Many were wearing clothes of their own creation, sone of themquite
outl andi sh, if
not downright bizarre. Qthers chose to wear nothing. Nudity never went out of
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style
anong the group of human inhabiting the Nexus. | wondered what the nmasters
t hought of that if they were indeed spying on us.
As for us, no one cared if someone chose to go naked. The whol e area
around the crystal city was climate and tenperature controlled. | enjoyed
living in
such a free environment.

Back on Earth, freedom seenmed to go in cycles as the liberals and
conservatives fought their never-ending battles. Some places on Earth we
re as free
as the Nexus, and others remained | ocked in the grip of past belief systens.
There
were religious gurus in ny neck of the woods who were still squabbling o
ver how

much skin was proper to display in church. Sone even wanted wonmen to wea

r hats
and dresses onl y—o pants. That al ways puzzled ne since pants actual
y cover

nore skin than a dress, but as usual religious logic is too deep for ne.
Meanwhi l e, the Biblical experts kept busy arguing even nore forcefully over
nudity at beaches and swi nmm ng pools and so forth, using the sane tired
old

interpretation of ‘holy’ scriptures witten thousands of years bef
ore and translated so

many tinmes that the original neanings mght have been the opposite of what was
said today. | had to admt that there was |less of it now than before the
advent of the
sex gates; much | ess. Maybe one day...

Next to me, Russell sipped his drink and closed his eyes with a contente
d

sigh. I worried about how tired he |l ooked. It was nostly for his sake that |
had

demanded we take a break. | sent out a tendril of nental energy, trying to
find out

what was bothering him (other than the usual problens), but his mnd was

el sewhere. | sensed his brain churning away at top speed, as usual. Wen he
opened his eyes again, he glanced around the roomas if he were a genera

i nspecting his arnmy. In a sense, | guess he was. He poured hinself a do

| op of

anber liquid froma flask and drank half of it. If that was Jack Daniels
he was

drinking, sonething really troubling was in the works.

My sense of relaxation vani shed as quickly as it had come. Forebodi ng

settled around my heart like a dark fog. | sent nore nmental energy towar
d Russ’s
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m nd, determ ned to know what troubled him This tine | got a response,

al t hough

not one | particularly wanted. He aimed a thin smile in ny direction to

acknow edge

ny unspoken question before tilting his glass and finishing off what was
left. Hs

nental shields lowered and | saw that he had recalibrated his cal cul ations on

t he
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stasis. Conditions were worsening. The people would need to be rel eased
even
sooner than anticipated. W weren’t quite ready.

H's mind was so powerful that other people caught his thought. The joy i
n the

room vani shed as everyone sat up straighter. Everyone except Amanda—er |
shoul d
say Andrew, since she was a nmale. As a man, he was a big hul ki ng brunett
e. | had
to admt he was handsone. Yet | wasn’'t attracted to him although as

Li | usually
found nost nen attractive. His self-centered absorption turned nme off. |
was
surprised, though, to see Derrick sitting next to him The tw of us had
becone cl ose
friends after he volunteered to take ny place and take that step beyond
with the
entity. Even though he wasn’'t yet advanced enough to do that, the courage of
hi s
of fer had been genui ne.
Today, Derrick was a female. He used the nanme Derrie when he was a

worman. | wondered if she found Andrew attractive. | could tell fromthe
expressi on
on her face that she was off in her own little world. | didn’t probe either

one of them

to see if anything was going on between them a person is entitled to privacy.
| didn't

like it, though. | thought they nade a rather inprobable pair, and Derrie
certainly

deserved better.

Russel |’ s voice broke into ny thoughts. “Folks, I'msorry, but

it appears as if |

have m scal cul ated. The people being held in stasis have to be let |oose

, and soon;

otherwise we’'ll lose them W can’t wait another week or ten days as |
t hought . ”

“How | ong?” | had a very good reason for asking.

Russel | folded his hands together and bowed his head. | knew he was maki
ng

the cal cul ations one last tine. Finally, he spoke.

“The situation is very unstable. The uncertainty principle is coning
into play

here. My best guess is that the stasis field will boil over in about
seventy-two hours.

W have to be prined and ready when it does.”

Hi s words send a chill snaking down ny spine. “Wat do you nean?”
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“I mean we have to be ready to act at any tine. | wanted to give the situation

nore thought before naking the final assignments, but it can't wait. W need
to

agree on howto classify the people in stasis, decide which alternate wo
ridwll get

whi ch group, and finally, which of us will go to which world to help tho

se com ng out
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of linbo.”

Whew! No wonder he | ooked worried. He and | had tal ked privately about
some of those questions, but we had reached only tentative decisions. W

had
agreed on a | oose framework for the project, though. We'd decided to limt the
rel ease to only seven worlds. Morre than that stretched the limts of our small
group
of Seconders too far. W' d divided the worlds up into the innocents, those
accused
or convicted to minor crimes, major crimnals, psychopaths, those with m nor
nment al
and emotional illnesses, those with religi ous obsessions, and sexual deviants.
V' d
al so deternined that couples fromour group of advanced Seconders would go to
those worlds at the release tine, or shortly before.

“Are you asking for volunteers?” Andrew asked

“l thought you didn't approve of releasing these people. Are you volunteering
for a particular group?”

Andrew t ook a deep breath, a serious look on his face. Qutwardly, he radiated
concern, but | sensed that he wasn’'t as sincere as he | ooked. | was about to
pr obe
deeper when Derrie distracted me fromhis surface thoughts by speaking u

p

nda-Andrew, | mean—and | will take the innocents if that’'s okay with

everyone el se.”

| was puzzled. "Wy the innocents?

“I'f any of these misfits in stasis deserve to survive this release, it’'s
them Yet |
suspect they face the worse odds of all.”

Russel | nodded agreenment. “You may be right. The crimnals, and the o
t hers,
were physically healthy. But this group—+oo ol d+o00 sick—'v
e always had ny
doubts they' Il survive the transition.”

“W have to try,” | protested.

“Perhaps if you' d accepted the invitation of the entity and changed sone
nmore, you' d be able to handle it.” The | ook Andrew gave ne brimred with sheer
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di sgust. “Since you didn't, whatever happens to these poor people
will be your

responsibility.”

“Hold on!” Donna pointed a finger at Andrew. “Lee didn't ask

t hese people to

go through a gate and end up in stasis, and he didn't ask for the res
ponsi bility of

dealing with this either.”

“Peace!” | held up both hands. “Let’s drop the accusations and concentrate on
hel pi ng these people.” | glared at Andrew. “If you think a superhunman can hel p
t hem
be ny guest.”

“I"'mnot afraid. There isn't enough tine for ne to nmake that nany trips
t hrough the gates, though.”

“Too bad for you,” | said, in a tone that I et himknow the discuss

i on was over.
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Russell cleared his throat and resuned speaking. “W will be grouping those
who were too old to make it through when they entered the sex gates with those
who

were too sick physically. And those who sinply went through once too oft

en. e

expect their problems will be simlar.”

| pitied the “innocents’ if Andrew was going to help them On the other hand,
I

expected themto be easier to handle than the crimnals. Qur main concern was
their

physi cal condition. The group woul d al so i nclude ot herw se normal people

who went

t hrough the gate once too often. Gangs on Earth used to anuse thensel ves by
tossing victinms through a gate, for instance. It was a good way to get rid of
t he

evi dence.

|"d expected Andrew to go for the minor crimnals—+they seenmed nore his
type—+to each his or her own. Maybe Derrie was influencing him O may

be—+

stiffened as a sense of forebodi ng washed over ne |like a great wave. | ¢
ouldn't pinit

down, not certainly. Russell’s hand on ny breast tightened in an unco

nsci ously

protective gesture as he caught the w sps of ny thought. He still retain

ed a good bit

of the Southern mal e over-protectiveness he was brought up with. So did I, for
t hat

matter.

Russell’s touch distracted ne for a second and then Randy spoke up

vol unteering for one of the crimnal worlds. | thought Randy and Terri were
good

choices for the world of minor crimnals. As |awers, they had the nental
t oughness
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necessary. On the negative side, they had spent their long lives before
entering the
gates as an extrenely wealthy couple, and their experience was with corporate
| aw,

not crimnal. | didn't want to see themin over their heads. Mnor crininals
seened
about right for them

Donna was out, of course, being pregnant. Russell and | could have
partnered up, but we agreed Russell needed to stay |oose and nonitor the
overal |
situation. That left nme without an i nmedi ate partner, but that was how
wanted it. |

had already told Russ where | intended to go. Now | told the rest of the

m

“W' Il have one world for psychopathic crimnals—+they're the worst of a bad
lot. 1"lIl take charge of that world. And | don’t want a partner.”

| noticed that quite a few of the scientists |ooked relieved. They were
generally a nmild mannered lot. On the other hand, | was the nost advanced

Seconder, other than Russ. It nmade sense for ne to take on the risk of dealing
with
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t he nost dangerous of our proposed worlds.

Andrew shot me a quick | ook. Some enotion flickered across his face. | tried
to nail down his thought, but it slipped away.

“l suppose you'll be a nale for the big event. Looking forward to

goi ng man-

to-man with the psychos? Or is it that you want those wonmen wi thout any norals
for

yoursel f.”

| stared at himin astonishnent. Did he imagi ne for a nonent that | wanted

t he psychos?

“Let’s face it, none of these assignnents is going to be any pleasure trip,”
Russell said, in his best no-nonsense voice. “Even with the help of the
conputers on
some of the Nexus worlds, it’'s going to be tricky and you'll have
to do a lot of
t hi nking on your feet. Renenber, you can always come back for help if yo
uneedit.”

“How about the religious nuts? What world do they go on?”

| sighed. “You shouldn’t call themnuts. Please.”

Unfortunately, we were expecting a | arge group of those people. The gates
were originally progranmed by the masters, who had a | ogical society—er so we
assunmed since their whole culture was built around the scientific nethod

Accordingly, the gates had apparently interpreted any excessive zeal for
religion as
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a nental illness, and whisked the zealot off to stasis.

Donna sniled her sweet snmile. “Try to think of themas very sincere a

nd wel | -

i ntenti oned people, even if some of themare m staken.”

M staken. | stifled a laugh. That was a nild word for jokers who advocat
ed
state religions, a society that banned abortion even to save the life of a
not her, not
to mention other Luddite ideas |ike banning cloning of any sort, and go
ng back to

‘“natural’ farming. Wth ideas straight out of the dark ages |ike those, they
woul d
qui ckly starve half the world, but they never seened to worry about
predi ct abl e
di saster so long as their religious dogma was foll owed.

| had other thoughts, too, but kept themto nyself. Donna neant well. She
wanted to encourage tolerance, and | didn't want to undercut her. Bes
i des, there
was no sense getting into philosophical argunments when we were going to
becore
very busy, very soon. Instead, | pasted a sweet snmile on ny face, too, a
nd nodded
as if | agreed with Donna one hundred percent.

Donna beaned ne a nental thank you-she knew how | really thought. W’
d
been friends for too long for her not to know. Across fromne, Andrew fr
owned and
folded his arns across his chest. He threw nme a disgusted | ook and | cau
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ght his
exasperation, as if he had primed hinself for a good argunment, but was |eft
wi t hout

an opponent when | refused to get involved. | grinned, feeling even bet

ter about

staying quiet. Sonetinmes silence is the best nmedicine for knowit-alls.
“W' |l go to the religious world.”

Todd Henderson raised his hand. He and his wife, Sophie, were the only
married couple in our group. They were both Protestants, though not
prosel yti zers,

and very nice people. Both were dark haired and brown-ski nned. They | ook

ed like

that m xture of many ancestors which you see often in Hawaii and Pol ynesi an
st at es.

I hadn't had a lot to do with them but in the few encounters we had shared
f ound

their m nds and personalities to be nore or less reflective of mddle-class
Anerica

As | stared into Todd's dark eyes, | had a fleeting sense that he woul d
encount er

difficulties. By now nmy sense of foreboding was so pervasive that | sinmply
| aughed it

off. We all were going to encounter difficulties. How could Todd and Sop
hi e have an
easy tine working with people from dozens of different fanatical religions?
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W assi gned sone of the other worlds and cane at last to the final choice—
the world where Russell and | had decided to put the sexual deviants. Th

ere was

sonme overlap between these in other crininals, but we had decided to focus on
t hose peopl e who used sex for power over their victinms and nothing el se. These
were the pedophil es, sadists and nasochists, and those others with their
sexual

identity so fouled up that they never |let their neighbors know what they were
up to.

This group included nany elite nenbers of society, as well as the dregs, and
various cl asses in between. Msst of themwere not physically violent; they
were just

sadly sick so far as nornmal sex went.

Rita and | had discussed this class of people in other, better tines whe

n we
were sitting around our house relaxing. As a psychol ogist, she liked to

t heori ze

about how criminals and others mght eventually energe if the gates ever

rel eased

them Ever the optimst, Rita believed that a change of sex night cure nost of
t hem

I thought not. For one thing, if a sinple sex change woul d have been eno

ugh to jolt

them out of their pathol ogy, the gates would have let themgo right though. W
had

no way to know anything about an individual’'s previous life before they
entered

stasis. All we could do was note the problenms that had caused themto fail to
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make it

through a gate the first time. But when it came to sexual offenders,
bel i eved their

behavi or patterns were pretty well fixed. | doubted a gender change woul

d help

nmuch.

Jenny Roberts and Harry Jones volunteered for this |last group. They seem
ed

like a logical choice, as well. Jenny was a psychiatrist and Harry had a
PhD in
psychol ogy. Personally, | don’t have nuch use for either field-as
you can i nagi ne,
that attitude of nmine had provoked a lot of arguments with Rita. | knew Rita
want ed
to help people, and had a heart of gold. | was even willing to grant that nopst

psychol ogi sts and psychiatrists had simlar hearts of gold. But that did

n't change the

fact that their so-called science was bunk

A lot of things bothered nme about their profession. For one thing, they
changed their theories about as often as wonmen change cl ot hing styles, and

t hey

never adnitted how wong they were before—er what damage their oddbal
treatments m ght have done either through conmi ssion or onmission. In ny tine,
" ve
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seen everything fromPrimal Screamtherapy, to Rebirth treatnents, to Touch
Therapy. Touch therapy was an especial favorite of mine. Thousands of do
ctors and

practitioners swore it worked until an eight-year-old girl proved it wong in
a science

proj ect .
I could go on and on, but personally, if | ever think I need counseling,
"1l talk
to a conmputer; it’'s nore likely to help than sone of the weird stuff dreaned
up by
that science—f you want to call it a science. It’s about as accur

ate as econonic

theory to nmy nmind, which ought to tell you sonething. Once again | kept
ny opini ons

to nyself. Jenny and Harry were wel cone to their challenge. | had nmy own

Russel | squeezed ny hand, and | smiled. The worlds were chosen and the
groups sel ected. W had done what we could to prepare. | set down ny dri
nk and

rose to ny feet.

“CGoi ng somewher e?” Andrew asked.

He flashed nme a friendly snmle, but | wasn't fooled. | considered taking a
deeper look into his mnd, but | was in a hurry.

“We have at |east seventy-two hours,” | said. “Since there’'s nothing nore |
can do here, I'"'mgoing to take a quick trip back to Earth and visit R

ita while | have a

chance.”

“Ch, Li!” Donna junped up, and hugged ne. “G ve her a big kiss
for ne.”
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“I will.”

Suddenly | wanted to be out of the Nexus and its problens. | waved goodbye
to the group and headed through the tower to the control room where the sex
gate

waited. | disposed of ny clothes along the way, though why | did that,
have no
i dea. They woul dn’t have cone with ne anyway.
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CHAPTER NI NE

| knew | eaving the Nexus at this critical juncture wasn't a good idea, but a
desperate need to see Rita gripped nmy soul. | hurried to the control roo

m ny mnd

occupi ed with thoughts of her, of her gentle heart and her unswerving |love. |
can’'t

deny that | thought about her body, too—-she had a regal Spanish beauty with
her

dark eyes, dark hair, and her coffee-and-cream conpl exion. But | craved her

m nd

and her love as nuch as if not nore than her body. W had grown so cl ose

over the

| ast few years. | trusted her as | trusted no one else. | hoped that seeing
her woul d

hel p ne straighten out ny thoughts, and put a face on that sense of inpending
doomno, not doom but a dark presence |looning in the foreground, some warning
that eluded nme. Rita had a way of cal nming me down and keeping me grounde

d.

Maybe, | thought the two of us could figure out what was going to happen if
events

unf ol ded as pl anned.

The journey through the gate only took an instant of time. | energed on
Eart h,

inside a barn, of all things. Back when the gates first appeared, this
particular gate

materialized on Messler’'s country retreat in the Ozark Mountains. Wth his
usual

qui ck thinking, he’d thrown up a barn around it, thus concealing it fromthe
rest of the
world and preserving it as his own private gate.
After Messler’s disappearance through the gate (before | found himagain in
the Nexus) | had inherited control of his property, including that sane

country

retreat. The persecution of Seconders by the public at |large was rapidly
i ncreasi ng

at the tine. Seeking safety, | had gathered a group of us together on the

estate. Qur

secret purpose was to devel op our nental powers and learn to control the

gat es.

The Church of the Gates found out about us, and fearing their own | ost of
control,

deci ded to attack us.

Wth the Gaters closing in on us | was forced to bargain with Stephen He

ss, a

governnment agent, for help. Desperate, | told himwe Seconders could stop the
di sappearance of the gates. At the tinme, gates were randomy disappearing in
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various countries. | had no idea why, or howto stop it. | was bluffing.

In the mdst of the attack |I journeyed to the Nexus for the first tine.
There |
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found Messler, and | earned that he was behind the di sappearing gates. Now abl e
to

control the appearance or di sappearance of the gates in truth, | returned to
Earth

and forced Hess to agree to ny demands for the protection of the Seconde

rs. In

return, | agreed to leave the gates on Earth. 1'd left for the Nexus confident
t he

situation was under control

The interior of the barn was dimand quiet, lit only by the green glow of the
gate. | spotted a coat rack standi ng agai nst one wall, with a set of ny

cl ot hes

hangi ng there, ready for my return. | recogni zed thoughtful ness at work. |

dr essed

qui ckly, humming to nyself. Putting on clothes qualified as a wasted effort
when 1'd
only want to take them off again the nonent | found Rita.
It seemed as if ages had passed since we had been together. In reality,
| had
been in the Nexus for quite a few weeks. If | had judged the passage rig
ht on ny
return, our separation wouldn't be nearly that long for her. |I had tr
ied my best to
mani pul ate the flux so | would energe fromthe gate soon after | had left. |
coul dn’ t
bear to think of Rita facing her pregnhancy w thout ne at her side as nuch as
possi bl e.
| patted my clothes into place and opened the door to an underground tun
nel
bet ween the barn and the nmain house. A security guard stood on the other side.
Hearing me, he whirled around, startled, and started to draw his weapon
“Hold it! I'm Lee Stuart.”
He scrutinized me, with his hand hovering inside his jacket. “1'1]

never get
used to you peopl e going back and forth through these danm things like a
revol vi ng
door.”
“Take it easy with that gun; you could hurt soneone,” | told him
| didn't

recogni ze the man, but assumed from his uniformthat he was a nenber of the
mlitary assigned by Hess to guard the gate.

“Are you the Lee Stuart, the | eader of this group of Seconders?” He narrowed
his eyes at ne.

“That’s nme, back fromthe Nexus.” The thought of seeing Rita again was
maki ng me cheerful .

“M. Hess will want to see you at once.”
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“I"msure he does, but | have someone nore inportant that | want to see
first.”
| moved to step around him

“Hold it!” In one quick motion, the guard drew his gun
| didn’'t need ny pattern sense to tell me sonmething was wong. | stop
ped,

and stared the guard straight in the eye. “You don’'t want to detain ne,
soldier,” |

said, making it a command.

At the sane tinme, | reached out and touched his chest. That one touch wa

s all

| needed. Normally, he would never have |let me near him but he knew I’

d cone

t hrough a gate and was unarmed. He made the nistake of thinking | wasn’'t
dangerous. As | touched him he toppled over. |1’'d sent pure energy through

t hat

touch, overloading his body’s system He d be unconscious for a wh

ile.

Leavi ng hi m behind ne on the floor, | hurried on down the connecting
passage toward the main building. This whole estate was originally one o

f Messler’s

many ‘safe houses’, places he kept as secret retreats. He owned t hem through
SO

many dumni es that they could never be traced back to him That might sou

nd

paranoi d, but the truth was, over a hundred years of living had left himwth
a lot of

people who really were out to get him even before he started that Church of
t he

Gat es busi ness.

Wl |, the secret was out. Both the governnent and the Gaters knew that | had
brought a group of Seconders here. 1'd wanted to create a research center
wher e
Seconders woul d gat her to explore our new powers. But once you drag the
government into sonething, it’'s alnobst inpossible to get it out again. I'd
br ought
themin to protect us—fromthe reaction of the guard a nonent ago, | knew that

sonehow t he tabl es had turned.
| opened the tunnel door on the other end of the passage and stepped out
into a hallway inside the house. A few steps took me into the centra
gat heri ng room
on the main floor. It was a beautiful room wth 30-foot high ceilings, a
bal cony
runni ng around the second | evel, and a huge stone fireplace on the far wall.
Conf ortabl e couches and chairs were grouped in front of the fireplace.

| stopped in the wide, arched doorway and | ooked around. The room was
qui et. No one seened to be about. Then |I corrected nmy first inpression
A slim foot
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dangl ed over the edge of one couch, although the rest of the body was hidden
by
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the tall back. Relief surged through me as | reached out and touched a m
ind that I

knew as well as ny own.

| half expected the body on the couch to leap up with a shout at ny nind
touch, but surprisingly, nothing happened. Puzzled, | edged closer and p
eered over

the top of the couch. Rita lay there, curled up, her eyes closed, doing
not hi ng much

but breathing. | reached out and touched her shoul der, and suddenly she sat
up.

“Lee! Ch, ny god, | thought I was dreaming you were here—but it’s really
you!”

Rita's face lit up like runaway Christmas tree lights. She sprang to her feet
as

| came around the couch and swept her into ny waiting arms. | pressed he

r close,

savoring the warm h of her body, the sweet, clean scent of her hair, the
satiny touch

of her skin. She threw her arnms around ny neck and we ki ssed, our hungry
nout hs

expl oring, devouring each other as if our frenzied kisses could make up for
t he

weeks apart.

| don’t know how I ong we sinply clung to each other, kissing and hugg

i ng

whi l e our mnds nurnured al nost incoherent words of |ove to each other

Final ly,

she broke away, gasping slightly.

“Lee, | can't breathe!” She smled at me. “Not that | care. But | want to take
a

| ook at you.”

Even as she spoke, her eyes drank nme in. | devoured her with ny gaze, to

0

feeling as if | could never get enough of |ooking at her lovely face. My
heart swell ed

with joy at the love | saw shining in her eyes, a |love that matched ny o

wn. Every

time | saw her after being separated fromher for even a short tine, | f
el | deeper in

| ove, exactly as I'd fallen in love the first monent | saw her
Rita took one of ny hands in both of hers, kissed it, and used it to tug
nme

back to the couch. She drew me down beside her. | kissed her hungrily, r
unni ng ny

fingers through her raven | ocks. She curled against ne with a small, contented
si gh

and | wondered, as | always did, what this beautiful, |oving woman saw i

n nme. | knew

that | was incredibly lucky to have her for ny life s compani on
Quite a long stretch of tine passed as we cuddl ed and caressed each ot he
rs
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bodi es, and murnured the kind of endearnments |overs murmur to each ot her
when
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t hey have been apart, whether for an hour or a year. Once | finally got
used to being
in her presence again, | frowed. | |ooked around at the enpty room
“Where is everyone? And what were you doing sitting here by yourself?”
“Everyone else is attending a neeting with Hess.”
I"d forgotten the guard in the joy of seeing Rita. He'd wanted to take nme to
Hess
“How is my favorite governnent agent?” | asked. “ls he behaving hinself?”
Rita frowned. “lI’mafraid not, Lee. W should have known that the
government can’'t be trusted.”
My heart sank. As if | didn't have enough probl ems back in the Nexus.
| shook
nmy head and took Rita’ s hand.
“What’' s goi ng on?”
“The usual . The government sees our abilities as a threat so they fear us, but
at the sane tinme they want to control us in the hope we can show t hem ho
wto
control the gates. Hess has cut us off fromthe world while he hamers u
s for our
secrets.”
My stomach tw sted renmenbering how the government used drugs on us
before to try and learn the truth. “They haven't—=
Rita patted my knee. “So far they are trying to brainwash us into cooperating
with endl ess neetings. | didn't feel too well this norning—ust a bit of
nor ni ng
si ckness, nothing to worry about—= she said quickly seeing the wor
ry on ny face.
“Anyway, | decided to skip this meeting. They’'re pretty much the sanme anyway.
Ve
argue with Hess about how nuch to | et the public know about the true nature of
Seconders. None of it makes nmuch sense to ne, anyway. | hate secrecy.”
At that particular noment, | didn't care about the governnent or Seconders
either, other than Rita. All my concerns about the government faded into
i nsignificance with her words about sickness. | started to babble.
“Morni ng sickness? Is it bad? Are you having problenms? Wen did you s
ee a
doctor |ast? Wat—=
Rita put a hand over ny nouth. “Lee, relax. Alittle norning sickness is
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normal for this stage of a pregnancy. And a woman is certainly allowed a bout
of the
dol drums now and then whet her she’s pregnant or not.”
“You said ‘this stage.” Damm, it’'s early yet. Wiy are you ge
tting sick so soon?”
Rita cuddl ed cl oser and gave ne a strange |ook. “How |l ong do you thin
k
you' ve been gone?”
“l"ve been in the Nexus for several weeks, but | shouldn’t have
been gone
nore than a few hours on this world if | calculated right.”
One of her gorgeous sniles lit up her face. “Sorry, you didn't, bu
t then you
never have been very good at nmath, super genius or not. Lee, sweetheart,
it's been
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four weeks since you left and it feels Iike four nonths—er four years. | don't
t hink |
can stand anot her seven or eight nonths of being separated.”
| was speechless. Math wasn’t really the problem it was direction. O so
Russ
had tried to explain when we had di scussed t he quantum aspects of travel
back
through time via a sex gate, a phenonena achievable only to and fromthe
Nexus,
and not easily even then—as | had just proved. Dam, there went my go
od

i ntentions.

“Forgive ne!” | shook ny head. “I didn't want to make you spend four weeks
alone. | mscal cul ated sonehow. ”

“I't’s all right. I'"'ma big girl.” Rita touched ny cheek w th tender
fingertips.

“You're still learning to control the gates—that you were able to return is a
mracle to

nme.”

Her fingers left my cheek to caress my arm then went lower still, naking ne
gasp with delight.
“Um keep doing that,” | murmured.

It was a pl easant prom se of things to cone. Her hand stroked ne through

t he

fabric. Her eyes took on the old, provocative gleam| knew so well.

Two could play at this gane. | cupped her breasts and felt a surge of pleasure
at her tremul ous intake of breath. Mwving ny thunbs gently across the tips,

t eased

her nipples into taut little nubs. Then | sniled at her

“I"d take you up to our rooms for sone | ong overdue togetherness,

but |

t hought you said you were having nmorning sickness.”
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Rita’s lips curled in an inpish grin. “lI was, but you've cured
nme. Let’'s go, big
boy.”

For the first tine in our love life, Rita exhausted herself first. Mst tines
she
could reduce nme to a mass of quivering jelly while still going strong. M
aybe being

pregnant sl owed her down, or perhaps she caught the sense of foreboding that
filled

nmy being, although | tried to conceal it from her

Not that |’ m conpl ai ni ng about our |ovemaking. W were two heal thy, young
adults and we cane together with the passion of our |ong absence. Rita al ways
l'i ked
to be on top, and that was truer than ever since she had had an opportunity to
experience sex as a man. | think that experience gave her an appreciation of
how

ravi shing the female formcan | ook when seen froma certain angle.
She enjoyed touching nmy thoughts as she rode ne, sharing ny joy in
wat chi ng her, head thrown back and noving fromside to side, wavy | ocks
of hair
swirling around her neck and shoul ders and brown breasts bobbing as she
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noved to

the tune of our merged m nds. She cane near to exhausting me as she trie

d to drive

t he edges of darkness and worry fromny mnd. She damm near succeeded, but not
quite.

Later, we stretched out side by side, facing each other. She was bursting to
know what | had been doing. Her mind teened with questions about what the
Nexus
was |ike, and her conpassionate heart wanted to know what deci sions we’

d reached

about the people in stasis. | began to describe how we were going to sep
arate the

peopl e there out by types onto different worlds.

“We’'re shorthanded, so we've linmited the nunmber of worlds to seven. Mbst

worlds will have two peopl e overseeing the rel ease, but |I’'ve decided to work
wi t hout

a partner. |I'Il be going to the psychopath world by nyself and—=~

“You're going to what? Say that again, Lee!” | said it again. She sat up, and

poked a finger in ny chest. “Like hell you are going by yourself! You
need nore than
one Seconder to keep those people in line.”
“Now, now—= | should have known trying to calmRi ta down when s
he feels
strongly about sonething is a waste of breath. She rolled right over ny words.
“Besi des, you idiot, you don’t know how to handl e those kinds of p
eopl e.
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They’ re dangerous and unpredictable and you can’'t even carry a gun

through the

gates to protect yourself.”
As soon as she realized what she’'d said, she covered her nouth with her
hands. Rita hates guns, notw thstanding the fact that |1’'ve saved her life a
coupl e of
times by carrying one. Maybe ny trips through the gates really had upped

ny

intelligence, because | was snart enough not to gl oat over her reluctant
admi ssi on
that a firearmis necessary sonetines.

“I admt | have no idea of howto handle them” | said, reaching up to draw
her

hands down from her face. “But when did you learn howto turn a psych
opathic killer

into a reputable citizen? The truth is, no one knows how to deal with those
people. A

normal person sinply can’'t conprehend their col d-bl ooded | ack of enot

i on. But

sonmeone has to try. O herwise, we'll be forced to | eave themin stasis to
die.”

She snat ched her hands out of my grip and pressed themto her ears. “You're
not going by yourself. I'’mnot listening to any argunments. |’ m go

ng with you.”

| stared at her in shock. “You can’t.”
“Who's nore likely to know how to deal with them you or ne? At least |I'm
trained in psychol ogy. And another thing, npbst psychopaths are nen so when
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t hey

cone out of stasis, you'll have a planet full of women. Want to face
that al one?”

| tried to nake a joke out of it. “Ah, ha! You're trying to keep nme from
tenmptation, aren’t you?”

My teasi ng bounced right off her. She jutted out her chin, |ooking stubborn
HI

don’t want you al one. Not on that world.”

“But Rita, you know you can't go, even if you wanted to. The baby—

“ G]! ”

She stopped, a stunned | ook on her face. Swept up by her fierce need to
protect nme, she’d forgotten about the baby. W Seconders m ght have vastly

i ncreased intelligence, but we too can forget the obvious on occasion. She
swal | owed hard, and searched nmy face with a desperate | ook. Real fear shone in
her
eyes as she faced ne—fear for ne.
“Lee, you can't go there alone. Can’'t you or Russell figure out sone way to
| et

me go with you, without..
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Her voice trailed off. W sat in silence, knowing the terrible result if she
tried
to come back to the Nexus with ne: a fetus—o matter how far along it
was—woul d
not survive a trip through a sex gate. A man had no place in his body fo
r a fetus. The
child sinply disappeared. It was an unalterable fact, and she knewit. B
ut Rita's
m ddl e name was stubborn, and | knew she wouldn't give up until she f
ound a way to
protect ne. Her chin went up another notch, as she stared at ne. Her mn
d raged
against the terrible fact, telling ne to do somethi ng, anything.
“The gates are the problem” | said.
| was babbling again, trying to keep her fromseeing into ny mind and
knowi ng there was one thing | could do—er try to do—but | sure did
n"t want to, and |
didn't think Rita would want to, either. Rita was far too skilled at tracking
ny thoughts
to miss ny idea no matter how nuch | tried to distract her. Her eyes
bri ghtened as
she picked up ny thought that there was one possibility.
“How do you know | wouldn't want to?” she said, giving me a piercing |ook. “I
want to know what this plan is.”
“No you don’t. It would put our son in danger. W' d have to tak
e himwith
us—whi ch woul d change himinto our daughter. And |l ater when we returned to
Earth
we woul d have to take himthrough a gate again. Do you really want to ri
sk that?”
| knew she wouldn’t do anything that would risk the baby's life.
Suddenly | realized | had said ‘son’. The idea had cone fromher m
ind. |
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stared at her in astonishnment.
“Rital Is it going to be a boy?”
“Yes, of course, it’'s a boy.”

Speechl ess with delight, | grabbed her and ki ssed her. Wen | released h
er,
she gi ggl ed.

“Ch—+ forgot | hadn't told you yet. Yes, we're having a son
But what
difference does it nmake? If | were going to have a litter of boys—er girls,
for that
matter—t wouldn’t change a thing. If you insist on going to that
dammed psycho
world, then | insist that you find a way to take us with you.” Sonetinmes wonen
demand nmgi c, pregnant or not, and this was one of those times. Her lip
qui vered a

little, but her unyielding stare didn't waiver. “Cone on. | saw a hint in your
m nd
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You’ ve got some sort of idea. Spill it.”

“I't’s like this: I'lIl go back to the Nexus and nake another tim

e travel attenpt,

but this time I'll go forward into the future. I'Il arrive back here after our

son is born.
Babi es can go through the gate and cone out okay on the other side. Then the
three
of us can go back to the Nexus in present tine. The baby can stay in the Nexus
with
Donna while we go on to the psycho world.”
| thought for sure she would change her m nd when she heard about taking
t he baby through the gate. That was a risk. Who knows what powerful effect the

gate
transition would have on a newborn mind? But | should have known better
By
revealing that ny nastery of the gates included the ability to tinme travel 1'd
opened

up a whole new world of possibilities. Once she’s set on a course, Rita sticks
toit.
She started aski ng questi ons.
“Are you sure you could arrive in the future w thout danger to yourself.”
“I nade it here, didn't 1? This is the past for ne. Travel is no h
arder in one
direction than another.”
A cute little frown appeared on her face as she pondered the pernutation
s. “If
you travel into the future, doesn’t that mean from ny perspective, |’
Il be left alone
here to finish the rest of nmy pregnancy by nyself?”
“l suppose so.” My nmind started to get dizzy, as | pictured nyself traveling
back and forth through tine, neeting nyself conming and goi ng.
“The big question, though, is whether or not we should risk taking o
ur son
through a gate at a very young age.” Her frown deepened.
| shrugged. “There’s not nuch data on that sort of thing. Mst babies who are
pushed through a gate have congenital defects and the parents want them cured
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SO
badly they don’'t mind the change of gender. But none of them have reached
adul thood yet, so we don't really know the ultinate effect on them And none
of them

were the children of Seconders. Qur child will be unique in many ways.”
Rita's hand fell protectively to her stomach. “Wat happens when we want to
| eave the Nexus agai n? The baby would have to go though a gate to return

to Earth.

You know as well as | do what the odds of anyone making it through on a
second

passage are millions to one against.”
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| sighed. “It’s a big risk; naybe too big.”

She rubbed her stonach, a faraway | ook in her eyes as if she were consu
ting
the baby growing within her. “Yet our child will inherit our genes. Isn't it
likely he’l
inherit the telepathic ability that nade it possible for us to becone
Seconder s?

Rermenber, we are one of the few couples to survive a passage through the gates
t oget her.”

“Sweet heart, there's sinply no way of knowi ng. There isn't enough data.
Suppose that our telepathic ability is hereditary if you inherit a dom nant
gene, but
suppose we both carry a recessive allele and he got them both. Then what? No,
t he
risk is too great.”
| raked ny fingers through nmy hair in frustration. This whol e conversati
on was
bi zarre. Normally, | argued in favor of sonme risk and Rita opposed it—
and especially
wher e our baby was concerned. Yet, this tine, she was blithely consideri
ng the
unt hi nkabl e. Had she nissed ne that nuch? O did she sense that sone ter
rible
doom m ght await me on that psycho worl d?

She tilted her head to one side, and sniled. “You' re forgetting so
net hi ng,

Lee. Suppose he didn't nmake it? Wuldn't he go into stasis like th
e others? And
aren’t you going to free those peopl e?”

“Wel'l .yes, but it’s not that sinple. W’ re—+ nean, |'mgoing to the psycho
world. Qur son wouldn’t cone out with those people.”

“True.” Rita sighed, unable to see a way around this argunent.
The risks for
t he baby woul d be huge for a second trip through the gates, at least until we
know i f
he's inherited our telepathic ability.” She brightened. “But one trip should
be okay.

VWhat does it matter if we have a son or a daughter? O if she grows up in the
Nexus?”

|’d been | ooking forward to sone father-son bonding, but Rita had a p

oi nt.

The baby m ght change its sex in the future, and so would we for that ma
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tter. Hell, |
could becone a female, and we coul d enjoy not her-daughter bondi ng. That

br ought

a smle. | could never claimto be the baby's nother, although even a

s afemalel’d

still be its father. And | thought the sex gates nade |life conplicated before!
“Ckay.” Her eyes flashed, as she reached a decision. “l think y

ou're going to
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need ne on the psycho world. Pronise ne you'll make that trip into th

e future, and

take the two of us to the Nexus.”

“Fine. No problem if that’'s what you want.”

| made soot hing noi ses and slipped an arm around her shoul der to draw he

r

close. It was easy enough to agree with her request. | was confident that the
alternate Nexus world chosen for the psychos woul d keep t hem segregated and
out

of trouble, and the baby would be safe on our Nexus, in Donna's care.

My only
worry, really, was how to manage the tine travel trick. | counted on Rus
sell’s help
there. | hoped that together we could pull it off—-and what a mi nd-bl ow ng
adventure

that woul d be!
Rita cuddl ed up against me, and stroked ny hair. “If things start to

go on
wrong with your psychos, | want to be at your side. |'’m sure sonmeone will
wat ch over

Justin while |I’'mgone.”

“Justin?”

Her smile turned shy. “That’'s the name | picked for the baby. Ath

ough |

guess we are going to need a girl’s name too.”

“Justina,” | said automatically.

She fluttered her Iong eyel ashes at ne. “Ch, pretty! | never even tho
ught

about that. Is Justin and Justina all right with you?”
| squeezed her tight. “Of course it is. Hey, we could call himor her
Justin Lee
or Justina Li.”
W | aughed together at that. The | aughter felt good after our tense discussion
about the baby. As we grew quiet again, | heard the | ow murnur of voices out
in the
hall. Rita heard them too. | saw her body stiffen
“Hess must have found out you’' re back,” she whispered.
The alarmin her voice surprised ne. Maybe ny weeks in the Nexus | earnin

g

new nental powers had nmade me overconfident, but | wasn't really worried about
any tricks that Hess might pull. | grinned to show my nonchal ance.

“l passed a guard on nmy way up to the house. He tried to stop ne, so

| put

himto sleep for a while. He probably woke up and spread the word.”
Rita bit her lip and tilted her head to one side as she listened with her
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and her expanded nental powers. “Those are security peopl e gathering outside.
They're waiting for Hess before nmaking a nove.”
| stared at her blankly. “Mve? Wat nove?”
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CHAPTER TEN
“I told you weeks ago that Hess wasn't trustworthy.”
Rita nade it a sinple statenent, w thout condemmation. She wasn't trying to

assign bl ame; she was discussing the facts. | reached out with ny nmnd toward
t he

men in the hall. They’'d fallen quiet, but | knew they were there, waiting for
their boss

to appear and give themdirection. They were after me. | took Rita’'s hand and
tried

to think of a way to get past themand reach the sex gate in the barn. B
ut, no, |
couldn't do that—Rita couldn’t go through the gate.
“You can escape, and cone back for ne later,” R ta whispered. “
You're
needed in the Nexus. Hess hasn’'t changed-he wants to | ock the Seco
nders up,
and study our nmental powers. He's restricted our freedomalready. Wth you
back,
he probably plans to turn the place into a big prison.”
“Why didn’t you tell me this was getting serious?”
But thinking back, | realized she had. | ignored it in ny joy at seeing
her
agai n. She touched nmy cheek with gentle fingers.
“l know you can’t stay here and fight our battles, Lee. You have t
0 go back.
He's not trying to harmus. |I'Il be okay until you can cone and ge
t me in the future.
Ri ght now, you have to get out of here.”
“I"'mnot leaving you like this,” | nmuttered. “Hess nmade ne a pronise. Hell
t he
government nade ne a prom se. They're going to pay.”
| kicked off the covers, realizing |I'd been a fool to trust any governnent
agent .
Back when the Seconders cane under attack by the Church of the Gates, I’
d
convinced Hess | could nake the gates disappear if | wished. In return f
or |eaving
themon Earth, 1’'d extracted his pronise of governnment protection for the
Seconders.
I"d bluffed himonce. 1'd do it again. Only this tine 1'd find a way to keep
hi m honest
after | left.
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Rita jerked her thunb at the door. Sliding out of the bed, she tiptoed over,
and

| ocked it. She pointed to where our clothes lay in a heap on the floor a

nd we got

dressed. A calmdetermnation filled me. Hess was not going to win this one.
Beckoning me with her finger, Rita drew ne over to the wall away fromthe
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door, and whi spered, “After you left, things were okay for a while. H

e even | et Randy

and Terri leave to go to the Nexus, too.”

| nodded. That's why |I’'d had no sense of alarm about the situation on Earth.
“l think he got pressured by higher-ups. They knew wi th you gone, we
couldn’t make the gates vanish, and it m ght be their one chance to s

tudy us.”
“CGoddamit!” | don’t usually swear. But with the deadline on the

Nexus | oom ng
over me, | didn't need trouble on both worlds.
“A bunch of governnent bigw gs came here to neet us about a week ago
and after that Hess got antsy,” Rita murnured. “I knew he was plotting
sonet hi ng

As much as | hated to violate anyone's nental privacy | was set to take a | ook
in his

devious little mind—enly | waited too long to do it.”

“What do you nean?”

My hand patted nmy pockets. Qut of sheer habit, | was |ooking for the sma
I

pistol | usually carry. | came up enpty, and ny heart sank. Wen |I'd said
goodbye to

Earth the last time, |I'd left ny gun with Rita—and Rita didn't

bel i eve in weapons.

“He agreed to tell the world about Seconders—that we were harnl ess

o

snapped, renenbering the pronises he’d nade after 1'd scared the hell out of
hi m

by maki ng a gate di sappear and reappear

Hess was nerely a puppet of the politicians, of course, and they were te
rrified

enough to agree to anything once they were convinced | could nake the ga
tes

vanish at will. They needed those gates on Earth in case they becane ill—-and
for

certain when they becane old. Rita stroked ny shoul der and nmade a soot hi ng
sound.

“At first he did try to get nore information about Seconders and what we were
like. | actually thought he was planning to release information about us

to the public

at large—and put us in a good light after the scary runors people hav

e heard for the

past year or so.”

The Church of the Gates was responsi ble for nost of those runors. They’

d

run a coordi nated canpaign to convince the public that Seconders were

danger ous

tel epaths out to read people’'s mnds. As a result, we' d been stripped of our
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rights in
many states, Texas anong them although the Supreme Court had struck down
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those | aws. But nore persecution was certain unless we could reverse the
tide of

public opinion. Hess had promi sed that the U S. governnment woul d protect us.
“I was naive, too,” Rita murnured. “I thought they were scared enough to
keep their pronises. But fear only nmakes a cornered animal fight harder to
protect its

territory. Instead of releasing positive information about us, Hess took
what ever we

told himand passed it up to his superiors. Ch, they're protecting us

, but only

because they want to keep us | ocked up, and our powers under their control.”
She shivered. | pulled her close, while tears stung ny eyes. |1'd thought I'd
| eft

her safe. Instead, |'d gone blithely off to the Nexus and | eft her to

face the

mani pul ati ons of a governnent gone mad with the hunger for power. As | bent
over

to kiss her forehead, the nightstand next to the bed caught ny eye.

O course! 1'd forgotten in the weeks away, but | kept a gun there. | stepped
over to the drawer and pulled it open, ny fingers groping inside for the
sensitive spot

that made the bottom slide back into the desk. |I found the conceal ed switch
and the

nmechanismwhirled into action, revealing a space where | kept ny .45 arm

y

automatic, one of the best overall handguns ever manufactured, all things

consi dered. And right now | was considering stopping power, which it had.
reached

into the space where it should have been. There was nothing there, but the few
little

trinkets and gewgaws | kept as a disguise for the bottom conpartnent. |

gaped at

Rita in astoni shnment. She shrugged

“They canme through the building a week ago and took everyone’s wea

pons.

They did it w thout warning, so we couldn’t read their mnds and warn each

ot her.”

The goddamed fools! | swear |’ll never understand the nmentality of the
intelligence mavens. Intelligent is the last thing | would call them

The nmuscles in nmy jaw began to ache as | ground nmy teeth together. They
had put ne in a bind, and already ny pattern sense knew what the next step

woul d

be. Sonmeone in the governnment had decided to call ny bluff about being a
ble to

control the gates. Hess would try to take ne prisoner, as well. They had
pr obabl y

concluded that if they held ne hostage, those in the Nexus would have to

surrender

to their demands

The governnent wanted to control the sex gates and | had made it obvious
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that that neant controlling the Seconders first. Rita was right. W were both
naive—

way too naive to be playing power ganmes with politicians who had nade a
l'ifelong

study of keeping all the power in their sliny little hands. | should have
known better,

but | never have been able to delve very far into the political nmind. | don't
possess

t he necessary hunger for power.

| took a deep breath. Hell, what was done was done. Now to undo it.

Rita gazed at nme in synpathy, as she comuni cated even worse news.
O her world | eaders had reneged on their agreenents, too, followi ng the |ead
of the

United States. As a result, the situation in nmany countries was agai n beconing
dangerous for Seconders, and that dammed Church of the Gates was causing
problenms, too. As we conferred, | heard the voices in the hallway grow | ouder
Ve
were al nost out of tinme. My mind spun as | tried to fornmulate a plan.
grabbed Rita's

arm

“Co to the far corner and stay out of the line of fire. Keep your nind merged
with mne; I’mgoing to need sonme extra mental power to bring this of f—f |
can.”

To Rita’s great credit, she didn't ask what | had planned. She sim

ply kissed

me and ran to a corner |ounger turned half away from nost of the room where
she
woul d be unobtrusive and out of play—er so the national security agents would
beli eve. They didn’t know enough about telepathy to realize we could

coordi nate our

attack via our nminds. Part of their ignorance was due to ne. | had worked hard
to

convi nce them and the public that Seconders weren't really fully telepathic. |
told

Hess that at the nost we could only read enotions and surface thoughts.

| heard a deeper voice outside, the voice of authority. Hess! My heart
started

to pound with adrenaline. A fist hamered on the door. | froze, waiting,

gi rding ny

mnd for the challenge ahead. | did a nind touch with Rita, and our thoughts
nel ded.

The fist hanmered on the door a second time, even harder.

“l know you're in there, Lee!” Hess shouted. “And | suspect

Rita’s told you

about the changes here. Believe ne, they are for your ultimte good. Ope
n this door

and we'll talk about it.”
My ultimate good—the excuse the governnent used every time it wanted to
pull a fast one on its citizens. | put ny hand in ny jacket pocket—th

e force of habit
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was hard to break. Then | realized Hess knew | normally carried a gun. H
e couldn’t
conpl etely discount the possibility that I mght have managed to bring one

t hr ough
the gate with ne. Maybe | could pull off another bluff. | stuck my hand
deep into ny

pocket, went to the door and flipped the |ock, then stood aside.

The door was flung open with a bang. Hess strode into the room
acconpani ed by two of his henchnen. Not hesitating for a noment, he head
ed
straight for me. H's eyes darted to ny hand, hidden inside the pocket of

ny jacket.
Cursing, he tried a quick disarm ng maneuver. | saw his plan in his mnd
a split
second before he executed it. | noved as he did, anticipating his every

action. There

was a blur of nmotion and I was behind him holding himin a grip designed to
shatter

fingers if he attenpted to break it. He didn't. Instead, he shouted to his
cohorts.

“Cover him and get the girl. Quick”

One of the agents ran around the side of the roomtoward Rita, the other
dodged behind me. | braced ny body against his attack and took a deep br
eath to
steady my concentration. My mind | eapt into high gear. Tine slowed to a craw
as |

expl ored the quantum possibilities and probabilities. A mllion possibilities
fl ashed

before nme in an instant. | nmade a trenendous effort and seized upon one

as nost

advant ageous. In the mdst of nmy mental gymmastics | became aware of Rita's
m nd

supporting mne, helping me decide.

Time stopped. For an infinity that lasted | ess than a heartbeat | faced ny
attackers. Sneers of triunph were frozen on the faces of Hess’s hench

nmen. Then an

eart hquake rocked the roomas ny mental powers exploded into action. | spun as
i f

in a whirlwind. Abruptly, everything went still again. Hess and his two
henchren | ay

tangled up together in a heap in front of nme. My head pounded.

| |1 ooked down at my hands and saw they were shaking. | had changed real

ty,

rewound Hess's entrance. |Instead of rushing nme, Hess had tripped on t

he carpet as

he cane in the door. Hs two henchnen had gotten their feet tangled up with
hi s.

The three of themcollapsed into a heap, their guns flying out of their hands
and

| anding at ny feet.

| shivered with relief. I'd used quantum nechani cs and the uncertai nt
y

principle in ways | didn't begin to understand with my consci ous m nd. But
sonehow
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nmy Seconder powers had accessed the situation, and given nme what | needed.
“Ch, Lee!”

Across the room Rita stared at nme, wi de-eyed with pure anmazenent. | turned
and forced a smile. | didn't want her to know how nmuch |'d scared nyself. Such
powers were al nost inhuman. | remenbered the invitation of the entity and
shuddered. Forcing that fear fromny nind, | bent to pick up one of the guns.
It was

arelief to have the weight of a weapon in nmy hand again.

“We're in control of this roomat least,” | said, pointing it at the three nmen
who

were untangling thenselves fromtheir heap. “No sudden novenents there,”
added
to them as Hess shot me a venonous | ook

My nerves were on edge. It took an effort to keep ny hand from shaking.
For

one thing, | was worried that in shifting tinme |I mght have created a whole
new

worl d—an al ternate universe of my own devising. Wien you start nessing with
guantum nmechani cs, very strange things can happen. According to theory, 1'd

created a new quantum pathway that left us in new situation, but in the sane
wor | d

as we had started. | thought.

The three nmen had nmanaged to untangl e thensel ves, but they were still on
the floor, |ooking confused and shaken. Good, | wanted them that way.
“Stay where you are. Don't nove,” | ordered

They quit noving, but Hess lifted his head and glared at me with the hat
red
and fear of an aninal caught in a trap. “How the hell did you do that?”

“Easy enough,” | said, as if throwing nmen and guns around a roomw

as an

everyday occurrence. “Now, slowy get up, and nmake yourself confortable on a
| ounger over against the wall, so we can talk.”

Hess began getting up in a peculiar fashion. Rita shrieked a warning.
“Lee! He’'s—=
Crouchi ng over, Hess reached for his spare gun hidden in an ankle holste
r.
My mind was one step ahead. Wthout thinking, | fired through the pocket of ny
jacket. | was a very good shot with a pistol. The bullet went through hi
s hand and
into the fleshy part of his |eg.
“Ch, goddamm!” he screaned. “You sonofabitch!!”
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“Yeah. I'ma real bad ass, aren't 1|?”
I reached down and yanked himto his feet, and placed the nuzzle of the
gun
to the side of his head. He blanched, but there was still sone fight in him
“Maybe you can kill ne, Lee, but you can't get away. The agency co

ntrols this
estate. Make it easy on yourself before you get into a |ot of trouble.”
He gritted his teeth as the pain fromhis wounds began to register, but | felt


E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

a

surge of hope in his thoughts. At the same nmonment | heard voi ces outside the
door. |

took a second to gauge the number and positions of the other agents outside.
Turning ny head, | snmiled at Rita.

“Hold the fort, sweetheart. W' re going to be gone a mnute.”

| concentrated again. To my delight, | found it easier this tine now that
knew

it was possible. My brow furrowed as | visualized the outcome | wanted. The
wor | d
twi sted around us. Hess and | stood behind four men and women wi th guns drawn.
As | caught my breath, | realized they were debating whether to break into the
room

after hearing the shot.

“Behind you,” | said.

They whirled around, astounded expressions on their faces as they saw ne
standi ng behind their boss with a gun pointed at his head.

“ How—=

“There’s no exit fromin there. He couldn't have=

“Mster Hess! Are you all right?”

“He’s fine,” | told them “Now shut up, put your guns away, and |l et us reason
together.” | bunped Hess’ tenple with the nmuzzle of ny gun. “Right, Mster
Hess?”

"1l give Hess this much, he kept his voice cal mdespite having a gun
shoved
to his head. “Do as he says. He's | earned sone new tricks.”
“Open the door, and go into the bedroom” | comranded.
Rita' s eyes opened wi de as she saw ne enter behind ny | atest captives
, with
my gun pointed to Hess's head. The agents appeared dunfounded as they
hudd! ed
toget her near the foot of the bed. They had no idea how | had pulled off the
trick.
Actually, | had no idea nyself; | only knew | could do it, not how
“Sit down, all of you. But first, | would appreciate it if you put your
firearms on
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the dresser over there, one by one, please.”

| watched closely as they each wal ked over to the dresser and di sarned.
Rta

noved over to stand guard beside what turned out to be quite a pile of v
ari ous

armanents, while | kept my gun pointed at Hess. Looking glum the |ast agent
to

disarmrejoined his conrades in the huddle. A swift nental touch confirned
that they

were willing—aell, resigned, maybe—to sit quietly for a while. | s

hoved Hess into a

chair against one wall of the roomand glared down at him

“So what did you think you were about to do?”

H s face was pale, but his glittering eyes revealed a m nd hard at work.
“1"m

an agent, Lee. | work for the governnent. | follow orders. The powers yo

u displ ayed
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the last tine you visited Earth terrified the politicians. They want you
br ought under

control so they can | earn what you' re capable of.”

| gave hima fierce grin. “Bringing me under control isn’t going t

0 be easy,
Hess.”
He rel axed slightly, and grinned hinself. “I can see that. You ve |earned sone

new tricks while you were in the Nexus.”

“I’”ve managed to stay ahead of you, anyway.”

It was nmy turn to sneer. | wanted to gloat, to flaunt ny new powers in front
of

him to make their guns vani sh, and maybe their clothes, too. A need to
hum | i ate

these | esser creatures who had dared to defy nme filled ny heart. | caught Rita
staring at ne with a shocked | ook, and reined in ny enotions. Wth an effort,
I

turned nmy attention back to Hess.

“Why did you renege on our agreement? Damm it, | can’t be coming b
ack here
every other day to get you back on course. |’ve got other things to d

0. And you have

really pissed nme off by threatening nmy wonan.”

For the first tine he | ooked frightened. “lI wasn’t going to hurt you—er Rita.
You're both far too val uable.”

| touched his nmind and caught a glinpse of his intentions. “Ch, no, you were
going to hold us at gunpoint, then drug us up so we couldn’t fight ba

ck with our

newf ound nmental powers. | suppose we'd have spent the rest of our lives
drugged to

the teeth in sone governnment institution.”
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Hi s eyes flashed with defiance. “It’s the best way to control sone
one like
you.”
“You' re dammed |ucky | only wounded you instead of putting a bulle
t through
your head.”

“I didn't renege,” he said, throwing a nervous glance at the other agents.
“The

government decided it wasn't politically expedient to give out too nuch

i nformation

about you Seconders at once.”

“I'n other words, the powers that be don’t want the electorate to know there
are people on this planet that they can’t control.”

| was astounded at ny own rage. The hunman race stood at the threshold of

its greatest evolution ever, and these petty bastards only cared about
protecting their

posi tion.

“I't wasn't mny decision; | follow orders.”

“That’s what they all say. And besides, you're lying.” | knew from touching
hi s

mnd that he'd urged the politicians to bring us under control, hoping to get
a
pronotion, and to hell with the lives it mght affect.
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“You goddamm freak!”

He started to rise fromthe | ounger despite his wounded leg. His face tw sted
in rage, as he realized that | knew his every thought. A sharp crack split the
air as |

put a bullet into the |Iounger beside him Rita screanmed and the agents junped.
Hess

flinched and eased back down, staring daggers at ne. | held the gun steady on
Hess
while | pondered my next nmove. |’d thought the Seconders on Earth wer
e safe the
last tinme I'd left for the Nexus. | had to do sonething that would guarantee
their
safety for sure this tine before | dared to | eave again.
Reaching out, | touched Rita’s mind. W conversed tel epathically whi
e the
NSA agents stared at us, wondering what we were up to. Qutside the door
f oot st eps
pounded down the hallway. A beefy man burst into the room his fists up as if
r eady
for a fight.
“Leel” He spotted the gun in nmy hand, and lowered his fists while
a big grin
stretched across his face.
“H, Carl.”
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Relief swept over nme. Carl was Messler’s old chief of security, and he'd
become mine after | inherited Messler’'s wealth. | was glad to see him He
coul d
wat ch the governnent goons while Rita and | got our plan rolling. | nodded to
t he

pile of guns on the dresser.

“How about you hel p yourself to one and keep these guys covered for m

e?”

Carl | ooked enbarrassed as he grabbed a gun fromthe pile. “You sure

you

don't want to fire nme first? | should never have |l et these agents tak

e over—they

caught ne conpletely off guard.”

| shrugged. “If it’s anyone's fault it’'s mine. | was stupid enough to trust
t he

word of a governnent agent.” A delighted | ook appeared on Carl’'s face as he
pointed the gun at Hess. “How d you know | was back?”

“I didn't. Wen these agents found out you were here they escorted the
Seconders to their roons and | ocked themin. | heard a gunshot. So | bro
ke out, and

cane | ooking for the action.”

“dad to see you.” | clapped himon the shoul der and turned ny att

ention to

Rita. “What do you think? WIIl our plan work?”

She smled at nme, her big dark eyes bright with the shining optinismthat

never failed to boost nmy spirits. “lgnorance is what feeds fear. People m ght
not |ike
the truth about us at first, but in the end they' Il understand we’'re not out

to harm
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them”

“Ckay. Let’s do it.”

Rita turned to a side panel and began bringing the main conmputer and wal

I

screen unit in the bedroomfully on Iine. | watched as her flying finger

s set it upto

take continuous dictation with full video and sound. W had decided I wo

uld be the

one to speak. My words woul d be recorded by the conputer and sinultaneou

sly

broadcast to the web worldwi de. Wth the reputation | had established as a web
journalist before I had to go into hiding as a Seconder, my words woul d

carry

credi bility—enough to ensure other reporters would investigate and find out
the full

truth for thensel ves.

“Greetings to everyone listening to this web cast in the United States of
America and around the world,” | began. “I am Jackson Lee Stuart. Many of you
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know ne as a web broadcaster who specialized in stories about the gates. Wat
you

m ght not have known is that |I'malso a Seconder. |’'m speaking to
you toni ght

because the tinme has come for the world to know the truth about Seconder
s—=

| heard a shocked hiss behind ne. dancing away fromthe wall screen, |
saw

Hess glaring at me with his nouth wide open. If | spilled the beans on the
wor | dwi de
web, it would nmean the end of his career as a security agent and he knew it.
Too

bad for him Suppressing a smile, | turned back to the screen
“You may have heard runors and accusati ons about the Seconders
especially from nmenbers of the Church of the Gates, but tonight I'mhere to
gi ve you
t he unvarni shed facts.”
“No!” Hess shouted behind ne.

Bami My ears rang with the loud report of a gun. Rita screaned. | whirled
around. Hess stood upright, a gun in his outstretched hand pointed at ne

Hs two
eyes bulged while a third eye bl ossoned between them Hi s hand went |inmp and
t he
gun fell fromhis fingers. Wth a |last sigh, he sank to a heap on the fl
oor. No one el se

noved.

| stared at Carl. He stood rock steady, the pistol that had killed Hess in
hi s

hand, pointed at the other agents. Not one of them noved.

“Care to make the sane m stake your boss did?” he grow ed.

| read the fear in their mnds and knew the fight had gone out of them *“Good
work,” | told Carl, turning back to the screen

“Pl ease forgive the scene of violence you witnessed,” | said.
What you saw
was but one nore attenpt by agents of the U S. governnent to keep the truth
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about

the Seconders fromyou. They would rather kill nme than | et you know how

t hey have

hi dden the facts about us in a desperate attenpt to preserve their power and
keep

the sex gates for their own use.”

| glanced at a corner of the screen where the conputer was nonitoring how
many people were tuning in to my broadcast. As usual, news had spread |
ke wildfire
on the web. The nunbers were spinning steadily upward on the screen. Squaring
nmy shoul ders, | continued to talKk.
“You see how the security agents of our government are trying to deceive
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you. Their actions cannot stand the light of day. They were prepared to
go to any
| engt hs, even nurder, to keep the facts about the gates from beconi ng known to
you, the very people who pay their salaries.” | |ooked them over, |et

ting nmy gl ance

flick down to Hess's body and back to them | had no doubt that they

woul d confirm

what ever | said.

Knowi ng ny back was guarded by Carl, | sat in front of the conputer, ny

gaze fixed on the canera. “The sex gates were sent here by highly adv

anced

humans froman alternate Earth. They believed this Earth was dooned because we
had taken the wong path | ong ago. Their purpose was to shake up our soc
iety, and

per haps save us in the process. Wat they did not know was that their gates
woul d

trigger an evolutionary process in the human race on this Earth due to the
fact that

some humans on our world have tel epathic powers. These hunans are the on

es

who are able to go through the gates twi ce and becone Seconders. Sonething in
the transfornmati on process expands these powers.”

| kept tal king, watching the nunmbers clinb to astrononical heights. “The
government wants to control the gates and the Seconders for their own selfish
purposes. But | believe, with the help of the Seconders, the gates can be

adj usted

so that everyone on this planet can use them if they wish, without fear and
for as

many times as they wi sh to.”

When | finished two hours later, ny throat hurt from nonstop tal king, bu

t | had

covered everything we knew about the sex gates, the Nexus, and various points
bet ween. Best of all, the nunbers on the side of the screen indicated that
peopl e

had listened to ny words worldwide. Rita sat at a desk to one side of the
bedr oom

bent over a keyboard while she nonitored various sites and web boards fo

r the

response to ny talk. The smile on her face told ne the initial reaction

was good

Stretching nmy cranped shoul ders, | eyed the security agents who sat on t
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he

bed under Carl’s watchful eye and gun. W would have to | ock them up
sonewher e

whil e the other Seconders were rearned, then send them packing. | knew the
government could easily recapture and inprison us if they w shed, but | hoped
t he

wor | dwi de furor sure to follow my talk woul d prevent that.

I wondered which of my revelations would stir up the nost controversy. | had
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freely adnmitted that we Seconders had devel oped superior nental powers. Al nost
in

the sane breath | had reassured ny audi ence that we remai ned hunan, and we
were the world' s best hope for |l earning how to operate the gates and use them
to

visit unlimted alternate worlds. Cl ean new worlds were out there, waiting for
t he

teeming billions on this polluted planet. Normal humans might fear us, but

t hey

woul d want the gifts only we could provide.

In addition to this, | had dangl ed another carrot. W Seconders were wor

ki ng

day and night to understand the operation of the gates. W hoped soon to find
a way

for others to go through nore than once. They too coul d have the benefits of
et er nal

youth, perfect health, and increased intelligence if they would trust us to
find the

secret.

| had another exciting gift to offer them too. | reveal ed what had happened
to

t hose who had di sappeared while trying to go through the gates. Their lo

ved ones

weren’'t dead, and we planned to release themfromtheir stasis. Rita and | had
suffered an agony of suspense wonderi ng what had happened to Russell and
Donna. W could imagi ne the unbridled joy in homes around the gl obe when

peopl e

heard their |lost |oved ones hadn't di sappeared forever. | told themthe ful
truth,

too—+that we had no idea what condition the old and sick would be in w

hen t hey

energed. We could only pronise we would do our best to save them

Li kewi se, we did not know if crimnals, drug addicts, the nentally ill, and
even

psychopat hs woul d enmerge cured or not. Again, | assured themthat we would do

our best. Seconders would be nmonitoring themand trying to hel p them adj ust.
It was a big dose of data to swallow, in addition to the dribble that ha
d al ready
been fed to the public, especially since | released it to the world uncu
t, and
uncensored. How it would play out | would have to wait and see, although ny
pattern sense suggested that people were sick of the Iies of their governnents
and
ready for the truth
| glanced down on the fl oor where Hess's body lay sprawled in a poo
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of

blood. | waited for guilt or regret to strike, but none came. The man had
betrayed ny

trust. He would have used Rita and nme |ike research animals, mlking us
for every

drop of know edge about the gates, then flinging us aside |ike so nuch
gar bage
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Staring down at him | focused on thoughts of a reality w thout his body
bari ng ny

way—a better reality. The air around his body flickered as if in a he

at wave, and he

vani shed.

“Ckay.” | turned to Carl with grimpurpose. “Let’s get these guys |ocked up.”
VWil e we nmarched them down to the basenent and | ocked themin a storage
room Carl filled ne in on events fromhis perspective as head of securi

ty. The

government agents had overpowered and disarnmed himalong with the other
Seconders, and then had ordered the security staff under Carl’'s conmand to
| eave.

They’' d kept Carl under guard and ordered the Seconders to continue their
research

into the gate. But since they had Rita, and since Rita and | were clearly the
nost

advanced of the Seconders, there was little doubt their nmain purpose was to
have

host ages ready when | returned. Only no one had expected nme to return fo

ur weeks

after |'d departed. They thought it would be nonths before | nastered the
gat es

enough to return. Their lax security around the gate had given ne the ch
ance to find

out what was happeni ng and fight back

Wth the agents safety | ocked up, Carl and | spread through the house an

d

t he guest houses around it, releasing the Seconders who were routinely k
ept | ocked

in their rooms when not under the watchful eye of a federal agent. Most of
t hem

al ready knew what had happened—while | spoke worl dwi de on the net Rit

a had

been busy contacting each one mnd-to-nind and bringing themup to date.
“W didn't really try to fight back,” Carl told nme, as we wal ked toget her back
to the house after setting the | ast of the Seconders free. “W knew t he
gover nnent

woul d send nore agents if we fought, and we knew you woul d be back event

ual ly.

Rita was confident you would know how to handl e the situation, and it turns
out she

was right.”

“l hope | handled it,” | said.

I wasn't quite as confident as Carl. So far, the world’ s reaction to the truth
seened good, but then I’'d thought things were under control the last tine |
left, too.
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Not for the first time, | wondered why | was so trustful. | see nyself as a
bit of a

cynic, but Ritatells me I’mthe exact opposite—far too trusting a

nd naive. 1’ve

al ways had a live-and-let-live attitude and can’'t seemto grasp why everyone
el se
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doesn’'t feel the sane.
As a former newshound, | wanted to stay on Earth to keep on top of
devel opnents after ny revelations. | can't recall any tine in history when
government officials were exposed so openly in the niddle of one of their
pl ots.
Heads woul d roll, of course, but | would bet noney that the spin nachi nes of
every

government in the world were already working overtine to put the best light on
what

| had broadcast.

Leaving Carl with a group of Seconders to start reestablishing a guard

perineter around the estate, | hurried back up to our bedroom Rita was seated
in

front of a portable ternminal at the desk, her back to the door. | noticed

bl oodst ai ns on

the rug where Hess had fallen. | applied another dose of quantum adjustnent to
t he

area and they disappeared. Hearing ny steps, Rita turned to greet nme with her
radi ant smile.

“The net is practically on overload, so nmany people are online discussing your
speech. | think you nmay have set an all-tinme record for listeners. It’

s astoundi ng!”

“What’ s the reaction?”

“Good. People are a little leery of Seconders, of course. They' d rather we
didn’'t have powers they don't have. But the idea that we might be

able to nake the

gates available to everyone without fear of vanishing—why, | think we'd beat
Sant a

Claus in a popularity contest right now”

| gathered her in my arns. “lI hope we can keep mny prom ses.”

She | ooked up at ne, her beautiful dark eyes shining with faith. “If you said
it's

possi ble, I know you' |l find a way. You ve never failed ne—er anyone—yet.
don’ t

t hi nk you have the faintest idea how renmarkable you are.” My cheeks started to
bur n.
“Look at you, blushing like a boy.” Rita s eyes sparkl ed.

“I"l'l show you who’s a boy,” | grow ed.

Cat chi ng her head between ny hands, | slanted nmy nmouth across hers in a
hungry kiss. | traced the outline of her lush lips with ny tongue, then began
a sl ow,

sensual exploration of her mouth. My blush subsided as a different kind of
heat

began to burn under ny skin. The taste of Rita's lips, the scent of her hair,
and the

satiny texture of her skin all conbined to fan the inner fire of desire that
she never
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failed to kindle inside ne.

| tugged her over to the bed and we collapsed on it in a giggling heap

As ny

ni mbl e fingers worked on unfastening her clothes, nenories of Russell an

d Donna

and Randy and Terri flashed through ny mnd. They were wonderful |overs,
every

one of them but Rita was the best, beyond conpare. | loved her in a special
way,

i ke no other.

For the first time | wondered if the two of us should consider some sort of
formal arrangenent |ike marriage, especially considering that we had a baby on
t he
way. | didn’t want to limt Rta s freedom but | did want to reassure her of
ny

undyi ng devotion and commitnment to her and our child. At the thought, ny sense
of

forebodi ng deepened. Troubled tinmes lay ahead. | knew that for a certainty. |
needed

to return to the Nexus and handl e the problens there before | could hone

stly offer

Rita the kind of Iife | wanted to give her—a safe and secure life with a
predi ct abl e

future.
We spent a night together, |ocked in each other’'s arns, naking tender |ove to
one anot her. The next morning | met with the Seconders who renained. Two

of

them Barbara Wods and Betty Masterson, were the npost advanced, except for
Rita who couldn’t go through the gates because of her pregnancy. It took
sever al

hours of intense coaching, but by afternoon | felt confident they could nake
it to the

Nexus if necessary to fetch me if | were needed again before | was ready

to cone

back for Rita.
As hard as it was to leave Rita the first tine, it was twice as hard knowi ng
t he

unsettled situation. But | didn't see any other choice, but to finish the work
| needed
to do in the Nexus. | had to fulfill my prom ses of the night before to assure
safety for

Seconders everywhere. The longer | stayed, the less ny directional sense in
t he

guantum fl ux was dependable, or so | thought. Rita acconpani ed ne al one
to the

barn where we shared a long farewell kiss, and | stepped into the gate o

nce nore.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

My accuracy needed work, but | wasn't too far off—+ arrived back a
t the

Nexus a dozen or nmore hours after | had left. Less than two days renai ned be
fore
we had to do sonething about the people in stasis; actually, it was poss

i bl e we had

less tinme than that because we weren't absolutely certain of the tining, as
Russel |

had proved already. And each of the teams had to arrive on its alternate world
in
advance of the release to prepare for the onrush of people.
W assumed the peopl e woul d have no idea how | ong they had been in stasi
s
or even, perhaps, what had happened to them Their |ast menory woul d be
entering
the gates—er in some cases being throwm into the gates. They woul d be naked,
confused, and in a new body. W would have to provide clothing, food, drink,
shelter, and waste disposal for an unknown nunber of prospective residen
ts.

Fortunately, we had identified the alternate worlds we wanted to use. Am
anda

had managed to find seven worl ds where the gate nasters had |left conputers
li ke

H. C. behind. Those conputers were a great help in getting the worlds ready. |
wi shed we had about fifty nore trained people to help handl e the actua
rel ease, but
peopl e were one thing we couldn’t produce out of the quantum fl ux.

| had a violent crowd, but at l|east there would be fewer of them It had
become apparent soon after the sex gates appeared that violent psychopathic
crimnals rarely, if ever, made it through a gate. Consequently they had
st opped
trying. Psychopaths might be a |lot of things, but generally they aren’t dunb.
Nevert hel ess, we were dealing with a worl dwi de phenonenon, so | expected
woul d
have enough of themto keep me busy.

| spent a frantic few hours working with Russell and Donna making sure w
e'd
t hought of every aspect we could control. That left ne with only one chore
before
going to the alternate world—t was tinme to attenpt ny first trip into the
future to get

Rita and our new son Justin. Theoretically, a trip to the future wouldn't be
t hat
different froma trip into the past. Theory aside, the idea of traveling into
t he
unknown frightened nme despite my determination to keep ny pronmise to Rit
a

As | did whenever | faced any problemw th the Nexus, | conferred with
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Russell. He offered to acconpany nme through the gate to help guide ne. | knew
hi s

plate was full, if not overloaded already, but that didn't stop me fromtaking
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hi m up

on the offer. If anyone could pinpoint that noment in the future, it was him
As

usual , Russ shrugged off mnmy thanks. As much as | appreciated his brillia

nce, | |oved

himfor his good heart even nore.

W prepared oursel ves and headed for the nearest gate, while | thought h

ow

crazy this whole thing sounded. At the sanme tinme, Russ strode along at m

y side,

perfectly calm The reverberations fromhis nmnd told nme he found not hi ng
unusual

about an attenpt to travel into the future. That was Russ all over. If it was
scientifically possible, then that was it—a sinple done deal, no natt

er how the

average person night boggle at the thought. And perhaps it was a sinple deal
Hadn't he told nme once, when | first found ny way to himand Messler and the
Nexus, that the whol e universe may be nothing nore than thought?

| wiped ny sweaty hands against ny jeans as we neared the control room

and tried to master the rapid beating of nmy heart. | had promised Rita to
bring her
and Justin to the Nexus, and | would. | hoped she woul d have the sense t

o0 stay here

with the baby, but |I knew she intended to cone with ne.

“ Ready?”

W had reached the gate. Russ grinned at ne with a reckless gleamin his
eye. The theories worked out, but this was his chance to put it to the t
est—+the

monent of scientific truth. He was a happy man, and | was petrified.

“Wait a minute,” | stuttered. “1I’ve had a terrible thought. Wat if |I create
another alternate world by traveling to the future?”

Russ | aughed. “Relax. | know quantumtheory is a bit beyond you so yo

ul

have to take ny word for it, but we're safe. The Nexus is designed to prevent
such

t hi ngs from happeni ng. The masters knew what they were doi ng and—=~

He went on happily babbling, but that was the last word | really understood.
The rest of what he said m ght as well have been in Martian—er whatever

| anguage

the masters spoke. | shook nmy head. It was too late not to trust Russ. He'd

t aught

me to mani pul ate quanta possibilities. He knew what he was doing. |I let it go
at that.

Before we |l eft the Nexus, Russ and | went through the gate once to becom

Page No 143

femal e. That way, we would emerge on Earth as males in case the situatio
n there

had deteriorated and we needed sone nmale nuscle. | didn't anticipate

any

probl ens—+ was sure Betty or Barbara would have gotten a nessage off

to ne

sonmehow i f sonet hing had happened, but 1'd |l earned the hard way it was best to
be
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pr epar ed.

On our second trip, we launched off toward the future. This time | actively
partici pated, |earning nore and nore about the mani pul ation of quantumreality
t hat

Russ was already so fanmliar with. As we hung inside that faniliar green
unreality, he
taught me mind to mind in an amazi ng exchange of concepts that went far beyond
t he power of words. Wat had seermed nere babble to me before becane clear as
Russ fed his hard won know edge directly into ny consci ousness. He showe

d nme
where ny directional sense needed to be adjusted and warned once nore th

at |

nmust be careful not to bunp through the limts or else | would be in danger of
changi ng into sonething nore than human.
At last we were ready. W let the gate set us in notion and energed thro

ugh
the green fog to find ourselves in the famliar barn on Earth.

This time the huge interior where Messler’s “secret” sex gate r

esi ded was

unguarded. As before, a set of clothes in ny size hung on the clothes rack. It
al so

hel d several all-purpose waps of various sizes and colors. That was rea
ssuring. It

told me the Seconders on the estate were using the gate regularly to stu

dy the

gquantumreality on their own and increase their mental powers.

Russ cl aimed one of the waps while | dressed in ny regular jeans, shirt and
jacket. A small pistol resided confortably in the side pocket where | had |eft
it the

ot her day—ever seven nonths ago by Earth time. | patted it confortab
y after

shruggi ng on the jacket.

Russ slipped on sandals while telling me he preferred his old jeans from
col | ege days.

“Why don’t you create them then?”

He | ooked benused for a noment then shook his head. “It’s best not

to try too

much of that outside the Nexus—+too easy to slip up and wind up in a different
reality.”

Top

Page No 144

| shuddered and decided not to tell himthe full story of what |I did the

last time
| visited Earth. A chill shot down ny spine as another thought occurred to ne.
“Wuld we know i f we did?”

“I't would depend on how nuch change occurred. It mght be ngjor, or it m ght
be so minor you'd never notice. Personally, | would prefer not to find out.
Cone on,
let’s go see if there's a decent cook around here.”

That remark nmade ne grin. |If Russell was hungry, chances were we'd ma
de it
back to the right reality.

Since | was the one who was arnmed, | led the way. | didn't sense any
danger
but | was ever mindful that circunstances could have changed since | was here
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| ast.

W energed fromthe tunnel and into the house. Russell whistled in
appreci ation as he glanced around at the luxurious setting. It took ne a

second to
remenber that he had never been to this house before. He’'d vanished fromEarth
years ago when we lived in Texas.

W reached the great room A fire was blazing in the two-story firepl ace.
spotted Betty and Barb sitting on one of the couches with hands tw ned t
oget her.

Forgetting caution, | hurried toward them

The sound of ny boots on the hardwood fl oors al erted Barbara. She | ooked
up and her mouth opened in a round “O of surprise then changed to

a big grin.

“Lee! You're back!”

“Where's Rita?” | couldn’'t wait for anything el se.

Both of them junped up, eager to claimthe privilege of taking ne to Rita.
Their m nds bubbled with excitement as they envisioned nme nmeeting nmy son

for the
first time. | gathered the whol e group of Seconders had been | ooking for
ward to this
event .

“So did you do it? Did you actually travel in time?” Betty wanted

to know as

we clinbed the stairs. “Or did you wait seven nonths in the Nexus.”

| shook ny head. “No. It’s only been a day or so in my frane of re
ference

since | left. How have things gone here?

Betty | aughed. The gay little sound told nme everything was under control

“W’ ve had some probl ems. The governnent isn’t going to give up control that
easily
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and they' ve tried to put their own spin on things. But we' ve held

on to a position of

power, because the people want to see if you can keep your proni se and make

t he

gates work w t hout maki ng peopl e vanish.”

Russ shot nme a startled look. | hadn’'t had time to nention ny pronise

sto

him “Wat? You prom sed what ?”

“Hey, old buddy, you’ve worked miracles already. Wiat's one nor

e?” | left

himlooking slightly bew |Idered at the top of the stairs. Betty pronised to

show hi m

around the conplex while | had ny reunion with Rita. My jubilant nood faded as

|

wondered how long and difficult the seven nonths had been for her

When | reached our old suite of rooms, | didn't bother knocking. | knew Rita

had al ready sensed nmy presence. Instead, | threw open the door and wal ke

din, a

wi de grin stretching ny face

Rita sat in a chair near the wi ndow, our newborn son cradled in her arns
If 1

had expected her to junp up and fly at me in welcone | would have been
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di sappointed, but | didn't. I could see she was busy with vitally inportant
busi ness.

“Leel” she cried with delight. “Ch, | knew you woul d succeed.”

A second mnd intruded itself on nmy consciousness, a mnd that had no
awareness of me. It was totally concentrated on satisfying its hunger. T

o ny

surprise, tears came into my eyes. | blinked and tip-toed closer to Rita as if
afraid

that any noise fromnme would startle our son. He continued to ignore nme. He
was

busy nursing at her breast, his tiny little mnd concentrating on the task of

bri ngi ng

mlk fromthe nipple with the sinple determi nation of the newborn. It was
gratifying

and overwhelmng to touch Rita’s mind with my own as hers was absorbe

d partly

with our son’s—Justin s—greedy little feasting.
| sat down beside her and cupped her face with my hands, as | drank int
he
warnth that shone in her dark, beautiful eyes. A deep happi ness dwelled there,

al nost sensuous in nature as Justin nursed. | smled as she shared the
sensati on of
his small nouth sucking at her nipple with me. As a Seconder, | could

experi ence

t he wonder of nursing through her mind. Hardly able to believe the three of us
wer e

together at last, | reached out with tentative fingers to touch the baby’s

sil ky dark hair

and his flaw ess skin. For his part, he continued to ignore nme, his total
concentration
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focused on drawing the sweet milk fromhis nother’s breast.

“Hi, Justin,” | whispered. “I'myour daddy.”

Rita chuckled, her smile warmwi th affection. “He’'s his daddy’s son. The only
thing he’s interested inis ny nipple.”

“Not true,” | protested. “I love every part of you.”

Qur lips net. | could feel hers trenble with happiness that | was at [ong | ast
back with her. | have to confess that my lips trenbled, too, even though the
time

apart had been shorter for nme. The circunstances made it seemlike we’

d been

separated for an eternity.

When | was finally able to move ny lips fromhers | |ooked down at our s
on

again. He had finished his nmeal and was drifting off into sleep. His mn

d touched

mne briefly as Rita relayed the information that | was his father, but he was
al r eady

hal f asleep. His nouth slipped off the nipple of Rita’s swollen breast and
m | k

dr ool ed down his cheek. | watched with fascination as Rita burped him an

d then

eased himdown to the layer of soft pillows on the |Iounger she had ready
for him
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“My love, | can’t renenber when |’ ve been so happy,” | whisp
ered.
Rita | aughed gently. “You don’t have to whisper; he's a good sl
eeper.”
“That’s great,” | whispered, unable to help nyself as | glanced down at the
sl eeping child. The only baby |I had been around for any length of tine w
as ny
cousin Tomand | barely renenbered those days. Besides, this was soneth
ng
different. Justin belonged to me—to us. | was surprised at the fierce and
protective
love that filled nmy heart at the sight of his small, defensel ess body. “How
long has it

been?”

“He was born two days ago. You timed your arrival pretty close. | was

begi nning to get worried.”

“Can we | eave Justin on these pillows?” | asked.

“Sure. Wy not?”

“He won’t roll off?” | was already worried about himand hadn’t known him
five

m nut es!

“No, silly. See the big pillowin front of hinf? Besides, if he gets restless,
"1
know. Mot herhood is so much easier when you' re a Seconder. W can know what a

Top

Page No 147

baby wants wi thout having to guess. And our nental attitudes will be a guide
for him

as he grows. He'll be able to feel our love.”
“He will?”
“Of course he will. Wiy—eh, | see. You didn't pick up on it.”

“Pick up on what?” About the only thing I was picking up on at the
nonent
was how beautiful Rita |ooked despite just having given birth. Mtherhoo
d had left a
| ovely gl ow about her. | wanted to tunble her down on the bed but knew
t was far
t oo soon.
“Qur son is a natural Seconder, Lee. He was born with our telepathic gifts. He
can feel ny thoughts and | sensed himfeeling yours. O course he is on
y a baby.
He doesn’t even have | anguage yet. He thinks in feelings and inages.
He can’t
i nterpret anything but the nost primtive of enotions |ike | ove and happi ness.
But as

he grows, the link between the three of us will strengthen. He'll know how
| oved he
is. Think how wel|-adjusted he'll be.”

| had sone thoughts about that, but | kept themto nyself. No natter how
wel |
adjusted a kid is, he has to find his own identity eventually. It's a part of
gr owi ng up.

But those problens lay far in the future. No need to worry about themfo
r a long
time.
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As we tal ked, we noved toward the bed and began renovi ng our cl ot hes.
Both of us had a need to get physically close, even though Rita wasn’

t ready for

i ntercourse yet. Soon we lay side by side. Wth a gentle smile, Rta gui
ded ny lips to

her breasts. | snelled the sweet snell of her mlk as she urged ne to take the
ni ppl e

that Justin had been using into nmy nmouth. | fastened ny lips around the taut
little

nub and sucked, tasting her warmm | k. Her body stiffened with pl easure
and she

groaned out | oud.

“That’ s enough,” | said, feeling her arousal begin.

She clutched nmy head with both hands and pressed me to her breasts.
I

want you inside ne.”

“I'n a couple of weeks—= | began

She sat up, nearly throwing ne off the bed. “Sooner than that! Tonorr
ow

“

when | go through the gate. 1'Il cone out a man, but | can go through again
and have
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with a whol e new body—+eady for you.”
“No, Rital” |I grabbed her arm “You'll lose your milk.” | hadn’'t even thought
about that.
Her face fell. She hadn’'t thought of it either. After a nonment, she perked up
“I'f I have to, | have to. |I'mgoing back to the Nexus with you no
matter what.”

| cuddl ed close to her and stroked her cheek. “Hey, the baby wll be
fine with
formul a. He has a wonderful nother.”

“Lee, you're so sweet.” Her voice trenbled with warnth as she
hugged ne to

her. | guess | hadn't realized how stressful the |last few weeks, and in
particular, the
| ast few days had been. | rested nmy head on the soft pillow of flesh she

provi ded and
fell asleep.
* k *
The sound of a baby crying woke me up. Rita stood bent over a crib next to
our bed with Justin in her arns.
“Time for another neal ?” | asked, ny nmind half filled with cobwebs from
sl eep.
“He’'s better than an alarmclock,” Rita assured nme as she sat d
own in the
| ounger and bared her breast to our son’s hungry stare. He clanped on and

began
sucking, filling the roomw th |oud, smacking sounds.
“Must be hollow inside,” | comrented.

A knock sounded on the door. “You guys decent?” a fam liar voice a

sked.

“As decent as |'Il ever be.” Rita |aughed and nmade no effort to
cover her

exposed breast. She and Russ had been | overs years ago before he'd d
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sappear ed

into the gates.

“Rital!” He strode into the room his face beam ng w th happi ness. Belatedly, |
remenbered that while | had been back and forth to the Nexus this was th
e first time

Rita and Russ had seen each other since his di sappearance.

“Ch, Russ.” Even hanpered by the baby, she managed to hook an arm
around his neck and drag himclose for a |long wel com ng kiss. Wen they
br oke

apart, Russ dragged over a chair and we sat in a little circle, enjoying
the warnt h of

old friends reunited.
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After Russ had spent the nandatory tinme adnmiring the baby and Rita had
fini shed punping himw th questions about life in the Nexus, we began to
tal k about
the present situation. | wanted to know how Earth had reacted to ny
di scl osures
several nmonths ago. As it turned out, Russ was a fountain of information.
Wiile | had
been sl eeping, he had been busy catching up on the happenings here. Sinc
e this
was his first visit back to our Earth he was really interested. Wile Rita
fini shed
feedi ng the baby, he rhapsodi zed about the changes.
“It’s amazing what the truth will do sonetimes. | wouldn’t have believed it.’
“Bel i eved what ?”
Russ | ooked at me with a curious expression on his face. “Wy, the ch
anges
that have occurred in the last six nmonths or so. You should know, you and Rita
are
t he ones who are responsible for them”

“l haven't heard about any changes yet,” | said, not a real can
ard. “l’ve been
too busy getting to know ny son.” | decided not to nention the restfu

| sleep | had
gotten as Russ appeared not to have slept at all

“Well, | think it’s great. Here in the states, there’'s been an el ection, but
|
guess you knew that was coming.”

“Uh, no. Frankly, the problens in the Nexus have dominated ny thinking for
the past few weeks. My pattern sense seens to have |locked in on that to
t he
exclusion of everything else.”

“Interesting. Anyway, a lot of the old scoundrels got thrown out of office.
There's a whol e new set of scoundrels running the country—but nmaybe they won’t
be so bad. Over half of them are people who have been through a gate, and as
you
know t hat experience nellows nost people a bit. But here’'s the great news: a
Seconder was actually elected to the Senate.”

Rita held Justin up to her shoul der and began gently patting himon the
back.

A loud burp was her reward. “Really? |’'ve been so busy getting rea
dy for the baby, |
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m ssed that news nyself.”

“How in hell did they ever get a Seconder to run?” | asked.
Russ | aughed and poked me in the ribs with his elbow “That’'s the
best part.

They didn’t. He was a wite in.”
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That told ne everything | wanted to know. |f a Seconder could be elected

to a
nati onal office in Arerica, home of religious fundanentalists, then the heat
nust be
of f.

“Ch, yes, it is,” Rita assured ne, catching nmy thought. “You

Il notice there

aren’t any NSA agents around the place anynore. You radiated sincerity the

ni ght

you spoke on the worl dwi de web and peopl e believed you. Wen the governnment
tried to take control of us again, there was such an outpouring of rage from
voters

that they had to back off. W' ve been left pretty much al one ever sin

ce. The world

knows Seconders here and in the Nexus are looking for the answers and they're
wai ting to see what happens.”

| swall owed hard. The pressure was on. We had to cone through

Russ nodded. “l1 watched a replay of your speech on the web. | was nov
ed,
buddy. And the part where Carl shot Hess—tal k about drama. The evil government
agent trying to shoot you in the back, but stopped by the |oyal enployee. You
gotta
love it. And people did. Plus, you got extra points for being honest and
telling it like it
is rather than schening to further your own ends.”

Rita got up fromthe | ounger and noved over to the crib to change Justin’s
di aper. “You do have diapers in the Nexus, don't you?” she aske
d as she worked.

Russ and | exchanged a grin. “1’lIl nmake a roomfull of themfor yo
u,” |
pronm sed.

She picked Justin up again. “Thanks. That will be about a nmonth’s supply at
the rate this little character uses themup.”

Her smile grew sad as she handed the baby to ne. “Do you want to say
goodbye to your son? In another couple of minutes he'll be your daughter.”

| took the small, warmbundle into ny arns. “Does it matter? The esse
nce
inside will stay the same whatever the outside wapping.”

Rita took ny armand | ooked around the bedroomone |last tine. “Ckay,

I'm
ready. Let’'s go.”

We found a group of Seconders waiting for us downstairs in the great room
O course, everyone wanted to hold the baby one last tine and say goodby
eto Rta.
| stood around feeling awkward as Rita collected hugs and ki sses and peo
pl e w ped
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tears fromtheir cheeks. Everyone |loved Rita but respected her decision to be
cl ose

at hand in the Nexus in case | needed her help.

We left the others behind in the great roomat |ast and wal ked down the

tunnel to the gate. As we wal ked, | couldn’t help but think how brave Rita was
and

how much she nmust love ne to travel with ne to a world she’'d never seen

t aki ng

our newborn child w th her

| reached out and slipped one finger into Justin's little hand. His t
iny fingers
gripped nmy single finger. | wondered what |ay ahead and how long I'd
be away from

hi m on the psychopath world. | wanted to be with nmy famly, to spend tim
e with
them and instead we woul d soon be torn apart again.
Rita | ooked grimtoo now that the time had cone. | knew it was breaking her

heart to have to leave himin the care of soneone else. Qur ninds touche
d and she
nodded, as if to say, “Let’s get on with it.”

My heart swelled with pride and | took her hand. Rita has the kind of courage
that isn’t obvious but is always there when needed. Through ny vari ous
advent ur es,
she’d been at ny side, hel ping and encouragi ng ne, keepi ng me conpass
i onat e
and human with her own brave heart. That's the kind of courage | nean. She
wil |
al ways do what needs to be done, cone what nay.

We entered the roomand without hesitating, we went into the gate.
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CHAPTER TVEELVE
Russ gui ded us back wi thout any problens. Both Justin and Rita nade the
trip without mshap. | was fairly certain that would be the case, since the
baby was
exhibiting telepathic abilities already. Nonetheless, it was a relief to step
out the
ot her side and see Rez and Justina energe a second | ater
“Ww ” was all Rez could say, as he took in the crystal city.
Russ had purposefully guided us in the flux so that we energed through a
different gate than usual, a gate on a hill overlooking the city. In fact, it
was the sane
gate 1'd conme through the first tinme | arrived in the Nexus. It gave Rez a
sweepi ng
view of his new worl d—the green valley, the bubbling stream and the strange
crystal city rising in the distance.
“I feel like Dorothy did when she woke up in Qz,” Rez said, after spending a
m nute taking in the phenonenal view. “You never told nme how beautiful it
was. ”
“Mostly |’ve been too busy to appreciate the beauty,” | said
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It seens like |I've
had a deadline | oom ng over ny head since the nmonent | first arrived.”
“Ah, yes, the deadline.” Rez’'s beautiful dark eyes gazed at ne wi th synpathy.
Usually 1'd be busy adnmiring the rest of his handsone mal e body, but there's
no point craving what you can’t have. He handed Justina over to ne, then
st epped
back through the gate. Rita wanted to remain a female for Justina, but she
didn't
want to take the risk of sending our baby through the gate a second tine

, nho nmatter
how sure we m ght be that she would come through okay.

| reached out and touched Justina's little mnd, but caught no hint of upset
in
the baby fromthe transition. The change in her body was m nor fromthe baby’s
poi nt of view, since she was young and healthy and years away from carin

g what

sex she belonged to. Yet | did notice one subtle difference, a slight but
perceptible

sense of confusion filled the baby’s mnd when Rez held her, a confusion that
di sappeared when Rita came back. | handed Justina to Rita and went throu

gh the

gate mysel f, changing to male. | was enjoying the father role. Rissa joined ne
on the

second trip to beconme Russell again.
Once we had our sexes straightened out, Russell and | materialized sone
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clothes out of the quantumflux, inpressing Rita in the process. Then we |ed
her on
a brief tour of the crystal city. She |aughed when we showed her the trick of
wal ki ng
t hrough the walls. The strange machi nes and glowing crystals held little
interest for

her, though. Rita is a people person. As we wal ked, Russ and | sent out nental
nessages to the other Seconders in the Nexus that we were back, and that they
shoul d cone to the central chanber to neet Rita and the baby at 1500 hours.
Russell left us to check in with his group, while |I took Rita and Justin
a to see the
suite of roons | had prepared for their stay in the Nexus.
“Ch, how beautiful!” Rita cried, as we cane through the wall
Qur private retreat |ooked like the suite of some |uxury hotel wth thick
carpets, polished furniture nade fromexquisitely finished woods, and a huge
doubl e

bed piled high with rich Iinens and plunp pillows. Acrib with lacy pink

bl anket s st ood

in the far corner. She put Justina down for her nap, and turned to ne.
“You thought of everything, Lee. | |ove you.”
“Conme here.” | opened mny arns.
W had a good two hours until the nmeeting and | took full advantage of them
Wien we arrived at the central room we both had big grins on our faces.
Russel |
chuckl ed and gave nme the thunbs-up sign

Messl er had created the central roomsone tinme ago. It served as a gathering
pl ace where we could cone together for fun and ganes, and to mingle and
tal k.
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Most of the Seconders in the Nexus were friends of Russell’s, fell ow
scientists he

had recruited to join him By agreenent, we kept the roomnore or less the
sane,

al t hough | noticed sone differences every time | went to it.

There was certainly a difference this time; Justina was the only child to ever
cone to the gate master’s world and everyone, nmen and woren alike, gathered to
wi tness the event. Donna was first in line to greet us. | had to hold Ju
stina again

whil e she hugged Rita and the two of themburst into tears of joy. A great
deal of

ki ssing and hugging later, Donna took little Justina in her arms and coo

ed with

delight, as she smiled down at the baby' s face.

“She’s perfect, Rita, absolutely perfect.”

Rita beaned and patted Donna's stomach. “1 hear you have one in the oven
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too.”
“Yes.” Donna gl owed with happiness. “I only just caught, though

While the two of them huddl ed together to tal k about babies, | held Justina
and endured the sight of usually staid scientists turning into blubbering
idiots. Every

| ast one of them oohed, and ahed, and made silly noises at our baby, until |
began to

suspect that something in the air was affecting their mnds. But Rita assured
ne that

anyone who was normal did the sane thing. Russell gave everyone plenty o

f time to

neet the new additions to the crystal city, and then he called us to order
This woul d

be our last planning session before we departed for our assignnents on the
ot her

wor | ds.

| found a confortable lounger for Rita and Justina, and sat down besi de them
O hers found their own chairs. Russell stood in front, counting noses as the
chatter

di ed down. After a nonent, a puzzled frown crossed his face.

“Where are Amanda and Derrick?” he denanded

| reached out with ny nind, seeking a sense of their presence sonewhere in
the city. My mental touch cane back enpty.

“I"'mafraid they've left already,” Randy said.

Russel |’ s face darkened. “That was foolish. |’'ve got a great de

al nore to

convey about handling the transfer.”

“They said it was nore inportant to get their world in order, and tine was
limted.” Randy shot an apol ogetic glance ny way. “Amanda seened inpatient to
get started.”

| held up a hand agai nst a nurnur of angry voices. “That was a m stak

e, but

what is done is done. |I'mnot about to act |ike sonme sort of cop and
go after them
They' || have to handle the transition in their world as best they can w thout

t he nost
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up-to-date information.”

Russ folded his arnms as the others quieted down. “Ckay, people. Listen up
What we’'re about to try won’t be easy. No one knows how many souls are in
stasis

at the nonent, maybe mllions, and we won’t be able to save themall.
A twi nge of guilt passed through ne. | still struggled with conflicting
feelings

about the entity who' d reached out to nme in the gate, offering ne vast powers
in
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exchange for ny humanity. Wth such powers | could save many nore. Either Russ
caught ny thought or he was thinking along the same |lines. H's expression grew
even nore serious.

“This stasis environnent was set up by the nmasters to hold those the gate
could not handle. It’'s ny belief that the nasters fully intended that these
peopl e be

rel eased eventually. This is why there is alinmt to howlong stasis can could
t hem-a

l[imt we are rapidly approaching.”

“Less than twenty-four hours renmaining, by |latest estinmate,” Donna added.

Russ lifted his chin a notch, and his eyes flashed. “W're going t

o do our best,

| know. If we |ose people—and we will—+ want you to renenber that

what is

happening is not our fault. The blanme lies with the gate masters. \Wen they
sent

their gates to Earth, they nade sone terrible mscal culations. Because w

e are an

alternate world that is close to their own tineline, they expected we woul d
react |ike

them but we didn't.”

“What do you nean?” Rita asked.

“They thought we would sacrifice our humanity to our evolution, as they did.”
A ook of grimsatisfaction passed over Russ’'s face. “W fooled them and |I'm
gl ad.

I"ma scientist nyself—4’'ve dedicated ny life to understanding the world in an
ordered, rational way. But that doesn't mean |'m prepared to give up ny

humani ty,

and its trenmendous gi fts—ncluding the nost inportant gift, the ability to

| ove.”

He smiled at Rita and ne for a nonment, but his tender gaze cane to rest

on

Donna. Her own eyes shone with | ove as she watched him

“They miscal cul ated,” he continued. “They didn't understand

our enotional,

intuitive side. They expected that those of us who were able to go through the
gat es

nore than once would evolve in intelligence, but they never dreaned we w

ould

develop intuitive powers as well. They thought we would sacrifice our

enoti onal side

to pursue an ever-increasing intelligence. W Seconders were neant to be

come
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gate masters, able to release those in stasis. Instead, we have chosen t

0 renain

human.”

“And that’s the right choice.” Rita stood up, her eyes flashing. “Don’t ever
doubt it, whatever may happen in the next few hours.”
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Russ nodded. “I agree. It's the right choice. There’'ve been hints, though
t hat

the gate nasters continue to watch our progress. Sonme entity tried to contract
Lee
during a gate passage. It may be the masters are not pleased with the choice
we' ve
made. W need to stay alert.”
“Do you think they'Il interfere?” | asked.
“Depends on how things go. The nasters knew the gates could handl e
physi cal problens, as long as they weren't too far gone, but psychol ogi ca
pr obl ens
are nore subtle and not necessarily physically based. | can only conjecture
that if
we' d gone the step beyond humanity we’d have nmental powers that woul d enable
us
to either cure or control these peopl e—perhaps in ways that woul d be repugnant
to a
human being.”
“Psychol ogi cal control of their mnds, you nean.” Rita shook her h
ead, her
mane of dark curls bouncing around her shoul ders. “That’s unacceptable.”
“To you and ne. Perhaps to the gate nasters it’'s the only rational course.”
“Do you think they might try to control our mnds?” An icy river of fear ran
down ny spine at the thought.
Russ tried to snmile, but didn't quite succeed. “It’s possible. W haven't
t aken
the ast step to change into what they are. Perhaps they intend to force us to
do so.”
My tenples started to throb with the begi nnings of a headache. The sense of
i mpendi ng doom that never |eft nme nowadays crystallized, and | knew Russ
's words
were chillingly accurate. The gate nasters did plan to interfere with
humani ty, but
they intended to use human agents to do so—er nore accurately, hunans
who were
no | onger human, who had betrayed their own kind and taken that final step as
t he
gate masters had planned all al ong.
Wth a rush, the pattern cane together. Amanda and Derrick! The two nanes
pul sed like strobe lights in ny mind in time to the poundi ng headache t hat
er upt ed
out of nowhere. Why hadn’t | seen it sooner? Amanda had dropped sonme cl ues,
but
|’d been too busy thinking with the wong part of ny anatony.
In the distance | heard Russ's voice droning on. He was explaining ho
w t he
team staying in the Nexus planned to rel ease those |ocked in stasis onto the
vari ous
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worl ds using the sex gates. He had set up an order for release, with the
i nnocent s
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schedul ed first, followed by those with minor nental illnesses. Next he would
rel ease

t hose who had comitted minor crines, and the religious fanatics. Those

who had

conmitted nmajor crines, sexual deviants, and ny assi gnment —psychopat hs—
woul d be rel eased | ast.

My pattern sense continued to go off, warning ne that Amanda had sacrifi

ced

her humanity to follow the path of the gate masters. Perhaps she’d convinced
Derrick to do the sanme. | al nost wi shed they woul d stay m ssing, but |
suspect ed

t hat Anmanda intended to confront ne with one last plea to give up ny humanity
and

join her in the quest for superiority. What better way to convince nme than to
nmake

the rel ease a disaster in sone way, so that | had to change to save huma
nlives?

O maybe what she really wanted was to see nme go down in crushi ng def eat

That woul d give her an excuse to step in, save the day w th whatever new
power s

her change gave her, and try to convert the other Seconders to her way o

f thinking.

My stomach knotted with fear. O all the terrible events we’'d faced since the
appearance of the gates, the worst nmight lie a few hours ahead of us.

“Are you okay, Lee?” Rita whispered. Her eyes filled with concern as she
stared at nme. “You don't | ook good.”

“I"'mfine,” | lied. But | could tell she saw right through it.

At the front of the room Russell finished his briefing, and began answering
qguestions. | flashed what | hoped was a cheerful snmle at Rita and bent
over the

baby, who lay sleeping in her arns. So far Justina didn't appear to be too

i mpr essed

by the Nexus. She'd slept through the tour and Russ’s briefing. | watched her
little

face scrunch up, and her eyes nove behind her eyelids. She was dream ng. \Wat
di d babies dream about? | started to reach out and touch her nmind, then

st opped.

We needed to respect her privacy. Besides, she | ooked so peaceful. | hat

ed to

di sturb her.

| stroked her little hand, nmarveling at each tiny finger. Son or daughte

r,

Justina was perfect. | wanted her to grow up in a world that val ued huma
nity. A

sudden babbl e of voices announced the end of the briefing. Swallow ng a

lump in ny

throat, | |ooked up at Rita.

“I need to leave tonight for the alternate Nexus where the psychopaths will
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energe. | think it would be best if you stayed here with Justina.”

Rita's arns tightened around Justina. The baby gave a little warning

cry and

stirred in her sleep. “That wasn't our plan.”

“I know, but I'’mworried that Anmanda and Derrick are up to sonething. | don't

want both of us to be at risk.” Speaking quickly, | filled her in on ny past

experiences

wi t h Amanda.

“I'f there nmight be trouble, | want to be there,” Rita said.

“And | want you to stay here.”

Rita lifted her chin, a sure sign her stubbornness genes were kicking in
“You

need ne, Lee. How do you plan to handl e these psychopat hs?”

| realized Rita had missed our discussions in the Nexus, and |’d bare

Iy had

tinme to fill her in on our plans. “Since their problemis a nental or

enoti onal one, |

expect they will emerge fromstasis healthy. They will emerge on Nexus Six—

“Nexus Six?” Rita interrupted.

“Qur designation for the psycho world. There are seven worlds altoget

her.

That's the maxi mum nunber we could handle. They’'l|l energe through a gate, but

it

will only operate one way, so they won't be able to | eave.”

“I'n other words, you' ve set up a fancy prison.”

| shrugged. “These are people who would be, or should be, in a prison

on

Earth. W both know the gates don't make nistakes. They are peopl e without

consci ence, capable of any crinme. And we will try to help them once things

settle

down. Wth our ability to read their ninds, perhaps we can find sone way

to reach

them”

“A whol e new kind of therapy.” Rita gave nme an incredul ous | ook

Are you

planning to try this on your own?”

Donna wal ked over to where we sat in tinme to hear this last remark. “He' d be

a fool if he did. You have a special touch with people, Rita. Lee just wants

you to

wait until things have settled down to come to Nexus Six. The next few d

ays are

going to be nuts.”

“I know Il be lost without your help,” | agreed, taking her hand. “I want to
make sure the situation is safe, first, before you cone, that's all. Trying to
hel p t hese
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peopl e won’t be easy. W nmay have to | eave themisol ated on Nexus Six
to fight
t hi ngs out anong thensel ves.”
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Donna shuddered. “That won't be pretty.”

“Maybe it’s what they deserve.”

Rita shook her head, and smiled her gentle smle. “You don't really think
t hat,

Lee. You're stressing out fromoverload at the monent. If the gates have
taught us

anything, it’s that we have the ability to change—soneti nes i n way

S we never

i magi ned. I’mnot going to give up on any of these people.”

| rolled my eyes. “The gates want to change us into sonething nore th

an

human. These psychopaths are | ess than human. It should be interesting.”
Rita and Donna exchanged a | ook, although it was Donna who spoke. “Yo

u

don’t sound l|ike you have nuch synpathy for your future patients.”

| shrugged. “I took this world, because it’s going to be a tough o
ne to handle. |
never said | liked it.”

A second | ook flew between Rita and Donna. They were doing that fem nine
thing, tal king without words, although they night have shared a nental touch
for all |

knew. Maybe women | earned to read each other’s minds |ong before the sex
gates. |

pi cked up sonme of that ability when | was a woman, but since | was a nan at
t he

nmonent, | had to guess what they were thinking. Donna turned to Rita and
stretched

out her arnmns.

“Can | hold Justina for a little bit, while you talk to Lee?”

“Sure.”

Ri ta handed over the baby, although not wi thout five mnutes of kissing and
cooing first. Remarkably, Justina never stirred. While Donna wal ked of f

with her

precious burden, Rita turned on ne, a deternined | ook in her eye.

“You're going to take me with you. That was the plan.”

“What about the baby?”

“1"m confident she’'ll be safe here. Donna can watch over her.”
“She needs her nother.”
“She needs both of her parents. That’s why | intend to come with you and

make sure you get back safely. Face it, Lee, besides housing and feedi ng
them vyou
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have no idea what to do with a world full of psychopaths.”

“And you do?”

“At least | have the training to know when they're trying to scam
ne.
She had a point there. | bit my lip and tried to think of another argune
nt. “You

need to stay behind, in case sonething does happen to nme. If Justina |os

es both her

parents, she’ll be an orphan.”

Rita folded her arms and jutted out her jaw. “You're not scaring m

e. The best

way to stop that from happening is to go with you. Al the other teans have
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two

peopl e.”

“Except Russell,” | pointed out. “Donna can’'t go because she
's pregnant.”

“Whi ch works out great for us. Donna can watch the baby.”

| sighed. | knew there was no arguing with Rita when she was in this nood.
just hoped | was wong about Amanda. But if worse came to worse, we coul
d al ways

escape through the gates.
Donna nust have sensed that Rita had won the argunent. She canme back
hol di ng Justina. The baby was awake at |ast and regarded us with big blue

eyes.
“Donna,” Rita began, “could you—=~
Donna ki ssed the top of the baby’s head, and sniled. “Don’t even ask. | would

be thrilled to take care of Justina while you're gone.”
Russel |l came over to join us, as the last of the stragglers left the room
“What' s your pattern sense telling you?” he asked.
| chewed on nmy lip. “I don't like it. Sonething’ s wong. Amanda
and Derrick
are up to no good—+'d bet ny fortune on it. And the gate masters h
ave plans of their
own.”
Russ sighed. | noticed dark smudges under his eyes even though he had a
new, youthful body as a result of our passage. Normally, the four of us would
be
piled in bed, venting our excess sexual energy. Instead, we were poised on the
verge of sone great change. Apprehension churned in nmy gut. Beside ne, Rita
t ook
Justina into her arms and gave her a tender farewell kiss.
“W won’t be long,” she prom sed the baby.
| only hoped we could keep that prom se.
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CHAPTER THI RTEEN

Dar kness had fallen on Nexus One, a nerciful darkness that hid the scene of
pain and suffering that spread out before me. | knelt in front of the gate, as
the old

and sick and dying energed fromstasis. The choices were all heartbreaking,
but |

could only help one at a tinme. Blinking back unaccustoned tears | w appe

d ny arms

around the frail body of a little girl with copper-colored curls. A mnd touch
told me
she was suffering froma terninal brain tunor

| carried her past groups of sick and dying people, and into one of the
crystal

towers where | found her an enpty bed. This whole tower had been converted
into a

hospi tal / hospi ce for those who nmade it out of stasis alive. They weren’'t many.
Most

of the old and dying were perishing, many falling out of the gate already
dead. It was

a nightmare worst than any | had ever experienced. | laid the child s

al nost
wei ghtl ess body down on the bed, and tucked the sheets up around her thi
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n
shoul ders.

“I want to go home,” she muttered, grabbing my arm “Can you ta

ke me

home?”

My heart ached for her. She was six years old and dying. How could | exp

[ain
to her that years had passed since the day her desperate parents had urged her
to

enter one of the gates on Earth? Mst likely, her nother and father were alive
and
woul d wel cone her back with open arns despite the heartbreak of getting

her back

only to watch her die. Russell had sworn he would concentrate on finding

a way to
transport these people safely through a gate back to Earth. But we didn

t know for

sure if that was possible, or howlong it mght take himto find a way. And
even if we

could take these people hone again, they would only be returning to die.
Not hi ng

could prevent that tragedy. Maybe it was for the best that their |oved ones on
Earth
were being spared this horrible sight.

Nexus One was the first of our alternate worlds, where the rel ease of those
we had dubbed ‘1nnocents’ had started a few hours earlier. The ills of the
very old

and the extremely sick were beyond the capabilities of the gates’ technol ogy.
As the

rel ease fromstasis began the I nnocents cane out unchanged except for their
sex—
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still gasping for breath, in pain, confused, dying, sonme of them even dead, as
if the

passage t hrough the gate had shocked the last of the |life out of their bodies.
In a

matter of hours Nexus One had turned into a vast hospital world, but it

was a world

that offered little hope of recovery for its terminally ill patients.
“Sormeone will be coming soon to take care of you, sweetie,” | prom
i sed.

The hol ographic conputer on this world had nanufactured hospital androids

who woul d care for the dying. That was the best we could do. The gates t

hat had

cured so many had failed these people. But | couldn't find it in nmet

o bl ame the

technol ogy. A part of ne knew that these people had reached a crucial po

int intheir

struggl e agai nst old age or di sease—they no | onger possessed enough life

ener gy—

what ever it is—+o0 enable the gate to disassenble and recreate their bodi es new
and

whol e. I nstead, the defects renained. And the know edge of why it had happened
of fered no confort.
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| took the little girl’s hand and squeezed it. “WIIl you wait here and try to
get

some sl eep?”

One of the men in Russell’s group who had some nedical training affir

med

t hat none of these people were going to live long. He predicted nost of them
woul d

be dead by nmorning. The old were going the fastest—we separated t hem

on a

different floor so the others couldn’t see how fast they were dying. The gates
had

squeezed the last of life out of them | guess.

The terminally ill adults were alive, but nobst of themhadn’'t long to

go. Too

many had del ayed their passage through the gate until the |ast nmoment, not
want i ng

torisk it until all other hope had failed. | had passed many of themsitting
i n huddl ed

groups near the gate. Their |ast hope was gone and they were struggling to
accept

their awful fate. Many sobbed, or cursed anyone who cane near to help th
em Cuilt
tornmented me whenever | |ooked at them Yet our only choice had been al

or

not hi ng—+et all of the people in stasis out or let themall perish. If |
hadn’t aut hori zed
this rel ease, the people now energing on the other Nexus worlds woul d have
been

| ost ...

| left the little girl to sleep if she could, and staggered back toward the
gate. |
was drenched with sweat, and dead on ny feet from exhaustion. Al night |ong
t he
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dead and the dying had enmerged fromthe gate, like sone scene fromhell. |
hel ped
in ny way—ovi ng dead bodies and taking the sick to beds.
| reached the doorway of the hospital. Beyond, | could see a green, gl ow ng

arch. Someone | eaned against the wall on one side of the door, quietly crying.
|
wal ked cl oser and saw it was Rita. As she turned to nme, her pain poured down
t he
telepathic Iink between us, nearly overwhelnming ne. | choked back nmy own
sobs as
| took her in ny arns. She pressed her face to nmy chest, her shoulders s
haki ng.
“Hush, it’s alnmost over,” | whispered, stroking her thick hair.
“You nmean they' || be dead soon.” Rita's voice was bitter
“They knew their situation was hopel ess when they wal ked into the gat
es on
Earth.”
“They took a ganble that they would energe cured or vani sh forever. They
never dreaned they would die on an alien planet far from honme. W shoul d have
| et
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them perish in stasis. It would have been kinder.”

“We didn’'t know,” | nuttered, as the guilt choked ny throat.
They m ght have

cone out cured. We couldn’t predict. And we’ve saved sone.”

She sighed and lifted her face. Tears glistened in her eyes. “l saw't

he little girl

in your arns. | couldn’t help but think of Justina.”

| swall owed a heavy lunp in my throat. “There was nothing | could do for her
The nursing androids will give her nedication to ease her pain. | can on

Iy hope she

will fall asleep and slip away into death.”

Her eyes wi dened at the despair in ny voice. She gripped ny arm her na

I's

digging into ny flesh. “You did your best.”

“Did 1?7

I bit nmy Iip, as | glanced over her shoulder at the pathetic group of people
hunched around the gate, refusing to nove, sinply wanting to die where t

hey had

fallen. Could | have saved sonme of these people if | had |istened to the voice
of the

entity and let nyself becone nore than human? WAs ny humanity purchased at the
price of their lives? | didn't have to speak. Rita knew ny thoughts,

tasted ny guilt.

“Nonsense. These people were doomed. There was too much degeneration

in their bodies.”

Top

Page No 164
| nodded, too weary to argue. It was a good theory, and the truth was we
woul d never know. | had made ny choice. This was the reality that choice
had
br ought .

The gate stood a few yards away, casting an eerie green light over the f
aces
of the dying. | noticed that no one had energed for several m nutes.
“Have we released the last of the Innocents?” | wondered al oud.
“I't looks like it.”
“Not so very many cane through alive,” | nuttered. “Maybe that’'s a blessing.”
I"d used my quantum powers to nove the bodies away fromthe gate area
| didn't
know what we woul d do about burying them A gigantic funeral pyre seened
appropri ate.
Nurmbness gripped nmy heart. | didn't want to think about it anynore. |
f the
other worlds went as badly as this one had.l couldn't bear that th
ought either.
“Where do you suppose Anmanda and Derrick have run off to?” | asked
i nst ead.
Their betrayal stung like a whiplash across open wounds. This was the wo
rid
they were supposed to handle. Instead, they’'d gone mssing, |eaving the rest
of us to
do what we could. Both Russell and | had probed the quantum flux trying
to find a
trace of their mnds, wthout success.
The green fog within the arches of the gate stirred and flashed a pea-col ored
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light over our faces as Russell stepped out. H s questing mnd found us
even t hough

we stood hidden in the shadows near the doorway. Ignoring the dead and dyi ng,
he

cane straight to us. The dark circles under his eyes had grown deeper
“W’re done rel easing people to this world,” he said, wthout p

reanble. “1’ve

started the rel ease on Earth Two.”

“How s that going?” | asked out of duty. | was too tired to car

e.

Russel | | aughed, although there was no joy in the sound. “Petty crimnals
must go to the sanme school or sonething—they' re all feeding us pre

tty nmuch the

sane line, as if it were rehearsed.”

“What’s that?” Rita wanted to know.

Russel | | aughed again, and | aunched into his best imtation of a Fourth
Vorld
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accent. “Waking up here is a way-rad shock to the brain cells, ma
man. | knows |’'ve

changed, yessa. That gate, it's juggled my genes, for sure. |'mgo

nna start a new life

and never steal fromno one, no how, no way.”

“That’s piling it a little high and deep, isn't it?”

“Maybe they nean it,” Rita said, ever the optinist.

Russel | shrugged his big shoulders. “lI suppose they could argue that they’ve
served whatever tinme they had coming while they were in stasis.”

“Hey, they went through the gate of their own free will.”

After holding dying children in nmy arns, | had no pity for any crimninal types.
Most of them had soon learned it was dangerous to enter a gate and stayed

away.
The ones on Earth Two were either the first, or the nost stupid.
“Now, Lee!” Rita wagged a finger at ne. | recognized the tone of her voice.

She was in psychol ogi st node. “They might be telling the truth. It's entirely
possi bl e

t hat some physical probl emsone chemical inbalance—triggered their life of
crime. If so, atrip through the gate might very well have cured it.”

“I'f it were that sinple, why didn't the gate spit them out again?”
chal | enged.

Russel |l held up both hands. “Hey, you two, peace. Rita's right abo

ut the

chem cal inbalance thing, learning disabilities that mght be related to brain
mal functions, a host of things that could have triggered a life of crine.
Wet her the

gat e nmeasures sonet hing deeper—say the quality of a soul + don't think any of
us

know. ’

| stared at Russ, unable to believe he'd used the word soul. That cam

e cl ose

to heresy in any scientist’'s vocabulary, nor was | that fond of it nyself.
This terrible

ni ght nust have shaken himas much as it had shaken nme. But Rita | ooked

pl eased.

“Exactly. We need to stay hopeful.” She turned to Russell. “Don
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"t your
guantum st udi es show that attitude and intent influences reality?”
“Yes, that’s true.”

| slipped an armaround Rita' s shoul ders and hugged her. 1 thought sh

e was

way too hopeful, but I had to | ove her positive spirit. “So what’s the next
step?”

Russ swept a hand through his tangled hair. “The Seconders in charge
on
Earth Two are bringing the people up to date on events on Earth since their
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di sappearance. They're not happy to be isolated on an alien world, of course,
but
we're making it clear that we expect good behavior and their cooperation in

bui | di ng
a viable society. None of themwi |l go back to Earth—f and when | fi
nd a way—

unl ess they show good behavi or.”

| nodded. | couldn't let the people trapped in stasis die, but that d

idn't nean |

was going to be responsible for swanping Earth with nmillions of msfits. Russ
| eaned

against the wall, his shoul ders saggi ng.
“The dying here are our first priority. Thanks for your help. | know
you have

your own problemworld you shoul d be worryi ng about instead. Wien we fin

d

Amanda and Derrick, | plan to wing both their necks.”

“You need to rest.”

“No time. We're al nost finished releasing the nmajor crimnals on Nexus
Three.”

There woul d be no fooling around on Nexus Three. W' d fenced in sever

a

towers around the gate to create a self-contained prison. W planned to

consi der

everyone who cane through the gate guilty until proven otherwi se. It night not
be

the American way, but as shorthanded as we were, it was the best we coul d do.
After ny experiences on Nexus One, | wanted to | ean ny back against the wall,
slide

down to the ground, and go to sleep. But | couldn't desert Russell.

“Need hel p on Three?”

“Actually, it’s under control. Qur new inhabitants are so amazed by the sex
change and so horny after several years in stasis, that crime is the furthest
t hing

fromtheir mnds. As long as gang wars don't break out, we should be

okay."”

That was good news. | glanced at Rita. “W should leave for Six if yo

ure

about to start releasing on Four. | want take a last mnute | ook around before
t he

psychopat hs start arriving.”

Russ wi ped his hands agai nst his jeans. “About that, would you nmind s

t oppi ng
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at Four on your way—+t’'s Rita's area of expertise.”

| clapped himon the shoulder. “Sure. Avisit with the mentally ill will be a
good

warm up for the psychopaths.”

“And then stop on Five, too.”
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“What! That’'s one world | don’'t want to visit.”
Russell turned to Rita for support. “I have a feeling Todd and Sophie
on Five

are going to need sone help.”

“Exactly who is going on Five?” Rita asked.

“That’s the religious nuts,” | supplied.

“Now, Lee— Russ started.

| held up a hand. “Hey, | didn't decide they had a problem The ga

tes did. But

if you insist, we'll stop there, too.”

We hugged Russ goodbye and headed into the gate. By now, Rita was quite
impressed with nmy ability to navigate between alternate worlds. It’'s true what
t hey

say about practice. W energed on Nexus Four along with the first few pe

opl e

com ng through the gate. Tom Hansen, who was in charge, |aughed when he

saw

us.

“Are you part of the group, or on a tour of inspection?”

| stuck out ny tongue at him Rita | ooked around at the bewi | dered peopl e,

her face warmw th conpassi on, and began novi ng anong t hem expl ai ni ng what
had happened to them | knew | could forget about sleep for a while.

To ny surprise, Nexus Four turned out to be perhaps the nost hopeful wor

I d

of all. These people were not to blane for their nmental inbalances, as Rita
repeatedly pointed out to ne. Plus, many of them al so suffered from chenica

i mbal ances and were markedly i nproved when they energed fromthe gate. But the
crucial factor was the sex change. Many nental problens can be traced back to
rigid

or erroneous thinking patterns, and there is nothing Iike a sex change t

o shake up

your world, and teach you the neaning of flexibility. In our brief visit there
we heard

many of them describe this as a new start. | can't say they were happ

y to find

t hensel ves on a strange world, but they were prepared to work on naking a new
begi nning until the day we found a way to get them back to Earth.

Rita woul d have preferred to stay on Four longer, but |1'd prom sed Russ we'd
make a brief visit to see how things were going on Five. By the tine we cane
t hrough the gate, nost of the people assigned to that world had al ready
arrived out

of stasis and, true to form were already busy arguing with each other. |
doubt ed
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Five was going to see nuch peace now that the religious zeal ots had I and

ed.

Todd and Sophie were doing their best to keep the argunents under contro

I ’

but | could see the strain on their faces already. They filled both of us in

mentally as

soon as we stepped out of the gate. Sophie was surrounded by a group of

Mos| ens

who were insisting that they be given the tower on the edge of the city that

faced

east. The Gaters were demanding free access to the gate—not that any of them
dared to use it again. It was the principle of the thing. That's the way with
religion, of

course. Lots of unbending principles that start lots of wars.

Meanwhi l e, the Christian fundanentalists huddled in their own group as far

away fromthe evil, Satanic gate as possible. At least we didn't have to worry
about

themtrying to use the gate as a neans of escape fromFive. Al ready they were
busy

scream ng at each other. | felt sorry for Todd and Sophie, but didn't

see much | could

do.

“Keep doi ng what you’'re doing,” | told Todd. “Keep the group

s separated, or

there will be trouble. 1'"mnot sure giving each one their own tower i

s enough. Maybe

we can find a few other cities.”

Todd rolled his eyes heavenward. “Maybe we shoul d have given each rel

i gion

its own planet.”

“What’'s the point?” | shook ny head. “CQdds are, within a week they woul d
have had a split about something, and started fighting again.”

“Lee, you're such a cynic,” Rita said, but even she | ooked disc

ouraged by the

| oud bi ckering going on around us.

“Cynic or not, I'mbeginning to think | can do nore good on the ps

ychopat h

world.”

Rita took nmy hand. “1’mready. But |’ m warning you, Jackson Lee
Stuart,

you've got a lot to | earn about psychopaths. You night wi sh you were
back here
before 1 ong!”
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The gate on Nexus Six stood in the middle of a huge park, surrounded by an
ei ght-foot fence. The fence wasn't really necessary—where could the
psychopat hs

go?—but | wanted to convey the idea that they were subject to our authority
fromthe

start. When Rita sawit, she |laughed and nunbl ed sonethi ng about my cont
rolling
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tendencies, but | noticed she didn’'t insist on taking it down.
The fence al so surrounded a nunber of the towers that | had set aside to
house the psychopaths. This was the first world Amanda and | had found.
H. C
woul d | ook after the physical needs of the psychopaths and see they were
fed and
clothed, while Rita and | tried to find a way to fix whatever was w ong
inside their
heads. As nuch as |I'd argued with Rita about coming, | was glad she w
as there to
keep an eye out for any devel oping problens in handling this dangerous g
r oup.
When we arrived on this Nexus the towers stood dark against a star-strew
n
sky, but now a glorious sunrise sparkled over their crystal walls. It seened a
good
onen for the great experiment that was about to begin. |I stood on a bal cony
overl ooking the gate, ready to address the psychopaths as they enmerged. Rita
st ood
at ny side. | expected themto be disorientated and confused. Not only were
t hey
waki ng up after years of unconscious oblivion, they would al so emerge as a
di fferent
sex—ost of them femnal e.
| put an armaround Rita’'s shoul ders and ki ssed her forehead. The gre
en fog
within the gate swirled in nysterious patterns. W strai ned our eyes to see
the first
sign of novenent.
“What the—=2"
A naked woman burst out of the mist, a streamof curse words falling from her
lips. She took two steps onto the green grass and stopped. Tilting back her
head,
she | ooked up at the alien towers and her jaw dropped. Then she | ooked d
own at her
body and screaned.
“Cal mdown!” | shouted from above her. “It’s the sex gate!” | pointed behind
her .
She whirled around and | could see the nenmory come back to her.
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wonder ed why she’'d entered the gate all those years ago, but there was no tine
to

ask. Two nore wonen popped out of the gate and then a naked man.

“Move away fromthe gate!” | shouted, but already they were babbling to each
other and ignoring ne. | sighed. “I need your help, HC"

Ohediently, H C appeared in the mdst of the psychopaths nilling in front of
the sex gate. They screamed and backed away, but soon realized that he was not
solid or real. Still, he had an inposing presence and a | oud voi ce—the two

t hi ngs

that were needed at the nonent.

“To the right!” he thundered, the ngjestic sound echoing around the park

He waved his hands, and to my surprise soon had peopl e noving away from

the gate to nake roomfor new arrivals. My heart sank as the crowd grew

bi gger and
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bi gger. This world woul d probably be the nost difficult one to help, and

I had hoped
that at |east the nunber of people involved would be small. Estimates of the
nunber
of psychopaths in the general population vary widely fromless than three
per cent,

up to thirty percent. Below nme, a steady stream of nmen and wonen energed from
t he gat e—al t hough the wormen out nunbered the nen by three to one. H C. noved
anong them a shining beacon of |ight, answering their nost urgent quest

i ons.
“There nust be five thousand out there already,” | said, unable to

hi de ny
di smay.
The psychopat hs on Earth had qui ckly | earned about the danger of the gates,
so | had hoped there would only be a fewin stasis. Rita laid a conforti

ng hand on

ny arm
“Do you see why | wanted to be here with you, Lee? | suspected the
psychopat hic personality wouldn't be able to resist the lure of the sex
gates.”
“What do you nean?”
“Psychopaths can’'t feel real enotion, so they crave power instead. The sex
gates of fer power.”

| was puzzled. “They offer a new body, a new sex, health naybe if you're
sick.”
“And that is power—the power to be strong and invincible.” Rita shook her
head at ne. “Don’t you get it? You're too nice to be on this wo

rid. These peopl e want
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anything that will give themthe edge over others—and a young, healthy, sexy
body

will do exactly that.”

| saw her point. A new body and a psychopathic personality m ght indeed

be

a |l ethal conbination

After an hour or so, people finally stopped com ng through. H C used hi

S

stentorian voice to quiet themdown, and | spoke to them fromthe bal cony.
“Wel come to Nexus Six. This is a world in an alternate universe, far

from

Earth.”

That sinple announcenment set them off again. There were shouts and
catcalls, but | sinply waited, ny hands resting on the railing, until they
settl ed down.

“You are here because when you entered the gate on Earth you vani shed.

Your essence was stored in crystals on a Nexus world. W believe the gate
nmast ers

i ntended for you to remain stored until a way was found to cure your nen
tal

di sorder. However, because the gates found so nmany incurables on Earth, the

storage crystals becane full, and we were forced to begin a release. Al of
you on
this world are psychopaths.” | paused for breath and eyed the crowd b

el ow me. They
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had fallen silent, but their faces showed their unhappiness. “I'm

a Seconder. Sone

of you vani shed before Seconders canme into being. W have the ability to
go

t hrough the gates nore than once, due to certain special powers we posse
ss. |

intend to use those powers to try and cure you of your psychopathic tend
enci es.

H. C. has divided you into groups. You will proceed to assigned towers wh
ere you
will live until your turn comes. If treatment is successful, you will be able

to create a

new world here. In addition, we hope soneday to find a way to return you to
Eart h.

That’s it for now”

A low grunmbl e rose up frombelow, but | wasn't about to stand there and listen
to their conplaints. They were psychopaths. They were damed | ucky | had

nt let

t hem vani sh when the crystals reached capacity. Taking Rita’s arm | led her
off the

bal cony and into the tower that was ours alone. H C. would keep us safe there
whil e

he all owed the psychopaths to approach and enter for treatnent. To succeed we
had to find something that would hel p them en masse, but until we did we
woul d

experiment with various techni qgues one-on-one.
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| gave them nost of the day to get settled in their quarters and adj ust
to their
new bodi es before | contacted HC. and told himto send the first one in
to us. As
di stasteful as | found these people, | was eager to see if my new nenta
abilities
woul d allow nme to explore their cunning mnds and find a way to cure their
distorted
t hi nki ng.
“What are our chances?” | asked Rita, as we waited for the subject H C had
sel ected to appear.
W were relaxing in a garden roomw th a sunroof overhead, and a gently
cascadi ng fountain behind us. Lush greenery surrounded the snall table where
we
shared coffee together. Rita sat across fromnme, wearing a sexy little red
dress, with
her long dark hair | oose and cascadi ng across her shoulders. | traced th
e path of
one luxuriant lock with my glance. It curled to an end on the soft swell
of one |ovely
br east .
“Your chances are pretty good.”
Her eyes sparkled as she sensed ny sexual arousal. W' d passed throug
h
the gates several tines on our journey to Nexus Five and | was horny as
hel | . But
t he t housands of psychopaths outside our tower denmanded our attention. | eyed
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her
[ uscious lips and cursed ny duty.
“I mean with the psychopaths.”

Her face sobered. “Not so good. I'mnot sure if what they have can
be
treated.”
“What do you nean?”
She toyed with her hair and | ooked uncertain, which wasn’'t like Rita. “I had a
prof essor who worked with these people. He spent years trying to understand
why
they did the heartless and violent things they do. In the end, he concl uded
that they
| ack a soul.”
“What ?” | snorted. “That doesn’'t sound very scientific.”

“Maybe not.” She shot me a worried | ook. “But what if the gates

can't replace
whatever it is they are mssing? Wiat if it is a soul for lack of a better
wor d?”

| waved a hand, refusing to be depressed when we were together again and
she | ooked so gorgeous. “If it cones to that, we'll |eave them on
this world. They
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can’t get off and H C. can keep them supplied with food and water until the
end of

time, if need be.”

Rita shuddered. “Can you imagine the horror of living in any society they
woul d create?”

“Not ny problem”

“I't wouldn't be hunane to | eave them here to prey on one another.”

She | ooked so stricken that | was touched, despite ny attenpt to stay co

I d-

hearted about these scum Rita always nmanaged to see the good, even in people
|

considered evil. | often disagreed with her, but | treasured her |oving heart.
| didn’t

want her to change.

“W're going to do our best to help them” | pronised.

The light brightened as H C. entered, |eading a young worman. She was
heal thy and athletic |ooking, with the innocent face of an angel. That

i nnocence was

accented by curly golden hair that hung in a flowi ng nane down her back
and

enornous blue eyes. | had to remind nyself that until the rel ease she

d been a nale,

and a dangerous one at that.

“This is Joseph Hendricks,” H C. announced. “He’s chosen to

go by the name

of Josie as a wonan.”

“Have a seat, Josie.” | gestured to the third chair at our table,

and poured

sone coffee into a delicate china cup

Josi e sat down, flouncing her skirt to reveal a bit of thigh as she did so,
and

batted her eyelashes at ne. “I'mso flattered to be the first of
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our —um-excl usi ve
group to get to talk to you.”
“W’ve called you in here today, because we need your help in find

ing a

cure,” | said.

Her hands twisted in the hemof her skirt, hiking it higher. | caught a
gl i mpse

of lace panties. “A cure? \Wat do you mean by that?”

“Try to relax. We intend to try and elimnate your crimnal tendencies. As
Seconders, Rita and | have the ability to read your mnd, but | wanted to get
to know

you a little by nore conventional methods first.”

She stiffened and | saw that far fromrelaxing, ny attenpt at a chat was
only
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upsetting her. “l1 heard runors that the Seconders could read m nds before
went

through the Gate.” She tilted her head to one side, and frowned up at me. “But
what

if I don't want you poking around in ny head.”

“W're doing it for your own good,” | assured her. She really d

id have a sweet

young face.

“Well, nmaybe | wouldn't object to having you in ny head.” She b

roke into a

charm ng snile, and | eaned toward ne. “But do | really need two of yo
uin there?”

“Rita’s the expert. She’'s a trained psychol ogist.”

“Real | y?” Her snmile deepened as she crossed her legs. | couldn

t hel p but

adnmre her shapely calves. “What if | told you that | dislike the idea of
havi ng a

woman in ny head?”

“You are a wonan now,” | pointed out.

“Pardon me, sir,” HC interrupted. “There’s a minor emergency. One of the
psychopaths on the third floor of Tower Two seens to be suffering sonme s

ort of

br eakdown. ”

The conputer was nonitoring the towers through sensors located in the

wal | s.

“What’ s goi ng on?”

“The subj ect woke up this norning apparently all right, but becane

i ncreasingly w thdrawn. About three hours ago she started to cry, and she
seens

unable to stop.”

“Sounds like a severe reaction to stress,” Rita said, half rising to her feet.
“You' d better go take a look at her,” | agreed. “H C., see that she’'s noved to
a

room by hersel f.”

| didn't want Rita to have to go into the tower anobng the other inmat

es. They
were too dangerous. H. C. vanished to do my biding.
“Be careful,” | warned Rita. “Remenber if she nakes any nove, y

ou can go
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t hrough the wall, and she can’'t.”

Rita laughed. “I’mnot likely to forget that trick.” She threw a | ast
nmeasuri ng
gl ance at Josie. “Are you going to go ahead without nme?”
| waved a hand. “I may start exploring her mnd, just to get a head start.
But
Top

Page No 175

"1l wait for you to cone back before attenpting to nake any changes
i n her thought

patterns.”

Josi e giggl ed. Sonething about her giggle nmade ne uneasy. | renenbered

Rita telling ne that psychopaths were often social charnmers. They knew how to
mani pul ate people to get their way. | glanced at Rita and caught a | ook of

approval in

her eye as she followed ny thoughts.

“I"l'l try to be quick,” she prom sed, bending over nme for a farewell Kkiss.
“Wat ch

out for this one.”

| could tell that she didn't |ike Josie, which was unusual for Rita.

| wondered if

havi ng a baby had made her nore protective of ne. It was a sweet thought

, but |

was the one who was supposed to be doing the protecting. Call ne

ol d- f ashi oned,

but I wanted Rita safe back at the original Nexus, not here fussing over ne.
decided 1'd try to see what | could do with Josie and show her that everything
was

under control.

“Are you going to take away ny dark side?” Josie asked, as Rita di

sappear ed
down the hal |l way.
“Do you have a dark side?” | raised ny eyebrows.

Josi e shrugged. “The gate put ne here. But how do we know this alien

devi ce

is always right? Used to be a person was innocent until proven guilty.”

| shook ny head. “1 doubt the sex gates made a nmistake. The race that

created themis far superior to ours.”

Josie nade a face. “But they' re not human. Maybe they don’t know everyt hing
about how humans tick.”

I was a bit taken aback by that. She was here because the gates had

decl ared her a psychopath, yet the gate masters had nmade m stakes. The gates
had

some unexpected effects on humanity. We Seconders were one result of that.
scrat ched ny head.

“I'f there’'s nothing wong with you, you should be happy to let ne explore your
m nd and prove it.”

“Right here?” Josie wiggled nervously in her chair. “Is that dratted conputer
wat ching, too? | feel like |I'"mon exhibit.” She made a cute pout with her
l'ips.
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| decided to give a little to encourage her cooperation. “H C., turn off al
t he

monitors on this floor,” | ordered. “I’'Il try not to enbarrass

you,” | added, “even

t hough my mental probe might have to go deep into your mnd.”

“Ch, good. | like things that go deep.” Josie licked her lips and crossed her
I egs. | caught a glinpse of even nore |uscious thigh

“You have a problemthat defies conventional treatnent. That’s why we fee
justified in trying this approach.”
Josie slid a flirtatious glance nmy way. “Ch, I'mstarting to think letting you
mess around in nmy psyche will be fun. How deep do you like to go?”
The garden roomwas getting hot. 1'd have to speak to H C. later abou
t
tenperature control. | w ped the pal ns of my hands on ny thighs and
concentrated
on sticking to the subject.
“My plan is to attenpt to insert some new postul ates within your nental
processes that mght change rigid or self-centered concepts.”
She | owered her |ashes, veiling her eyes. “I guess | don’t have a
choice, do |?
If you're going to do it, let’s get it done.”
“Fine.” | was nervous about probing the m nd of a psychopath, but we had to
try, or abandon themto this world, a world they would swiftly turn into a
living hell.
Josie junped to her feet and started pacing. “Do | have to be sitting
down for
this to work? Ever since | came through the gate, 1’ve been full of e
nergy. | can
hardly hold still.”
“I't would help. Reading your mnd requires a ot of concentration.”
She smled and flounced the skirt of her dress, drawing attention to her slim
shapely legs. “You know, |’ve thought of something.”
“What' s that?”
“l have a woman’s nmind now. Isn’t that going to change the way
| think?”
“Eventual ly, but it takes a while for the hornones to kick in.” |
d had persona
experience with that.
“Um 1’ve wonder if ny hornobnes aren’t stronger than nmost. |’ve felt a | ot
different ever since | becane a woman.” Her soft red |ips nade anot he
r sensua
pout .
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“That’s nornal. Besides, you're young and heal thy again, too.”

“Yes, and it’'s true what they say—goi ng through the gate nakes

you

incredibly horny. It's a shane | haven't had a chance to find out

what bei ng a wonan

is really like.” She stepped closer to me and dropped her voice to a
seducti ve

whi sper. “I really, really want to find out what it feels like.”

| stood up, intending to grab her arm and gui de her back into her chair.
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“Sorry, | can’t help you.”

It was a shame those soft lips had to wait to be properly kissed, but I
had a

whol e planet full of psychopaths to help. At this rate, Justina would be a
t eenager,

ready to date, before | finished. She opened her eyes w de and | eaned c
oser. |

caught a hint of the sweet, clean snmell of her hair.

“How about one kiss? One long kiss—+t will put ne in the right noo

dto let

you into ny mnd.”

| saw a hint of tears glistening in those deep blue eyes. Funny, Rita had
cl ai med psychopaths didn't feel enotion, but Josie's reactions seened norma
enough. It gave me hope that | would be successful in ny first attenpt.
Besi des,

what coul d one kiss hurt?

“I"d be honored.” | grinned at her

“Wonderful !”

She threw herself at nme, her lips curving in a delighted smle. Her arns
went

round my neck as she drew ne close. | bent over to kiss her. She pinche
d the base
of my neck, and an intense pain shot through ne. | fell into blackness.
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CHAPTER FI FTEEN
| awoke to agony. My right tenple throbbed with a steady ache and ny

nmuscl es screaned with cranping pain. As the fog in ny brain cleared, | becane
aware that ny whole body hurt. | was stretched full length on ny side, b

ound hand

and foot. My arns and hands and nmy whole right side were nunb. | opened

ny eyes

and saw | was lying on the hard dirt floor of a small cave, little nore

than a deep

hol | ow under the crest of a hillside. Josie stood a few feet away, |ooking out
into the

bl i ndi ng sunlight around the nouth of the cave. My nouth felt dry as cotton
after a

I ong drought. | licked ny lips and struggled to get words out of my ach

ng throat.

“What’ s goi ng on?”

“What’' s going on? |I've outsmarted you, M. Knowit-All Seconder, that's
what’s going on.”

Josie turned toward me with a smrk on her pretty face. Her blonde curls
bounced around her head like a halo, but it was clear she was no angel

| tried to

nove ny head and a river of agonizing fire shot down ny spine.

“I"d take it easy if | were you,” she added, as | bit back a cr

y. “l used a
variation of a very effective nerve pinch to knock you out. Your right side is
going to

feel nunb for quite a while.”

“Where am | ?”

Josi e |aughed. “That’'s the million-dollar question. Wen | go back to the
towers and tell your beautiful young |lady and your fancy hol ographi c conputer
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that |

have you captive—and they don’t know where you are—the bargaining will begin.”
My heart sank as | pictured Rita's reaction to the news |’'d been t

aken captive

by this deranged psychopath. “Wat did you do, sling ne over your shoul der and
march out of the tower? Soneone nust have seen you,” | bl uffed.

“I't was dammed hard work,” Josie said, flexing her arm “lt’s a good thing
you're not a real big man. But | know for a fact no one saw nme, because you
told the

conputer to turn off its sensors. Your conputer and your girl friend were busy
el sewhere.”

| groaned as that nmenory cane back. Stupid! 1'd fallen for Josie’s
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psychopat hic charm and wal ked right into this one. |1'd been so focuse

d ontrying to
convince Rita | could take care of nyself that |1'd missed the details that
woul d have

alerted nmy pattern sense. | put on a bold face.

“Yeah, well, you can’t have gotten too far fromthe towers. They’
Il cone

| ooki ng.”

“Who' Il come | ooki ng? That computer? | don't think it can | eave

the city. Rita

by herself? Not likely.”

| yanked at my bonds, but they only bit deeper into nmy flesh. | tried to
conj ure

up sone quantum nagi ¢ by nmeki ng them di sappear, but the nonment | tried to
f ocus,

an incredi ble pain shot through my head. | noaned, certain my skull was
going to

bur st .

Josie giggled. “I wouldn't try to break those bonds if | were you, Lee. |’'ve
tied

you up with a vine I found growing on the trees. It shrinks back tighter
whenever it’'s

yanked |like that. And sorry about the headache. | think |I banged your sk
ull against a

rock setting you down.”

That expl ai ned the sluggi shness of ny thoughts. | probably had a concussion
on top of everything else. “You're not going to get away with this,”
grow ed, trying to

wi ggl e around so | could see outside the cave. If | could get a nental
mage of ny

surroundings, | could send it to Rita telepathically.

“Ch, | think I am They don't get you back until they agree to tra
nsport nme to

Earth, and | only reveal your |ocation when |I'msafely hone.”

“That’s it?” | gaped at her in surprise. |1'd expected nore d

emands. “Wat

about your fellow psychopaths?”

Josi e tossed her golden curls. “Wat about then? Let them cone up with
their own plan.”

Josie’'s conplete |ack of concern for anyone else was a chilling reve
ation.
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Rita was right. These people were totally devoid of feeling. Maybe | was

i ncredibly

naive to think I could help themat all. | wggled anay froma stone that was
di ggi ng

into ny hip and tried to think through the pounding in ny head.
“Listen, if you untie me, | prom se not to take any retribution for what
you' ve
done. 1’1l treat you like anyone else, and try to help you.”
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“You don't get it, do you? |I don’t want help. | have no intenti
on of releasing
you. In fact, I'"'mgoing to enjoy the reaction of your woman when | te

Il her that | have
you captive.”
“You'll be sorry,” | warned. “Rita will know where | amthe minute you talk to

her.”
Josie folded her arnms and glared at ne, as | struggled to sit up. “How s
t hat ?”

“Seconders are telepathic. She'll read your mind.”

A worried | ook crossed her face. “You weren't bullshitting about
probi ng ny

m nd?”

“Why woul d | bullshit you about that?”

“l figure you Seconders are using us as an experinent. You re probably going
to push us through the gates again to see what el se they can do to peop

e,

The idea was so horrible only a psychopath coul d have thought of it. | s
hook

ny head. “No, we're trying to help you.”

“Yeah, well, | don't need soneone nessing around in nmy mnd. As fo

r reading

it, 1'"d like to see you try.”

She notched up her chin and gave me a challenging grin. Now was the

nonent to whip out my quantum superpowers and bl ow away the arrogance of this
col d- bl ooded fenale, forcing her to release ne. Unfortunately, ny powers, such
as

they were, were not particularly inpressive at the monment. My head hurt |ike
bl oody

hell. The intense pain made it inpossible to concentrate. Plus, ny nind
readi ng

abilities functioned best Seconder-to-Seconder, or inside the city where the
nmasters

had carefully constructed optimum conditions for using the quantum fl ux.

Real ity was

nore fluid there. Nevertheless, | had to try. | knit ny brows together and
struggled to

concentrate. The pain in ny head ratcheted up a notch, and | cried out.

“You fraud!” A sandal ed foot kicked ne in the stonach.

“Qoph!” The air rushed out of my lungs. | fought to breathe, unab

e to speak.

“I know what you intended, even if you won't admt it. You were go

ing to

control me with your nmind, take away ny free will.”

| suppose it was natural for a psychopath to believe the worst. | found
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ny

breath at last. “lI know what you're thinking,” | wheezed. “You're thinking
what an
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asshol e you are.”
“Ve-ry funny!”
Josi e kicked nme again, hard, in the stonmach. | screaned and doubl ed up
fighting ny bonds. Stars danced on the dark roof of the cave. Wen | finally
caught

nmy breath again, Josie stood over ne.
“I"mleaving you here, no food, no water,’
d better hope your

girlfriend and her pal conmputer cooperate. Be good 'til | get back.”

Wth a nocking wave, she strode into the bright sunlight at the entrance to
t he

she said. “You

cave and di sappeared. As her footsteps faded, | lay still and tried to think
of a way to

escape. |'d had sone military training years ago, when |I'd fought in the
mlitia

agai nst the ranpagi ng Fourth Worlders in Od Houston. That training had
i ncl uded
tyi ng people up, but not howto get out of the ropes nyself. So nuch for the
physi cal
approach. Tine to call on the old superpowers again, although they had just
failed
nme rather drastically. But then Josie hadn't given me nuch of a chanc
e to probe her
m nd, the sweetheart.
| tugged at my bonds and winced as they dug into the already swollen fle
sh
around ny wists, but the thought that Josie was headed back to Rita drove ne
on.
She was a vicious character, capable of anything. My only consol ati on was that
Rta
had spotted her for what she was. She woul d have her guard up
Meanwhile, | had to find a solution, and quantum chaos | ooked |Iike ny be
st
bet. If you don't like the reality you're in, create another one.
Only it'’s a bit nore
conplicated than that. There were aspects of this reality | certainly didn't
want to
lose—Rita and Justina. | had to be careful and only imagine the sligh
test possible
variance. My bonds were the obvious place to begin. The vine was too tou
gh to
break. | pictured it nmade of a weaker fiber and then hesitated. Wuld a change
in
one plant change the whol e evolution of this Nexus? If | nmade a change i
n the
present, would it change the past? Wat el se nmight spring fromny tanpering
with
reality? Russell might know the answers, but | didn't.
The nore | thought about it, the nore dangerous it seened. Messing with
guantumreality is not an activity for the faint of heart. Fighting back a
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sense of

panic, | decided on another approach. | pictured the knots tied in a certain
way, a
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way that would give if | applied sufficient pressure. | squeezed ny eyes
shut and

concentrated on an inmage of Josie tying nmy hands and feet while my nind
gui ded

her as she tied the knots—
Wth a violent yank, | broke free. Struggling into a sitting position, |
reached

down to untie ny feet.

“CGood work, Lee!” said a femal e voice.

| froze as fear stabbed through ne. But the voice didn't belong to Jo
si e.

G ancing up, | saw Anmanda standing in the entrance to the cave. Her arns
wer e

fol ded across her chest and she had a smug | ook on her face as she eyed
ny

attenpts to free nyself.

“Where the devil did you come fron?” | snapped.

First she'd deserted her post on her assigned world, and then she had

t he

nerve to show up on mne. If she'd appeared a few mnutes earlier, |

m ght have

been happy to see her, but | no |onger needed a rescue. | tore the |ast
scraps of vine

away from ny ankl es and haul ed nyself to nmy feet. It took an effort to s

tand. My
| egs were nunmb and my back muscles cranmped with pain. | had two goals in
m nd—

to get back to the tower and deal with Josie, and to go through a gate a
nd get a new

body.

“l”ve been nonitoring the release froma distance.” Amnanda took a step
toward me. “lt’s gone better than | woul d have predicted.”

“No thanks to you. You were assigned to help the Innocents on Nexus O
ne.
What happened?”

“l got sidetracked by nore inmportant matters.”

| stopped brushing the dirt off ny pants and gave her the once over. She
didn't look any different at first glance, but sonething about her tone
triggered ny

pattern sense into full warning node. The sense of inpending danger |
d felt for so

| ong was suddenly back, full force. | began to wonder how she’d found
me inthis
cave. How had she known ny | ocation?

“What’' s going on?” | dermanded.

She sniffed. “Your feeble attenpt to change reality started a series of
vi brations throughout the flux that led nme to you. Beings evol ved enough to
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consci ously mani pul ate the quantum potential are quite rare.”
“I don't feel particularly evolved at the nonent.”
| tried to laugh, but it was too painful. Instead, | plucked a | eaf fromny
hair.
Not content with bangi ng ny head agai nst a rock, Josie must have thrown
ne down
on some bushes, too, judging by the scratches on ny arns. Amanda lifted
an
eyebr ow.
“You're not that evolved—n fact, you and Russell have barely scratched the
surface of what is possible. But you' ve gone as far as you're ever going to
go. Your
fear holds you back.”
“Sonmetines fear is a healthy thing.” | didn't like the direction this
conversation
was t aki ng.
“Lee, you poor, provincial Texas cowboy. You have no idea what you
re
m ssing, do you?”
| braced nyself as | stared into her face, looking for a trace of soneth
ing |
knew she had lost, utterly and forever—her hunanity. She net ny gaze
with cold
i ndifference. | shuddered at the pools of darkness deep in her eyes.
“What have you done?” | whispered in horror
“I decided to lead the way for the rest of the Seconders, instead of
encouragi ng themto hold back. | took the step you were afraid to take.
I went
t hrough the sex gates and expanded ny consci ousness to the edge of what
a
human mi nd can handl e, and then beyond. It is no worse than sheddi ng an
old coat.”
“Yeah. | can see what a snazzy new being you are.” | started edgi ng around
her toward the entrance of the cave.
“l can operate on the quantumlevel in ways you cannot even begin to
i magi ne.”
She made a quick gesture, and the air around her began to brighten. In
anot her second she was surrounded by a pulsing halo of golden light. | t
hrew up ny
hand to shield ny eyes.
“What are you trying to do? Look like a god? Inpress the nere nortal ?”
“You are no nere nortal.” Her voice took on a pleading note. “You're al npst
there. You could join ne.”
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“No t hanks.”

| edged closer to the entrance. Wuld she let ne go, or was she pl anning
to

ki dnap nme, too? Getting kidnapped twice in one day seened a bit nuch—
it was

enough to nmake ne wonder if someone—er sonethi ng—was nessing with
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ny

reality.

Bingo! 1'd found the truth. My pattern sense quivered |like a dog on p

oi nt.

Amanda had used her new powers to control Josie. Josie was only a tool t
0o get ne

out here. Amanda chuckl ed, and | knew she’d been follow ng nmy thoughts.

“I didn't want to face both you and Rita. Together you m ght defeat me. But it
was easy to suggest an escape plan to Josie’s already diabolical nind

Besi des, |

needed to get you away from R ta and her sinpering humanity, so you woul d
listen
to what you' re missing.”

“I"mnot mssing one damed thing.”

“You're throwi ng away a chance to becone godlike. Wy? To |live you

r life

anong sniveling humans who will always fear and despi se you because you

are

different than they are?” Although she spoke with cold logic, | heard the echo
of old

hurts in her words.

“And what about you?” | challenged. “You' ve sacrificed your humanity. Were
will you go, where will you live, and who will you call your people?”

“I"ve made contact with the entity who wanted to hel p you change.” Triunph
flared to life on her face.

“One of the gate masters?”

My heart sank. They were back. Wuld they return to the Nexus and reclaim
their technol ogy, just when we were starting to learn their secrets? Was this
whol e

epi sode not hing but another tw st in whatever experinment they were runni ng
with the

human race as their guinea pigs? Her answer surprised ne.

“No, the entity is not a gate master. The gate nasters have evol ved beyond
this level of reality, as Messler guessed. This entity bel ongs to another
race, one that

has al so achi eved quantum consci ousness. It has vi ewed our blundering ar

ound at

the edges of its domain with both amusenment and concern—f such human enoti ons
can be ascribed to a creature that is nothing like us. It attenpted to contact
you,
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because it wi shed to help humanity.”
“Hurmanity has had too much help lately,” | said. “The human rac
e i s never
going to be the sane.”
She snmiled. It |ooked like a human snile, a curving of the lips, and a
radi ant
flash of white teeth. But nothing happened in her eyes. They were cold and
f ocused.
“I't can help us by showi ng us how to becone nore Iike it. Its conscio
usness
is far above ours. If we insist on renaining human beings, barely able t
0 peer over
t he edge of the quantum sphere of consciousness, we will only irritate it. W
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cannot

remai n stagnant. We nust evolve. To turn down such a gift is a crime against
life

itself. Life grows and evol ves.”

It was a noble little speech, but | wasn’t buying it. | remenbered M
ssler’s
theory that the human race was evolving in a different direction than the gate
mast ers because we had devel oped intuition, whereas they had devel oped | ogi c.
They had tried to make our world nore like theirs by sending us their se
X gates. Now
this entity wanted us to beconme nore like it. My whol e being rebelled at

the idea. It
was one thing to learn to be flexible about gender identity. It was another to
gi ve up

my humanity altogether. | was human and | intended to stay that way.

“1"1l pass,” | said.

“Don’t be foolish,” Amanda whi sper ed.

| saw a flash of enotion deep in her eyes. Loneliness? Fear? Desperation?
Those were human feelings. She claimed to be beyond that. Yet every creature
must retain some enotion if only the desire to survive. She grabbed ny
arm Her
sharp nails dug into ne.
“Touch ny consciousness if you dare, and see what you’'re m ssing.”

My skin crawl ed at her touch. The longer | spoke to her the | ess hunan she

seened. | yanked ny armfree and strai ghtened ny shoul ders.

“I'f you want.”

Qur gazes |l ocked. The light vanished. | fell into a black hole, a place
wher e

relentl ess forces clashed in seenm ng chaos. A mind reached out to touch
mne, its

t houghts as clear as crystal, and as cold. This being existed wholly w thout
enot i on,

unt ouched by human desire, wthout that sense of self that makes us uni que.
And
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deep within its vast consciousness |lay what was | eft of Amanda. She was

little nore

than a nmenory of what once was, consuned by this larger entity. Her soul was
gone. Her know edge fed this other being.

| recoiled in horror. The power within the entity's mnd was terrifying. Its

t houghts coul d bend space and tinme, renold reality, nake the sun halt in

the sky—

so nmuch power belonged only in the hands of a god. But |1'd rejected t

he idea of a

god long ago. | wanted ny human freedom | wanted to continue to feel —

even to

feel the pain now splitting my head—not beconme like this icy, relentless
intellect that

measured us with a di spassionate gaze and |lived conplete within itself,
unnoved by

our plight.

“No!” | broke free of her nmind touch, and staggered toward the entrance of the
cave. “Let ne go.”

“You are a coward, Lee.

She stepped in front of ne, blocking ny p
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at h.

| stopped and glared at her. She was a shell of a human being. “Cal

me what

you want. | choose to keep ny humanity. | think you'll find nost of u

s will nake that

sane choice.”

This last sentence | addressed to the entity | knew lived within Amanda. In
our

brief touch, I'd sensed its hunger

“Your race does not deserve the treasures the sex gates have brought you.”
Amanda—er the thing that possessed her—spat the words at nme. “You toy with
gquantumreality on the whi mof some passing enotion, never dream ng how
danger ous your actions can be to the bal ance of the entire universe.”

“We do what we have to do to survive.”

Her eyes narrowed, as she examined ne |ike some specinmen under a

m croscope. “You play with concepts you do not understand, using nmental powers
the gate nasters never intended for you to develop. This situation cannot be
al | owned

to continue.”

“What do you intend to do about it?”

“I"l'l remove the gates fromEarth, and then use my quantum powers to contro

the populace. |I will bring peace to your planet at last.”
Shock left me speechless. | stared at her opennouthed. My pattern sense
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warned nme that this entity could indeed do such a thing.
“Not hing to say,” she taunted.

“You can't!”

“I can. Do you think you or any of your feeble kind can stop ne?”

A thousand nenories flashed through ny mnd. | thought of the wonders th
e

gates had brought to hunanity—ef m nds opened to new experiences by ¢
hangi ng

sexes, of bodies healed, of youth reborn, and finally the ability to travel to
ot her

worlds, to travel in tine itself.

“The gate masters intended for you to experience the sex change, noth

i ng

nore,” Amanda said. “The Seconders are an aberration. The gates ar

e an

experiment gone awy. It rust be stopped.”

| clenched ny fists at ny side, as a dangerous plan rushed through ny he

ad.

| could join Aranda, becone |ike her, fight this entity fromthe inside, and
stop it

fromtaking the sex gates away fromus...

| saw Rita's face, renenbered the feel of Justina's little cheek p

ressed

agai nst mine. No! The price was too high. | could not survive losing Rita and
Justi na.

“Are you afraid of us?” | sneered. “Why should a being with your powers care
about a second-rate race |ike ours?”

The gl ow around her body brightened. “I don’t care, as long as you

stay on

your backwater planet and behave. You nade a ni stake when you cane out t
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where the big boys play. Next tine don't stick your nose out the door
until you're

strong enough to join in the gane.”

A form appeared at the entrance to the cave. | squinted, unable to make

out

who it was in the bright Iight. Fortunately, Anmanda was facing nme, busy

gl oati ng over

her triunph. | kept talking to hold her attention

“Thanks for the advice, but we'll make our own decisions.”

The figure stepped closer and raised one arm | could see the rock clutc
hed in

her hand. Maybe ny eyes wi dened. Maybe | gasped at the |ast second. Sone
t hi ng

war ned Amanda and she whirled around, but it was too late. Josie was already
bringing down the rock in a terrible blow It struck Amanda with a sicke
ni ng crunch

and she crunbled to the ground. | dropped to ny knees at her side and pr
essed ny
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fingers to the pulse at her neck. She was dead. | | ooked up at Josie, fully
expecting a

second bl ow+this one fatal +o fall on ny already bruised head, but to ny
surprise

she giggl ed, and dropped the rock

“Quess | fixed her,” she said. “That will teach her to ness aro

und in ny nmind.”

“You knew she’'d controlled you nental |l y?”

Josi e ki cked Amanda’ s body, her face twisted with contenpt. “Not until | [eft
you here. | guess she got so busy arguing with you that she forgot to keep
tabs on

my mind. | was halfway to the Nexus city when | realized | was free again.
wasn’ t

going to let her get amay with trying to control ne.
| remenbered what Rita had told ne—psychopat hs craved power. They

wanted to be in charge. Amanda had chosen the wong person for her first
experiment in mnd control. Or the alien entity had. | staggered to ny feet.
coul d

barely stand, and | had two problens to solve—Josie, and the entity who had
threatened to renove the sex gates fromEarth

“Let me help you.” Josie reached out to grab ny el bow.

“Aren’t you going to tie nme up agai n?”

“Hey, that was Amanda’s idea. |'’msmart enough to know |l’'ms

tuck on this

world until one of you Seconders finds a way to let us go through the se

X gates a

second time. As far as |'mconcerned, we’'re on the same side.”

| slunped against the cave wall in relief. One problemsolved, it seenmed. That
left the entity, and its ominous threat.

Wth Josie’'s help | linped back to the Nexus city. The going was sl ow

_ﬁy

head hurt too nmuch for nme to nove fast—but eventually we topped a hi
| and saw
the towers spread out before us. As soon as | got close, H C. materialized in
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front of

us.

“Tell Rita |I'm okay, and show Josie the way back to her tower,”
| ordered. “I'm

headed for the sex gate first. | need a new body.”

It only took H-C. a nonent to give Rita the good news, and then he
reappeared to guide Josie away. | didn't trust nmy charm ng psychopath, but I
had to

admt she’d come down squarely on the side of humanity. Maybe there was hope
for

t hese people, after all
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VWiile | waited for Rita, | linped into the gate room and made a qui ck journey
t hrough, on guard for any attack by the entity the whole time. But there
was no sign

of the being within the quantum flux. | emerged as a worman, feeling one

t housand

percent better. Rita was waiting for ne, as | cane out of the gate.

“You' re safe.” Her voice quivered with relief. W d barely had tine for a
passi onate ki ss when Russ canme through the gate and joi ned us.

“Russ!” There was no one in all the alternate universes | nore wan

ted to see

at the nonment. “We’ve had a bit of a problem here.”

“l know.” He shot me a grimlook. “Derrick showed up back in th

e origina

Nexus and told me what Amanda was pl anning.”

“He didn't join her?”

“No. He intended to. She'd talked himinto it. But at the last mnute, he
couldn’t face losing his humanity.”

“I"'mglad, but we still have one awfully big problem”

“l know. The entity.” Russell’s eyes flashed. “W’' Il get all the Seconders on
t he Nexus worlds together, make the biggest group mnd ever seen, and teach
t hat

so-and-so a thing or two about nessing with humanity.”

“I"'msurprised it hasn't noved against us already,” | said,

renenbering the

tremendous power |'d sensed through Amanda. “Maybe we should do a

little

reconnoitering first.”

Rita clutched ny arm “Ch, Li, be careful.”

| pulled her close and gave her a reassuring kiss. The sensation of ny
breasts pressing against hers was distracting, but for once | had sonething
nor e

i mportant on ny m nd.

Russell and | plunged back into the gate and united our m nds. Toget her

we

nmade a careful sweep of the quantum flux, searching for any trace of the
entity’'s

t houghts. Yet even as we searched | was aware that the sense of dread that had
haunted ne each tine |I'd entered the gate for nonths was gone at | ast

| hope that’s a good sign
Qur thoughts were so linked that | wasn’t sure if | thought that or Russ.
Toget her we searched through the quantum state that held us, but found
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We were about to give up when | sensed a famliar vibration sonewhere in the
far

expanse of the quantum chaos. Russell and | reinforced our nmental bond, and
carefully sent a delicate nental probe out toward the unknown the being.
Terror! | recoiled fromthe dark thoughts that tunbled through both our m nds.
Russ’s shudder cane to me down the nmental |ink. The being was in a state of
terror.

What ever was going on, we had to know nore. Qur minds were in

i nst ant aneous agreenment as we braced ourselves and reached out again. This
time |

caught the being s thoughts beneath the unending terror—thoughts that repeated

over and over. | probed deeper and images filled my mind. | was standing in a
cave

facing a young man with rust-colored hair. | saw sonething in his eyes,

a glinmrer

that warned nme and | whirled around, already knowing it was too |ate, already
flooded with terror. Pain erupted through my whole being and utter black

ness swept

over me...then the bl ackness receded and the i mages formed again, but they were

the sane inmages. | was standing in a cave facing a young man with rust-c
ol ored

hair. | saw sonething in his eyes, a glinmrer that warned nme, and | whirl
ed around,

al ready knowing it was too late, already flooded with terror. Pain...

Lee! It's sone sort of nmental |oop. When Amanda died this being experienced
death, too, and it overwhelmed its defenses.

| seened to hear Russ’s thought fromfar away, even though our m nds

wer e

joined. Wth an effort | bl ocked out the terror and pain. Slowy, Russ and
pul | ed

ourselves free of the nmental |oop that trapped the entity. Qur mnd touc

h had gone

unnoti ced. The being floated in the green nmist, eternally trapped in the
horri bl e

nonment of Amanda’ s deat h.
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CHAPTER SI XTEEN
Rita and | ended up spending several nonths on the various Nexus worl ds
hel pi ng the people who' d cone out of stasis adjust to their new lives

Try as we
mght, we couldn’'t find a way to help the psychopaths, and finally we
reluctantly left
themto work out their own society. For now, they would remain isolated on
their
Nexus.
Eventual ly, we returned to our home in Ruston, Texas. By we, | nean the four
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of us who had becone so close we were one fam | y—plus the new additio

ns. Rta

and | had added Justina to the famly, now Justin once nore. Russell and
Donna

were the proud parents of twi ns—a son and daughter, who became a daughter and
a son upon our return to Earth. We noved back into the ol d honestead and
contenplated the new life we were about to begin.

It was a relief to settle down in famliar surroundings. For a happy wee

k or two

| pretended that life was going to return to normal. But that was never to be.
For one

thing, | still controlled Messler’'s estate, and its billions of dolla

rs. That was a huge

responsibility.

And then there was the research project into the Seconders and their powers

that | had started at Messler’s old retreat in the Ozarks. The gover nment

want ed t hat

to continue. As usual, they were |ooking for any angle they could use to
gain nore

power, and people with supernormal abilities definitely qualified. W were
| ucky they

didn't stanp us ‘top secret’ and tuck us away sone place, but a

fter my | ast

broadcast on the net, they didn't dare.

And, of course, there was a final, huge obstacle to normal cy—the neve

r-

endi ng question of the sex gates. W’d proven they could be used for

far nmore than

changi ng your sex—they were literally a gateway to the stars. But could they
ever be

made safe? Could we find a way to | et peopl e besides Seconders go throug

h nore

t han once?

Russel | was chosen to | ook for that answer, of course. Logically, we sho
uld

have settled in Houston or at the research project in the Ozarks. But |

i nsisted on

com ng hone to Ruston. The others agreed with nmy decision. Fortunately,

gi ven
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Russel |’ s unique status as a Seconder scientist who had actually seen the
Nexus,

the governnment was willing to build himwhatever facilities he needed right
next to

our house.

“So what are our chances of finding a way for nornal people to go thr

ough

the gates at will?” | asked hi mover breakfast on our second day back at the
old

homest ead.

Russel | gave ne a strange | ook. “You want an answer today?”

| al nost choked on ny coffee. “Not today. No one expects you to be th

at

qui ck.”
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“lI mean, are you asking what | think my chances are today? Because yo

u
al ready asked nme that yesterday, and the day before and the day before.”
| set ny cup down and crunched up ny napkin. “l get the point. Sorry

if I'm

buggi ng you.”

Rita wi nked at Russell from across the table where she was feedi ng the baby
his nmorning bottle. Donna had already finished feeding her son, and was
rocki ng him

in her arnms. Her daughter slept soundly in a baby carrier next to her chair.
“Don’t believe him He's not a bit sorry. He'll keep asking
you every day unti
you find an answer.”

“Don’t worry. It will happen one day, maybe sooner than you think

.” Russ’s

confident smile reassured ne.

Rita picked up the baby and began burping him W stopped talking and
waited for the first little belch. Wen it cane, | smled at Rta. She | ooked
rel axed

and happy sitting in the bright Texas sunlight pouring through the w ndow
behi nd our

ki tchen eating nook. It was spring, and yesterday she’d been out int

he yard planting

flowers. She was nore than ready to settle down and build a happy nest f

or ne, and

Justin in Ruston.

| wanted that, too. | intended to do nmy best to create a normal life—
provi ding |
could remenber what that was. But this norning |I'’d awakened with a stuffed up
nose, the beginning of a cold. As soon as breakfast was over, | planned
atrip
t hrough the Reston gate for an instant cure.
“I'f there’s anything you need for the |aboratory—= | began
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| had Messler’s billions; | mght as well put themto good use. Russ
waved a
hand.

“Don't worry. The governnent’s picking up the full tab on everything. They're
al nost begging ne to spend nore, they're so eager to see the sex gate

s work for

everyone.”

“Just so they don’t try to keep a | ock on the technol ogy once it’

s devel oped, " |

muttered. | had no particular reason to trust the governnent, and lots o
f reasons not
to.

“I don’t think they dare to keep any di scoveries to thenselves, no

t with the

Church of the Gates and nost of the countries in the world keeping a sharp eye
on

our progress.”

I chuckled at the nmention of the church. “Messler nmay be gone, but hi

s work

lives on.”
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“Think he’ll be surprised to find his church still in business whe
n he cones
back?” Donna tucked away the | ast of her onelet as she spoke.

“He’ || probably cone back with some surprises of his own.” Russ
gri nned.

“Da da!” Justin announced giving me a big, beautiful baby snile
“Come to Daddy.” | took himfrom R ta and bounced hi mon ny knee,
produci ng shrieks of delight.

“Not so hard, Lee! You' |l have hi mupchucking over you.”

| thought of the bottle of mlk Justin had consuned for breakfast and stopped
t he bounci ng.

“Da da!” Justin demanded, waving his fists in the air.

“That’s one smart little boy,” Russ observed.

“Cenetics pure and sinple.” | beaned.

“You don't think the fact he went through a gate twice at such an early age
had anything to do with it?”

| made a face at Justin, and got a delighted giggle as my reward. “Th

e
government is studying everything about the gates, including what happens to
babi es that have gone through. Someday they’'ll let us know the results.”

| put Justin down on the floor and watched as he practiced crawling acro
Sss
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the tiles. He noved fast. In another nonth, he’'d be wal king. Soon, he’d have
Donna’ s babies for playnmates, but a brother or a sister mght be nice, too.
“Cot to go get busy on the project,” Russ said, rising to his feet

| eyed Rita. Making a baby wasn't exactly hard work, but it did requ
re sone
quality time alone together. Donna and Rita exchanged a | ook. Even when
t hey
aren’t Seconders, wonen seemto have special radar. \Wen they are.l ook out,
your thoughts are never yours al one.
“I'"l'l watch the babies,” Donna said, getting up fromher chair.
“Thanks!” 1 reached out, and took Rita' s hand.
“Where we going, Lee?” A dinple appeared as she flashed a snile at
ne

As | |l ooked into her loving eyes | realized the sex gates hardly mattere
d

conpared to the wealth | already had. If Rita was willing to kiss ne whe
n | was

coming dowmn with a cold, | was a bl essed man indeed. And with the sex ga
tes still

on Earth, the future seened linitless.

“Back to bed,” | said, and smiled.

Heck, who knows, maybe the next tinme |’'Il have the baby.

THE END
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