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SPACE PETS

By
Dardl Ban

Chapter One

Jamie Da Cruz woke up and looked around his bedroom. Even after sx months, he still wasn't used
to the opulence. Even the bed was large and luxurious, spacious enough for four or five personsto deep
comfortably--or do other thingson it. Of course his previous apartment wouldn’t have been large enough
for himsdlf, Jeannie, Kridti, and their four pets, even if John Whitmire of the Houston Enclave Security
Section had alowed him to stay there, which he hadn't. Since Jamie had become so important, Whitmire
wasingstent that he stay within the confines of the security building to prevent apossible abduction by
Moon City agents and, Jamie had to admit, the gpartment Whitmire had furnished went along way
toward keeping him happy.



The bedroom was furnished with state of the art holovision fixtures keyed to hisbody computer and
the adjoining comfort room contained facilities sufficient to bathe and refresh abull warusand dl his
family. It was more than enough for he and his consorts and anyone e se they might want to invite over

for aparty.

The large living room was decorated with an assortment of Krigti's beautifully tanned hides, ranging
from deer to rabbit and bobcat. On one wall Kristi's spare |aserifle was racked on anima horns, and her
extra handgun and knife dangled below on abelt and shoulder harness arrangement. The one large and
severa smal loungers scattered around the room gave it, together with the hides and weapons, a casud,
lived-in look. Onewall was blank, although it contained a barely discernible door. It was used for the
holovision projections. An unobtrusive accessory computer console was tucked in one corner, and
another door led to alarge autokitchen and dining area. To one side of the bed, another door opened out
into the privacy of alarge fenced yard, complete with asmall pool and varied food shrubs and other
nutritive plants.

Jamie removed himsdf from the bed and into the comfort room. Trimming his mustache, he
reflected that Conan, the feral dog who had been the courier of the origina aien message on athought
disk would never have been able to contact his pets—-and him--had he been living here then rather than
closer to the edge of the barriers. But in that case, he wouldn't have met Kristi, nor possibly have gotten
so involved with Jeannie. Even so, he sometimes missed the smplicity of hislife asit had been before
Conan appeared. Then, his biggest worry had been aberrations in the hambean line of plants he had
developed, and the foibles of his boss, the chief of the Genetic Engineering Section of the Houston
Enclave,

Jamie heard soft footsteps behind him and knew that Jeannie had arrived home from her job with
the dmost completed spacecraft's computer system. The door had allowed her to enter silently, aerted
by the code from her body computer. A pair of dim hands stole around his eyes.

"Hi, Jeannie. You'relate"
"How did you know it was me and not Kristi?" Jeanie asked, puzzled.

"I checked with John before | left work. He said their patrol ran into some problems and were
goingto belae"

"She'snot hurt isshe?' Jeannie asked. Alarm crept into her voice.
"Hedidn't say, but I'd guess not. He didn't look worried."

"Good," Jeannie said. She circled hiswaist with an arm and drew him into the living room, pushing
him down onto the big lounger. Fuzzy Britches, the vari-hued enhanced cat made arun for Jamie'slap,
but Jeannie beet him to it. Fuzzy Britches didn't complain; he smply held up for amoment, then hopped
up into Jeanni€'slap inturn.

Jeanniewasasmal, dark, pretty girl, reveding aHispanic legacy smilar to Jamie's own brown
countenance. She wore the standard Enclave coverals, deevesrolled above the elbows and the front
closure open dmogt to her navel. A filmy underthing showed the swell of her breasts, large for her small
frame.

Jamie helped himsdlf, running ahand indde the lapd of the coverals and giving heran affectionate
queeze.

"Mmm," Jeannie responded. "Now, or shal we wait for Kristi?*



"Let'swait.Areyou hungry?'

"Not yet." Jeannie tried unsuccessfully to smooth down Fuzzy Britches thick wiry pelt and got a soft
purr asareward.

"How’ sthe work going?'

Jeani€ sface brightened, asit aways did when talk turned to computers or sex. "Oh, good. I’ ve
about finished the basic programming of the ship’s computer, and that’ sal | can do until weingdl it.
When will that be?'

"It shouldn’t be much longer. Everything isbasicaly finished, or asnear as| cantell the engineers
from that Alien thought disk.” Jamie fingered the thin, saucer-sized disk the dien had crafted and tuned to
hismind done just before it died and thought of al the changes that had occurred since Conan brought
the origind message to him from the alien on an even smaller, genera purpose disk dangling from his
crude collar. Of dl the dogs sent out by the band of feral humans after the dien’ slander crashed in their
vicinity, only Conan had been able to contact a human from one of the Enclaves--and apparently met his
desth in the subsequent fighting between therival Dallas and Houston Enclaves over accessto the dien
technology.

"Wher€'s Princess?" Jeannine asked Fuzzy Britches as she smoothed down his springy hair, only to
have it bounce up again. Princess was Kristi's white-haired enhanced cat and Fuzzy Britches paramour
whenever shewasin hest.

"Adeep," Woggly the dog said, coming into the room. "Cats aways deeping.”

Woggly waslarge, brown, and shaggy haired. He was enhanced as well, but not quite asintelligent as
Fuzzy Britches, though it would take someone who knew them both to be able to tell the difference. Both
of Jami€'s petswere loya and protective, and both had been with him on hisexcurson into the wild
country beyond the Houston Enclave. It had been ahorrific experience for Jamie (and Jeannie), but the
pets had enjoyed it (other than when their humans were in danger), and had been agitating for another
adventure. Life insde the Enclave seemed tame to them anymore. Jamie had been telling them that he
was soon to go on thefirst test flight of the new spaceship and they both wanted to accompany him.
Jamie had tried to explain the differences between an earth and a space environment.

"In space, you wouldn't weigh anything, Fuzz. Youd float.”

"Likebirds?' Fuzzy Britches asked, licking hislips. "Birdsdon't play fair. They fly away when |
chasethem.”

"Catsclimb trees" Woggly said, pointing out that he had his problems aswell.
"Not the same," Fuzzy Britches said. "Usfriends. Birdsfood."

"Never mind that," Jamie said. "There aren't any birds in space anyway, and damn few on earth
anymore, for that matter. And there are no bad cats to chase, either, Woggly."

The animaswere aware in away that environments different from their own existed e sewhere,
mainly from watching holovison. The Houston Enclave waswiddy separated from the two coastal
spaceports, which were il functional, so they had no live reference to spaceships, only pictures. The
animds liked watching holovision, but had a hard time separating fact from fiction.

Fuzzy Britches consdered the conversation then settled theissuein hisown mind. "Take Kristi," He
sad. "Havefun. Fight. Catch mice. Havelots of fun.”



Jamie shrugged and gave -up trying to explain further. Since Kristi had comeinto their lives six
months ago, they would henceforth associate her with adventure. Kristi was a Ranger, going out
frequently with others of her profession into the wilds around the Enclave, observing and cataloging the
ever changing mix of ferd, intelligently enhanced animals, the descendents of genetically atered petsand
|aboratory animdls.

One experience had been enough for Jamie. He was a genetic engineer himself, or had been until his
encounter with the dieninit's crashed landing craft, but his speciaty had been in agriculture, using his
craft to help satisfy ahungry population confined to limited area. He had little interest in adventure, unlike
Kristi Carson, who seemed to thrive on it. He had been more or less forced into that one expedition, but
he had to admit that it had been worth it. If he had not gone on that expedition, he would probably never
had met Kristi, nor would Kristi have met Jeannie, and the three of them formed a household. It was
strange, but not nearly as strange as the Situation the earth wasin now.

**k*

Near the end of thelast century, the earth wasin turmoil. Back in the early part of the century, well
before Jamie's birth, genetic manipulation and its by-products had become the predominant growth
industry of theworld, including Moon City and the space stations. One of the products was mentally
enhanced anima's, many of them bred for the pet industry. Intelligent and semi-intelligent animas
presented little problem in the controlled environment of space, but earth was adifferent matter entirely.

Once the human genome had been resolved, that of other mammals presentedlittle additional
problem. Inevitably,scientists began mixing human and anima genes and sometime whole chromosome
segments. These wereinserted back into man's favored species. Asthe craft becameincreasingly
sampler, control became more difficult, especialy given the demand for enhanced or dtered pets. At first
the insertion of human genesinto other animals was banned by most nations, but the smplicity of the
process and the urgentneedof bankrupt third world economies for hard currency created ahuge
clandegtine trade in genetically enhanced pets, farm animals and laboratory specimens which became
impossible to stop. Therewas no longereven a compl ete classification of the number and kind of new
species. There were super-dogs and super-cats, imbued with the gene complexes for rational thought
and language facility; intdligentrats and mice, origindly bred for use inresearch; semi-intdlligent rabbits
and ducks, crafted for the Easter trade; monkeys and orangutans, cows and horses; ferrets and wildcats,
parrots and canaries, sheep and dolphins. For dmost anybreed of animal, there was a demand. The only
common denominator was that dmost all had at one time or another gotten outside the bonds of control
(where any was attempted) and begun to breed. Back-breeding with the original stock also occurred,
sometimes successful, other times not, but eventually the gene pool of many, many specieswas
unalterably changed. By thetimereal problems developed, it was far too late to stop the process.

North Americawas the prime market for enhanced animal's, especidly pets, and what happened
there over the next fifty yearswas only the forefront of the wave of disastersthat swept over the
industrialized world, and soon after, the less affluent countries. The United States did fare better than
other countriesinitialy in controlling the larger animals, sSmply by reason of the plethoraof armed citizens
inthat nation. For thefirgt timeinitshistory, the murder rate in that country actualy dropped as people
began shooting cats and rats and dogs and rabbits, aswell as other, more fearsome beasts, rather than
each other--at least they did until the food supplies began to fall.

Intelligent mice and rats and rabbits became too smart to be taken in by baited grain and ate the
food crops with adevilish ability at avoiding traps. They tunneled underground and waited out the poison
gprays until rains washed them away, then came out to feast again. Had it not been for the more intelligent
dogs, cats, and other carnivores, they might well have driven humanity completely off the planet. Asit



was, depletion of the fields and attacks by starving packs of ferd animals on any isolated dwelling
gradudly drove men into the huge present day Enclaves where an uneasy baance wasfinaly achieved,
athough the ultimate future of the Enclaves was by no means certain.

However, humans did control their Enclaves, at least for the present, and gradualy adapted to
them, even retaining aresidue of loya, intelligent pets content to live with their masters and provide no
little help in maintaining their integrity. But outside the barriers, the enhanced and adtered animaswarred
on each other and on unaltered species without let or hindrance.

In the third world countries, however, there was no such security. A reverse migration of the
animas back to their source, fueled by inexorable population pressure was & its peak. L ess advanced
technologicaly, these countries were rgpidly devolving into chaos and anarchy as the reverse migration of
enhanced animals swept back to their source, haunting their originators with barren fields and ecologica
nightmares. The only spots of relative stability werein areas being mined or drilled for vita resources.
There, the few remaining nations il technologicaly sophisticated offered help in maintaining areas of
integrity in return for the vita resources and raw materias of civilization.

Within the Enclaves (with amuch-reduced population), life and culture began atemporary upswing.
The rather drastic police methods necessary for the formation of the Enclaves was now giving way to a
more relaxed form of government, abeit amuch regulated and in some ways amore limited one.

There were dill problems, of course. Dolphins, for instance, were adamantly against deep-sea
fishing, especialy the use of drift nets, and degp-sea mining was becoming so prohibitively expensive that
it was gradudly dying out. Also, any cross country movement other than air travel had become so
dangerousthat it was dmost unheard of, and the air travel waslimited mostly to vita cargo handling by
the ubiquitous floaters powered by solarmagnetic engines and fud cdlls. The only regularly scheduled
passenger traffic was to and from the major Enclaves, and from the east and west spaceports, and even
that traffic was gradudly lessening. Asaresult, the Enclaves were beginning to develop diverging
cultures,

The Houston Enclave, for instance, displayed a predominately southern and Hispanic identity,
present to adegree originally, then reinforced by the influxofsurviving refugees from other large southern
and coastd cities whenthose areas had been abandoned, while the Dallas Enclave drew most of it's
expanded population from Oklahoma City and the lower mid west.

Genetic agriculture was the saving force for the Enclaves. It enabled them to grow atered foodstuff
of very high yidd, protein-rich and resstant to almost al blights and diseases. Genetic manipulation of
crop fruits and vegetables enabled the Enclavesto survive, for the time being at least, even though that
same sort of meddling was respong ble for the Enclaves to begin with.

Insde the barricades, life went on, punctuated with a curious dichotomy.On the one hand, surviva
required a high educationd level and atechnologicaly orientated work force to maintain the infrastructure
of the Enclaves,aswellasinnovative and hard working techniciansto keep the economy functioning while
trying to cope with the increasing paucity of spare parts and raw materias. On the other, the resolution of
the human genome had diminated dmost dlsickness and diseases, including sexudly transmitted ones,
and that led in turn to ahedonigtic, sexudly liberated life style manifested in extravagant home and group
entertainment, group families such as Jamie, Jeannie, and Kristi had formed, and an amogt total lack of
organized religious beliefs or observances. Crime, other than petty theft was amost unknown, for there
was only one punishment for anything more serious: banishment to the wilds, where surviva could be
gauged in days, weeks, or amonth at best.

It was acuriouslife by some historicd standards, but like citizens throughout history, they accepted



their circumstances as though they would go on forever and ever. Even ther increased life spans were not
aufficient to make them redlize that change rather than stability isthe permanent state of human affairs.

CHAPTER TWO

Jamie nuzzled Jeannie's neck, wondering how much longer it would be before Kristi returned,
worrying alittle despite John Whitmire's assurances. Besides, Jeannie was stroking his neck and back in
afamiliar manner, letting him know that she was ready despite her previous disclaimer about waiting for
Krigti. It never took much to get Jeannie going, although getting her to stop was sometimes amore
difficult proposition. However, Kristi had solved that problem negtly when she moved in. Shewasthe
first femde Jeannie had ever been with, and it was dill an enjoyable novdty to her.

That was fine with Kristi aswell. She was more orientated to women than men anyway, Jamie being
one of the rare exceptions. He still wondered sometimeswhy she liked him so much, but then Jamie was
an unusualy modest and unpretentious character, and more tolerant than any human had aright to be.
Kristi was attracted to him because of those traits, aswell as his stubborn acceptance of unwanted
danger and hardship when he had been forced to accompany the expedition trying to recover the
sranded dien and it's landing craft down in the wilds two hundred miles north of the Houston Enclave.

That expedition had been organized in hopes of learning new technology, which might help the
Enclave survive. It had been only partidly successful. Jamie had indeed met the dien, trapped in the
wreck of it's craft, and was given athought disk by which the dien communicated, but there was nothing
there which promised any red help for the beleaguered earth. There was, however, detailed engineering
ingructionsfor afaster than light spacecraft, given by the dien in hopes that humans would travel back to
its home system and try to save some representatives of its race where an encroaching dust cloud was
gradualy rendering its planet uninhabitable. The thought disk was keyed to Jamie done, and he il had
nightmares about the battle with the Moon City mercenaries also trying to recover the craft, aswell asthe
wild battles with enhanced anima s and fera humans on the way there and back. His prospective trip into
space seemed tame by comparison.

Jeannie shifted her body in hislgp and began tugging at his coveral closure. Jamie quit his nuzzling
and began kissing her in earnest. Fuzzy Britches, knowing what was coming, jumped down from her lap
and joined Woggly on the floor. The two animal's touched noses, communicating slently their amusement
at the sexua antics of humans.

The humans continued what they were doing. Jamie had never given much thought to having sexin
the presence of self-aware animas. His pets certainly didn't mind, and sometimes even entered the fray,
not as participants, but rather asfamily observers, anusing their masters aswell as themsdlves by their
antics. One of Fuzzy Britches favorite antics was licking Jeanni€' s nipples, which still embarrassed her to
an extent, much to the cat's amusemen.

Jeannie had never owned pets of her own, but in the last half year she had become enchanted with
those of Jamie and Kridti.

Jeannie took hersaf from Jami€' s lap and stood up, somewhat rumpled, cheeks aready flushingin



anticipation. Jamie snugged an arm around her waist and began leading her toward the bedroom under
the amused gaze of the two pets. Before they took more than afew steps forward, the door to the
outsde dilated and Kristi Carson entered the room.

Kristi was dirty; her blonde hair was unwashed and tangled and the high cheekbones of her Nordic
ancestors smudged, but her pretty blue eyes were bright and cheerful and she held her body straight,
even after aweek in the wilds. She wastaller than Jeannie but curved just asamply, or perhaps more so,
but her figure was mosily concealed by thermosmotic coverals and boots, along with belt and shoulder
harnesses holding her laserifle and pistol, various pouches and a knife which might rival the swords
carried by her Viking forefathers.

"Krigti!" Jamie and Jeannie shouted at once and ran toward her. Kristi dropped the pack from her
back and hugged them both, unmindful of the smudges she transferred to them in the process. Lady, her
white-haired dog, woofed a greeting at the humans, then plopped hersaf down between Fuzzy Britches
and Woggly, who immediately began pestering her to tell of her adventuresin thewilds. Princess, her
equally white Persian, heard the commotion and bounded into the room. She rubbed at Kristi’ s feet, then
joined the other animals, just as eager to hear some new stories as Jami€'s pets were.

"Why wereyou late?' Jamie began almost at once. " Areyou okay? Did anyone get hurt? What's
happening outside?*

Kriti laughed and tilled his questions with akiss, then kissed Jeannie aswdll. "L et's save the
questions until | get cleaned up, okay? | stopped to see John when we got in. He has some news for us,
and | have sometoo, but | want to wash and change firgt."

"I'll start abath," Jeannie said eagerly, but didn't hurry off. Jamie put an armaround them both and
led them toward the bath. Behind his head, they winked at each other and entwined their hands. It had
been aweek since they had seen one another, after al, and while Jamie might be anxiousfor Krigti's
company, the two women were even more ready for are-union. Jamie could wait and watch, and be dl
the better for it, they thought.

The sybaritic bath was warm and refreshing. Jamie and Jeannie vied for the pleasure of scrubbing
off the week'sworth of wild country debrisfrom Krigti's oddly tanned body. She relaxed and enjoyed
the lathering of her body, especidly the contrast of a soft, feminine hand rubbing one breast and the
strong larger male one on the other. The same sensations excited her more as they worked down around
her waist and dong her thighs.

Thewarm water re-cycled, carrying avay the grime, then she stretched under their toweling with
movements, which would have done justice to Fuzzy Britches best effortsafterwaking from anap.

Oncein bed, Jamie was content to wait histurn. The stimulation of just watching while Jeannie and
Krigti renewed their desire was enough to heighten his own performance even beyond hisusua
competent level. He thought he might even manage another time before the eveningwas over, but for now
he was content. He leaned back againgt the soft headboard of the bed and remembered to ask, "You
said you had some news for us?'

"Oh," Kristi exclaimed. "So | did." She reached across Jamie's body to caress Jeanni€'s breasts,
admiring her light brown nipplesas she did so. " Well, thefirst thing is that we found Conan.”

"Conan?Y ou mean he'sdive?' Jamie could hardly believeit. Thelast Sight he had had of the ferd
dog was of him faling under the lasergun fire of the attacking M oon City mercenaries from the Ddlas
Enclave. His own escape had taken him in another direction and he had assumed since then that Conan
hed certainly been killed.



"He'sdive" Krigi said. "He spent months recovering from his wounds, and since then he's been
working hisway back here again. He madeit asfar as the barricades, but couldn't find away in thistime
without getting shot. He's just been out there waiting and hoping that someonein aRanger patrol would
recognizehim.”

"That'salmogt likeamiracle,” Jamie said. "Whereis he now? The petswill want to know that he's
back."

"He's being taken care of at the medica section. HeE's till not in very good shape, but they told me
he could be released in acouple of days. John Whitmire made the vet assign the pet autodoc to him and
discharge dl the other petsit wastresating."

"Gredt," Jamie said enthusiasticaly. Conan had been the origind courier from the ferd human and
dog town where the dien craft had crashed, and had led the expedition back to the site. Most of his
human and canine clan had perished in the attack from the riva expedition from the Dallas Enclave.

Jamie had had meancholy thoughts ever since then, remembering the dog's bravery in traversing
two hundred miles of wilderness, and even more difficult, finding away into the Houston Enclave,
bringing that strange message imbedded in the dien thought disk, making contact with his pets and
convincing them to hide him rather than alarming the Enclave security forcesthat aferd dog wasloose
insde, and then dying under the guns of a surprise atack. Jamie was overjoyed that he had survived.

"I'm so glad,” Jeannie said, speaking to Jamie. "I didn't like him at first because | thought he was
going to get you killed or hurt out therein thewilds, but it dl worked out, didn't it?"

Kristi reached up to touch Jeannie's cheek. ™Y ou were worried about him? What about your own
sf?It'sjust amiracle that you managed to get back dive.”

Jeannie shuddered. "1 don't want to think about that.”

It was no wonder. Jeannie had been irate that Jamie was going off into the wilds without her, and at
the time was jealous of Kristi. When by the wildest of chance she had captured aMoon City spy, she
had used his capture to blackmail Whitmireinto alowing her to join the expedition with Jamie and Kridti,
but on the way to the Site of the dien crash site, her floater had been shot down by the Dallas floaters and
she had spent a horrifying two days being stranded and attacked by an enhanced rat pack, then being
chased with Krigti and Jamie by the Dallas mercenaries.

She rubbed her head on Jami€' s chest, trying to get the images out of her mind, and reached over to
run her hand dong Krigti'sdimwas.

"Well, forget about that,” Krigti said. "There's something else you need to know. We were dl
planning on going on thefirg flight of the spaceship when it’s completed, but when | talked to John, he
told methat of usthree, only Jamieisgoing to be dlowed to go."

Jamie had been of two minds about that since the spacecraft began nearing completion. He knew
that Kristi was adamant about accompanying him and the contingent of scientists, and that Jeannie
certainly didn’'t want to be left behind, but she had been strangely reticent about the arrangements. Jamie
wasn't worried about Kristi's ability to take care of hersdlf, but Jeannie and the pets had been causing him
considerable worry. Hewas glad in away about Kriti's revelation, but on the other hand he wasn't redlly
enthusiastic about going into space without hisfamily, regardless of the possible dangers.

Jeannie giggled and drew Kristi's hand back down to her breasts.
"What's funny?" Jamie asked. Her reaction wasn't at al what he had expected. A puzzled



expression aso crossed Kridti's face.

Jeannie grinned bestifically. "Y ou can al sop worrying," she said, "It doesn't matter what Mr.
Whitmire wants. That spaceship will never leave orbit unlessI'm onit. I've bolluxed the computer!™

Jeannie was more than ten years younger than either of the others and much more emotiondly
oriented. Hardly anyone knowing her gave her credit for avery active brain, regardiess of her expertise
with computer programming. A person looking a Jeannie Bogtick was much more likely to notice her
overt sxudity and lush body, and never even think that a consderable intelligence might be lurking
within. Until the return of them dl from the expedition in the wilds, she had worked in Jamie's own
Genetic Engineering section, and since then, she had been promoted to chief programmer of the
computer, which would control the spacecraft. Evidently she had done some of her own programming,
separate from the regular engineering specifications.

Jamie was speechless, but not Krigti. She drew Jeannie over Jamie's reclining body and began
kissing and hugging her, laughing al thewhile. "Oh, Jeannie did you redly?| can't wait to tell John. Thisis
even better than when you used that nasty Cadenato make him let you come out and join usthat other
time! Hell have alitter of kittens, he'll be so upset! Hey, | bet we could finagle him into letting Troy come
along, too. When | talked to him, he said they wanted someone younger, but there's no one better than
Troy Magtersfor running a Ranger company.”

"Wait aminutel” Jamie exclaimed. "No one has consulted me about thisyet. Don't you redize this
could be dangerous? WEe'll be going to that derdlict orbiting Saturn first, then maybe further on out. |
don't think --"

"l do!" Krigti said. "Oh, Jeannie, you'readoall. | just love you." She crawled across Jamie's chest
and forced Jeannie into areclining position, laughing and kissing her lips and neck and breasts. Presently,
the kisses grew into caresses and from there into another round of enthusiastic lovemaking. Jamie relaxed
and succumbed to the inevitable. Their last excursion had turned out dl right in the end, and maybethis
onewould aswell. Besides, heredly didn't want to go into space aone.

*k*

Jamie and Krigti lazed around the next morning while Jeannie went to beard John Whitmirein his
den. Jamie had no doubt that Jeannie would pull off her blackmail. He didn't even bother going into
work, where a contingent of scientists had spent the last sx months using his verbalization of the data
contained in the alien thought disk to congtruct the FTL spacecraft, knowing that before long John
Whitmire would be cdling for him, demanding that he make Jeannie change her mind. He dready knew
that it wouldn't work. John Whitmire was amuch older man, with amind-set firmed long, long ago, when
men could gtill dominate awoman's actions. He still became embarrassed a homosexual activity, though
hetried to avoid showing it. He was an extremdly intelligent man, his mind unwithered by age and he had
been ingrumental in organizing the expedition that Jamie had reluctantly gone out with. He dso controlled
the selection of the smal Moon City contingent that was being alowed to make up part of the crew of
the first exploratory voyage of the spacecraft, but he was being extremely cautious. The Enclave needed
help from Moon City and the space stations with spacecraft engineering problems, and he was forced to
use them, even after their deadly attempt to block the Houston Enclave expedition with so much loss of
life. He might be old fashioned, but he certainly wasn't dumb.

**k*

"Jeannie, you'll be the death ofme,"” Whitmire said. He was agitated, and his white-haired, blocky
body showed it. Jeannie had blackmailed him before, and here she wasin his office again, making even



more unreasonable demands.

"It worked out before, didn't it?" Jeannie asked, not unreasonably. She crossed her arms over her
chest.

"No thanksto you," the old man said. "Y ou dmost lost your lifethen.”

"Yes, but just think, if that poor pilot who was ferrying me out there hadn't gotten a message off,
everything might have been logt. Asit was, everything turned out fine. And it doesn't make any difference
anyway. Either Kristi and | go with Jamie on the spaceship, or it doesn't go."

"I could put you to deep and get your codes," Whitmire said, wondering to himself whether he
would redlly do such athing--and whether it would work if hetried it. From the set of Jeanni€’ s body
and face, he rather doubted it.

Jeannie smiled, confirming his suspicions. "No you couldn't. If | don't spegk in a perfectly normal
tone of voice to the computer, it will freeze up. Oncewe rein space, that program will drop off the net,
but until then, there's no one else who can control it."

"l see," Whitmire said. "All right, on your head beit. Now go away, and let me decide whom | have
to drop from the crew to alow you and Kristi to replace them.”

"And the pets,”" Jeannie mentioned.

Whitmire looked pained. "Y es, of course, the pets. Isthere anyone else you want to take? Please
say no."

Jeannie suppressed another smile. "No, | can't think of anyone ese.”
"Good."
"Krigti can, though.”

Whitmire |ooked to the heavens. "And who might that be? Has she taken another lover dl of a
sudden”?’

"If she does, shewon't go," Jeannie said darkly. "No, she just thinksthat Captain Masters should
command the Rangers. Shetrustshim.”

"Well, so far asthat goes, sodoI,” Whitmire said. "l just thought he wastoo old, but dl right, Troy
will command the Rangers. Now, please, Jeannie, don't ask for anything else.”

"Oh, | wouldn't think of it, Mr. Whitmire. All | redlly wanted in thefirgt place wasto go with Jamie."

"Yes, I'msure” Whitmire said. He rubbed a hand through his thinning white hair as Jeannie left his
office, and smiled insde. He thought wistfully that it would be nice to have a daughter like Jeannie. Or
Krigti. They both made him proud.

Jamie was cdled to Whitmire's office later in the day. Sinceit wasin the same building, he was able
to gppear therein minutes. Whitmire's receptionist ushered him into the office. His desk was piled high
with computer printouts, engineering layouts, personnd rosters and other minutiae of his position as
Director of Enclave Security. Incongruoudly, he retained printed books on shelves of antique oak, amix
of reference and fiction, dl of them very old and battered. Jeannie dways thought they smacked of
museum pieces rather than something to be actualy used.



Jamie was prepared for adressing down from Jeannie's computer shenanigans, but John Whitmire
had other objectivesin mind. The only reference he made to Jeannie's command of the spacecraft
computer was to get reassurance that should anything happen to her before it was launched, it would il
be serviceable. Jamie, being a conscientious person, had aready gotten assurances on that matter from
Jeannie. She had dready programmed in his and Kristi’ s voices as dternate command modes. He said
0.

Mollified, Whitmire went on to other matters. "Jamie, | don't redly like what Jeannie has done, but
let'slet that lay for amoment. There are other concerns. As you know, we had to have help on the
spacecraft from Moon City, even after they tried so hard to stedl the technology. We Just don't nave their
expertisein space, not to mention that earth will dways be subject to blackmail from them. They have
gravity ontheir side, and thereisn't athing we can do about it. Anytime they take anotion, they can
bombard us from space and there is nothing we could do to prevent it.

"After | talked to Jeannie, | had second thoughts. L etting the pets go into space with you doesn't
seem like abad idea. They have sensesthat we don't, especialy Conan.Y ou've heard that he was
found?'

"Yes, | heard. When can | see him?"

"Tak to Captain Masters. Helll be around to see you today. As | was saying, the pets can sense
emotionsfar better than humans, and Conan should be better at it than the Enclave pets. Remember that
he grew up in thewilds, and ha had to depend on those sensesfor survival. | think well send him aong
aswdl."

"|s Captain Masters going, too?" Jamie asked innocently--or at least tried to.

"Yes, he'sagreed,” Whitmire said. "The ship is certainly big enough. The space people didn't gtint
there. Of course, that allows them to send more people aswell, snce we had aready agreed on the
proportions of crew from each society.” Helooked at Jamie over the expanse of his desk asif that
should convey some sort of information.

"Oh," Jamie said, suddenly understanding the path of Whitmire's thoughts. "' Are you thinking they
might try to seize the ship or something? Don't you think they got abdlyful of fighting usthe last time?

"l sincerely hope so0," Whitmire said, "but they are laving as many problems aswe are, dthough of a
somewhat different nature. They still depend on usfor too many materials, and we're having trouble
supplying them, given the state of our own ecology and economy. Suppose they decided it might be
smpler seize the ship, produce more of them, and just forget about earth?”

"Could they redlly copy it, do you think? Without me, that is?* Jamie fingered the thought disk in his
coveral pocket; the one attuned to hismind aone.

Whitmire shrugged. "Once they ferry up the computers and generators and we ingtal them, I'm told
they probably could. And if they had you, they certainly could--that is, if they could control the main
computer. That'swhy I'm not redlly too upset with Jeannie. In retrospect, she may have doneusa
service. However, | see no need to tell anyone e se about this, do you? Actualy, the only reason you're
going ontheinitid trip isthat you're fill the only person in the world who can use that damned thought
disk the dien gave you. Why couldn't it have made it agenera one like Conan brought, rather than
specificaly tuning it to your mind?

The question was rhetorica. Astheory had it, anything more than superficiad communication with the
thought disks had to be from one constructed in the presence of the recipient and attuned only to him -



and the only beingswho could do that were light years away, unless by chance some still survived in the
ship il circling Saturn. Jamie understood that much. Even after months of exhausting work, he was il
having to relay datafrom the disk to Scientists, much of it incomprehensible to them both. Without him, it
was possible the ship would never return. Even with him it was problematica. The theory

behind the technology had never been tested, even by the dienswho concelved it during their sunlight
voyage to the solar system. However, Jamie was one of those rare persons able to relax to the inevitable,
and to enjoy it, once committed. He had only one more question.

"When will we be leaving? Or have you set adate yet?'
Whitmire smiled, arare occurrence with him over the last haf year. "How does next week suit
you?'

Jamie wasn't quite prepared for that answer. "That soon?"

"The ship iscomplete, except for ingtalling the stress field generators and the main computer
components. That shouldn't take more than aweek or s0. Jeannie will have to go up with the computer,
soyoumay aswell dl go a the sametime. That will giveyou dl alittle timeto get acquainted with the
rest of the crew before you take off."

"And how soon will that be?" Jamie asked.

Whitmire gave his customary shrug. “That will depend on Captain Hawkins. Whenever he decides
he'sready."

When Jamie returned to their gpartment, Captain Masters and Conan had arrived. The shorthaired
brown dog broke away from the menagerie of pets he was getting re-acquainted with and bounded with
hardly alimp towards Jamie. His paws reached dmost to Jami€'s shoulders as he hugged the erstwhile
ferd dog. He had never expected to see him again after watching him go down with a horrible wound
when the Dallas mercenaries made their surprise attack.

"Conan, boy! How are you?"'

"Fed good,” the dog said in arasping voice. His vocabulary was not nearly as extensive as the other
pets, nor was he quite so intelligent, his enhanced genes having probably been intermixed with normal
dogs, but he had akeen sense of the rightness of humans, and Jamie was his favorite person. After the
greetings were complete, and Jamie and Captain Masters were seated, he stretched out by Jamie's feet
with his head resting on front paws, staring up a him in aworshipful gaze, for dl theworld like adog with
his master in the previous century. Fuzzy Britches, of course, promptly appropriated Jamie's lap,
congdering it his primary domain place when available.

Captain Wasters smiled, making hislined face seem dmost boyish, even though he was completely
white haired and much older than Jamie. He was a smdlish man, but lean and wiry from hisyears
roaming the wilds surrounding the Enclave.

"Where stherest of the family, Jamie?'
"Jeanni€'s at the computer center, and Kristi isadeep. She's il sort of tired from your last patrol.”

"Well, tdl Jeannie | want to thank her for talking John into getting me included in the spaceship
crew. He said she was the one who convinced him." Masters' eyestwinkled asif he knew a secret.

"I'll be sureand tll her," Jamie said, remembering Whitmire's admonishment to keep silent about
Jeannie's methods--though if he had to bet, he would put money on the ranger aready knowing how his
selection came about.



"Thanks." Masters elevated one eyebrow ever so dightly; al but confirming Jami€e' s suspicions that
Masters had a pretty good idea of his own about how the convincing took place.

"Have you met Captain Hawkins before?' Jamie thought to ask. The name was unfamiliar to him.

"I know him. He'sagood man. He was one of the floater pilots who came to our rescue when we
were in so much trouble. Jeremy Hawkins, hisnameis. He's about the only person in the Enclave who
has any knowledge at dl of astronomy anymore. It’s been ahobby of hisfor years, even though he hasn't
had much of atelescope to work with. Mogtly, he' s engrossed himsdlf in the old files till lying around in
computer banks.”

Jamie had athought. "Don't any of the space people study astronomy anymore?”

Magters rubbed his chin, where afaint white bristle was beginning to show. " Just from taking to
Jerry, | think not, at least not past the amateur stage. Their resources are spent about like ours are; trying
to keep things going. Of course, | guessthey till have afew of the old 'scopes on the moon, if they
haven't cannibaized them for something more urgent.” His face broke into another smile. "It would be
nice to know how to get to where we want to go, wouldn't it?"

"If we get thereat dl," Jamie remarked, remembering they were going to use the test flight asan
exploration, firgt of the derdlict craft in orbit about Saturn, then on to the star system of the aliens origin.

"Bean optimist, Jamie. The worst that can happen is death, and that comesto al of us, sooner or
later. Kristi and | take our livesin hand every time we go outside the boundaries of the Enclave, and it's
getting worse dl thetime. Thisis getting to be cat country around here, but even so, the rats and mice are
increasing faster. We need a break of some kind and thistrip may provideit."

"Mice. Yum!" Fuzzy Britches contributed to the conversation. Normal rats and mice were no match
for the enhanced intelligence of the Enclave pets, and the enhanced ones were smart enough to stay clear
of Enclaves, except under unbearable population pressure such as was happening around the Dallas
Enclave now. The high point of the brightly colored cat'slife had been his one excurson with Jamieinto
the wilds where he had been able to stalk the most naturdl food of smdl felines. He hadn't minded the
danger a dl; infact, he had enjoyed it, other than the times his humans had been hurt.

Masters reached over and rubbed Fuzzy Britches ears."No mice in space, Fuzz."

Fuzzy Britches yawned, purred, and closed his eyes again. He was surein his own way that the
Ranger Captain would provide him some excitement in space, mice or no mice.

* k%

Kristi Carson yawned and stirred, vaguely aware of the conversation leaking through the
hol ographic opagueness of the bedroom entrance. She stretched, luxuriating in the fed of clean linen and
asatiated body. Returning was the best part of any patrol outside the Enclave, even though her restless
nature would soon begin demanding another excursion. She had to admit, though, that since joining with
Jamie and Jeannie in afamily, the demands seemed not so urgent as they used to be. Coming back to a
family was much nicer than entering into acasud liaison, soon forgotten. She suddenly recognized that
one of the voices she was hearing from the other room belonged to Captain Masters. The recognition
propelled her from bed. She swept a brush through her hair, threw on arobe, and walked unhesitating
through the slvery holodoor.

Masters looked up from where he was pleasantly reclined. "Hi, Kristi. Are you about rested up?'



Krigti stretched her arms behind her, limning her nipples against the thin cloth of the robe, then
relaxed thetension. "Troy, if | were any more rested, you'd have to find anew Lieutenant. How about
you?" Shewent to Jamie and displaced Fuzzy Britches from Jami€'s |ap and appropriated his spot.

Masters made a place for himin hisown lap as he answered. "Aswell asan old man can be. I'm
like Fuzz, here. Anytime | get achance | take abregk.”

Kristi grinned around Jamie's shoulder. "Who's lap doyou take your breaksin?'

"I'm not so old that | need alap, Krigti," Masters said, but volunteered no other information. He had
grown up during the formation of the Enclave, when times were much harder, conditions much more grict
and the rather hedonidtic lifestyle of the Enclave not yet in vogue. Like John Whitmire and most others of
his age group, he was more reticent about sexua meatters than the younger people, though certainly not
repressed in any way. Kristi, being more orientated towards femal es than males (other than Jamie and a
few other rare exceptions), had never made any sort ofoverture toward him, but after her association
with Jamiethe last severd months, she now found herself suddenly curious about what he would be like
inbed. For dl hisage hewas il an attractive man, and in many ways, she suddenly redlized, he
reminded her of Jamie. Not inlooks, but attitude. Like Jamie, he was not even faintly patronizing toward
women, and aso like Jamie, he was unpretentious almost to afault. She kept these thoughts to herself,
however.Later, though? It might be a nice experience.

Jamie was perceptive enough to sense Kridti‘ sfedings but sensible enough to keep histhoughtsto
himsdlf, as he usualy did, content to wait and see how a Stuation played out rather than trying to
influenceit. It was an interesting idea; however, he found it hard to concentrate on it as Kristi began
nuzzling his ear. Captain Magters, catching the intent of Krigti'sintentions, took hisleave.

CHAPTER THREE

In the underground warrens of Moon City, another conversation was taking place, chaired by
Roscoe Bascombe, the "Mayor" of Moon City. In fact, no eections had taken place for years, and the
four peoplein the smoothed rock council chamber dictated the affairs of not only Moon City, but the
severa space satdlites aswell. Bascombe was short by moon standards, which was unsurprising, Snce
he was only one generation removed from Earth, and aso the oldest of the council members. He shifted
his pale, squat body on the thin foam cushion of the rock dab chair behind his desk, getting histhoughts
inorder. He had atight, intelligent mind, but it was dmost entirely politicaly orientated. He depended on
the other membersfor actua implementation of policy, and policy and implementation both had suffered
the last Sx months. After the defegt of his mercenariesfrom the Dalas Enclave, and loss of the dien
technology to the Houston Enclave, he had barely kept his position as head of the council. The loss had
forced him into acompromise with Earth, which he cared not awhit about. They could al perish, sofar
as hewas concerned, so long as Moon City survived. Now, matters were again coming to afoca point
and he was determined to come out ahead thistime.

Selene Brown, the director of supply allocation for Moon City and the satdllites, was prepared as
usud for the council meseting, armed with the latest projections of critical supplies derived from earth,



those available on the moon, population curves, and other data, all spiraling down toward a point some
indeterminabletimein the future, but certainly within her lifetime, wherethe viahility of their economy
would probably reach abresking point.

"Let'sget started,” Bascombe said abruptly. "For your information, I've just received word from
John Whitmire on Earth that aweek from now, they'll be ready for usto ferry up therest of their crew,
along with the main computer and stress generator controls. He informed me that he's decided to send
the whole Da Cruz family dong, petsand dl.”

"Oh, damn." Rob Passing exclaimed. "Hisfamily?Y ou mean those two females he consorts with?
Now what'sthat going to do to my plans?

"That'snot dl," Bascombe continued. "He's dso sending Captain Troy Magters.”

"Masters! Y ou mean that Goddamed ranger is coming along? He's the son of a bitch who killed
Craig Randdl, right when he had Da Cruz in hand!" Passing, as chief of Moon City Police, had organized
the dements of the Ddlas mercenary force that had failed to reach the downed dien landing craft in time.
He, too, had barely survived in power, and he still seethed at Craig Randal'sfailure.

"Actually, it was Da Cruz who killed Randall with aconcedled handgun,” Barley Trask said quietly.
He was the newly appointed space transportation director, taking over Craig Randall's old seet after he
died on Earth. He was wrong as well. Jamie had not killed Randdll, but only wounded him. However, he
had tossed him out of the floater and left him to be consumed by rats, which amounted to the same thing.

"DaCruz isason of abitch, too! Him and his pets. They aren't trying to bump any of our crew are

they?"

"Asamatter of fact, no," Bascombe said. "Whitmire even said we could take one more person if
we wanted to."

"Good. | dready have DellaWorley lined up to try Da Cruz on for size. Now | need amaeto go
after hiswomen."

Sdlene Brown eyed thetdl, bading figure of Rob Passing with distaste. His ideas were too bluntly
cynicd for her to care for him, but she was too concerned with her bleak projections of the futureto
voice any objections, and under the circumstances, she had no better ideas than his of trying to gain
control of the FTL technology through Jamie Da Cruz or hisfamily, just as Passing wanted. A name and
aface suddenly popped into her mind like a holoprojection suddenly
materidizing unexpectedly in front of her.

" think I might know someone," she said. Sean Johnson! By God! Have | still got him on my
mind? Beautiful body. Blondly handsome, with a personality so overtly sexual as to be almost
irresistible. And a mind to match. He's the best young engineer we have in the city. But would Rob
use him? Yes. He would be perfect. But would he be controllable? Well, let Rob Passing worry
about that.

"Who are you thinking of 7" Passing asked, distrust in hisvoice. He preferred to pick hisown
agents.

Sdenedidn't answer for amoment, still remembering. She was middle aged, and handsome rather
than pretty, with short dark hair and adim body that the Moon's gentle gravity had been kind to. Severa
years ago she had spent the night with Sean, and it had been amost disconcerting experience. Hislove
making had made her forget completely her own importance in the affairs of Moon City, so much that she



would have gladly thrown off al trgppings of her office sSmply to feast again and again on the wild
sexudlity she had fdlt that one night, but he had never returned to her bed. Apparently the fedings had
been aoneway affair. He had been unfailingly polite to her ever since, but his gentle refusas of further
overtures had finally made her understand that there would be no repetitions. She never had understood
that he had seen to her very core that one night and understood that for dl of her intelligent, decisve
mind, she carried aflaw that she was not even aware of.

Selene thought in her own mind that al her work of balancing the limited resources of the space
colonieswas directed toward the ultimate surviva of the trans-earth population, when in fact, it was her
own persona survival she was concerned with. A dark part of her mind saw her own death tied up with
the projected failure of the space ecology and that, she could not accept.

"Sean Johnson,” shefinaly said.
Passing grinned evilly. "Damn right. What woman could resist him? Selene, you're agenius.”
Selene accepted the praise, but something insdetold her she might be making a mistake.

"If that's settled, let'smove on,” Bascombe said. " There's something el se that might be important.
You al have heard by now that the alien craft cameto our solar system because an interstellar dust cloud
was destroying their home system. That’ swhat we weretold by the earth authorities, anyway."

Barley Trask sat up straighter. Asthe newest member of the council, he was usually deferentia and
unassuming, ever in his dress. While Bascombe and Passing typicaly wore light semi-military tunics, and
Sdene usudly covered her breastsin opposition to the semi-nudity that was the female norm, Barley
wore shorts and asmple pullover like most of the male population of Moon City. "Isthat information not
true?' He asked.

"No, it'snot," Bascombe said emphaticaly. "Whitmire has been relatively open with us about most
information, and that's one of the things hetold us. But it'swrong!"

"How do you know?" Trask asked.

"We gtill have a couple of old telescopes, and al the astronomical theory istill in the data banks
from when the moon was till aresearch gtation. | took the liberty of pulling aphysicist from other duties,
gave him an Al to work with, and had him check the figures we were given. According to DaCruz's
information, the diens came here from astar called Altair, about seventeen light years away. We put such
telescopes aswe il have on it, used the Al to contrast and compare what we should have seen if adust
cloud were there, and found nothing. It'sas clear asabell.”

Barley Trask'sforehead wrinkled below his short brown hair. "What doesit mean? Do we have
some wrong information somewhere?"

Given hispolice and military orientation, Passing wasthefirgt off the mark. "It meansthe dienslied.
Which in turn meansthey were conceding something. Have you told anyone on earth about this?’

Bascombe looked smugly around the room. "No-0, he said owly. | couldn’t see any reason to
share tha information. It might give us as edge later on.”

"Good," Passing said, hisface atight, satisfied mask. "Anything we can conceal from those earth
bastards, we should. There's no telling what this might mean, and there’ sno telling how it might help us.™"

"Could this possibly endanger the spaceship?' Trask asked.



"l don't see how," Passing said, "and it might be important. Say nothing,”

Trask refrained from further comment, but reserved his own opinions about the whole process.
While hisloydty lay with Moon City and the satdllites, he thought to himsdlf that perhaps more might be
gained by whole-hearted cooperation with earth than by attemptsto sted their technology, but hewasa
minority and was by no means certain that he was right anyway. There was no denying that both earth
and space ecologies werein dire danger of ultimate collapse, and perhaps the whole human race was
heading for extinction. It made for some hard thought, which he felt was best kept to himsdlf for thetime
being.

Bascombe took control of the conversation again. "Let'stry to wind this up for now. Were agreed
that for the time being we will say nothing of the fact that this Altairian alien apparently lied about adust
cloud destroying it's solar system, and we agree to Rob Passing placing his agents on the spacecraft in
the hope that they can subvert Da Cruz or some of hisfamily. Both these stratagems are problematicd,
but there is one more possibility. My chief engineer tells me that from what he's seen and been given
accessto through satellite relay that we may can duplicate the FTL technology.”

"Areyou serious?' Selene asked, asudden vision of afleet of craft ferrying their population to new
worlds, or being able to exploit the asteroid belt to sustain their culturein the solar system.

"Therésacatch," Bascombe warned. " They can duplicate everything, even the main computer, but
control of that computer’ s specs is another matter. The Houston people have kept tight wraps on that."

Passing straightened out histdl body, tired of dtting. "L eavethat to DellaWorley. She' sa computer
expert, and what she can't do with sex hasn’t been done. Once Da Cruz getsinvolved with her, she'll
pick hisbrain like arobot cracking rocksfor water."

Passing may have had some room for optimism. DellaWorley was bright, young, and sexually lush.
He had used her once before with good results, even though he had had to lean rather heavily on her to
doit, usng ayouthful indiscretion asleverage. But he had never met Jamie, and he had dready
conveniently forgotten how miserably the last agent he had placed such confidence in, one Cadena of
earth, had failed him.

CHAPTER FOUR

Jamie was feding amixture of nostalgia, excitement, and just an unavoidable little tinge of worry on
this, the last evening before being ferried by floater to the East Coast spaceport located in the Florida
Enclave. Part of hisworry was because of Whitmire's ruling that one of the three members of thisfamily
must ride separately from the othersin case of accident, but he couldn't really complain sinceit was
Jeannie who had programmed the main computer to their three voices alone, but he ill didn't likeit. It
made him just as apprehensive as he dways felt when Kristi was out aranger patrol. He wasn't the type
to ever try to compel Krigti to stick closer to home. He knew her restless nature demanded action and
probably dwayswould. Unless..Will she ever want to get pregnant? Raise a family? The unexpected
thought startled him. Kristi had never so much ashinted a such adesire. Maybeit'sjust the thought of
never coming back; adesire below the level of reason to leave his genes behind. How many soldiersin
the old days | eft pregnant wives behind? Jamie didn't know. The ever-growing pet plague on earth had



effectivdy diminated internecine warfare, that is until the clash sx months ago with the mercenariesfrom
Moon City. That was all thewar Jamie ever wanted to see. He gill had occasiona nightmares of Kridti
faling with agaping holein her side, himself wounded, his pets scattered, and Craig Randall apparently
triumphant, with himsdlf the prize captive. Only hislittle persona lasergun concedled in aboot holster had
enabled him to save himsdlf, Jeannie and Kristi, and Kristi had survived by only the barest of margins.

Fifteen pounds cat of landed in hislap from astanding jump.
"Oof! Fuzz, don't do that!"

Fuzzy Britchesignored the admonition. He circled in Jami€'s lap, then pushed his head against
Jamie's hand, demanding an ear rub. He complied, watching Kristi sitting cross-legged on the carpet
acrossthe room, still sorting persond gear. Jamie and Jeannie had had little packing to do. They il
retained the outfits they had been supplied with on their one excursion into the wilds, and needed to add
little else. They sat together on the large lounger, waiting on Krigti to finish.

She looked up when Fuzzy Britches made his move and drew the exclamation from Jamie. "Are
you al packed, Fuzz?'

"No miceto pack," Fuzzy Britches said, drawing alaughs from the three humans. The cat looked
offended then closed his eyes. Even enhanced cats had little sense of humor and he wondered what the
laugh was abot.

Woggly raised hishead from his paws. "Mice no good. Rabbits better." Woggly wasn't quite as
bright as the cat, but he knew what was good to eat. Since catching arabbit or two on the expedition, his
doggy dreamsincluded them sometimes. He sdlivated at the thought, thinking that maybe there would be
rabbitsin space, where ever that was. Princess and Lady, the brown Persian and mostly white German
Shepherd belonging to Kristi, as usual, contributed little to the conversation for al that they could talk
when they wanted to. Jamie often wondered, but had never asked, why Kristi had picked such trite
names for her pets. His own parents and grandparents had aways loved pets, even after the enhanced
ones caused such devagtation on earth, and they used literary references to name them. Jamie assumed
that "Fuzzy Britches' and "Woggly" were derived from an old book, but since his parents' degth, he had
no real way of knowing. He had smply carried on an old tradition of naming the favorite family cat and
dog Fuzzy Britchesand Woggly.

"Y ou two better not set your sightstoo high,” Jamie said. "Y ou may not see anything &t al to catch.”
"Krigti will find some," Fuzzy Britches opened hiseyesto say.

"He has an abiding faith in me, doesn't he?' Kristi said. "There. | think I'm finished. Who wantsa
drink?'

"Drink?Y ou mean like ethanol ?' Jeannie asked, hoping it wastrue, but not redly believing it. Liquor
had become arare commodity in the Enclavesin recent years, there waslittle grain to sparefor the
fermenting.

"Blackberry and peach brandy, three bottles of it, if you don't care that it'sfifty yearsold."

Jamie stood up, dumping Fuzzy Britches from hislap and onto the back of Conan lying at hisfest.
"Who careshow old it is? Lead meto it. Wherein hdll did you come across something like that?"

"Wefound an isolated old liquor store on that |ast patrol, al overgrown with brush. Thiswas my
share. | saved it just for agpecia occasion and | think thisisit." She winked in Jeanni€'s direction, then



turned to accept Jamie's hug and pat on her behind. The pat turned into a caress, easly felt through her
thin robe.

Shetook his hand and led him into the autokitchen, large by Enclave standards, and reached far
back into alittle-used cabinet. The bottles were sill dusty, but appeared intact and well sealed. It should
be good.

Jamie took out three glasses, added ice and let Krigti pour. Shefilled each six-ounce glass hdf full
with the dark thick beverage. Helooked inquiringly a what seemed him to be a patry amount.

"That's plenty to start. | know, I've had it once before. It will snesk up on you."

While they were making the drinks, Jeannie had spoken to her body computer and caused asmall
section of the carpeted floor to raise up afoot or so, and the warp to flatten into a smooth surface. She
arranged severd of Krigti's deer hide-covered floor pillows around the newly formed platform, knowing
that Krigti liked to lounge stretched out, being used to it from patrols.

"Mmm. That'sgood,” Jeannie said, draining half her glass.

"Takeit easy, sweet, or Jamie and | will leave you sprawled out here on the floor when we activate
the bedroom.”

"Fuzz will take care of me, won't you Fuzz?'

"Lick your nipples? Woggly lick your feet? Humans strange. Always breeding, but never any
kittens. When willyou have kittens?"

"Babies, Fuzz. Not kittens. Babies. Little humans." Jamie corrected, avoiding eye contact with either
of the women. How did this conversation get started?

"He'sjust bragging,” Kristi said. "Princessis pregnant.”
"Sheis? Oh, that'swonderful," Jeannie exclaimed, "but how did you get a permit?’

"I got John to arrange it after | found out we were going to get to go into space. The timing wasjust
right. Princess came into heat afew days ago. Old Fuzz, here, took care of the job while you were
working."

Jeannie looked dewy eyed. "That's so grand. Won't it be fun to have some kittens around the
house? Oh--we're going to be on the spaceship. | keep forgetting. It doesn't seem redl yet."

Princess, hearing her name mentioned had come over to be petted, Kristi stroked her long silky
hair, thinking it would be nice to have alitter of kittensto entertain her on what (she thought) would be
long periods of boredom on the spaceship. The pet population within the Enclave wasrigidly controlled,
being maintained at just the level needed to control the rodents, and other occasiond ferd anima, which,
for dl the precautions, dtill entered the Enclave occasiondly. These pets were generally assigned to
resdentsliving near the barricades, and rarely, if ever, were Jami€' s own pets called on to help with the
job. Only Jamie and Kristi's position in the hierarchy of the Enclave enabled them to keep petsat dl.
Jeannie had never owned one, and was gtill enthralled by their presencein their household.

Jamieroseto refill glasses. Bringing them back, he asked," does anyone want the Holo on?"

All five pets meowed and barked in unison, vying to let theirs be the voice that activated the Holo. It
was impossible to say which won, but a swirling kaledoscope of lightsin depth formed against onewall.



The cacophony of barks and meows continued as each tried to bring up their favorite program, confusing
the poor home computer until one of them finally dominated. An ancient Tom and Jerry cartoon began
unraveling, no longer two-dimensiona but displayed in full holographic splendor. Fuzzy Britches ears
twitched happily and the other animas quieted, resgned to waiting their turn to pick a program.

"That wasn't quite what | had in mind," Jamie said. "L et's go to the bedroom and seeif we can't do
better." At least the subject of babies had dissipated. He wasn't sure whether he was glad or sorry.

One corner of the bedroom was stacked with Jamie and Jeani€'s already packed gear, with their
coverals and thermosmotic bootslaid out for use the next day. Since their excursion into the wilds, both
of them had become accustomed to the comfort of the soft, pliable boots, but they wore them sparingly.
Like many other things, the materid for making the boots wasin very short supply, and reserved dmost
exclusvely for the rangers. Once worn out, neither of them waslikely to get replacements. Seeing his
boots sitting there, the hand-devised holster attached to the right-footed one empty, Jamie suddenly
realized what one part of the nagging worry he had been feding was about. He pulled out a drawer from
thewall and picked up hislittle persond lasergun. Helooked at it fondly. Before becoming involved in
the various adventures and change of habitsinvolved by the crash of the dien landing craft on earth, he
had used thelittle gun fairly often. Asan agricultural genetic engineer, he frequently worked in
experimental fields near the barricades, and had used the gun to kill encroaching rodents. It was dso the
same gun that had saved their lives once. He checked the charge and load then dipped it into the holster.
At once, part of hisworry disspated. He knew intellectually that there was very little chance of the gun
ever being so useful again, but hefdt al the better knowing it would be handy.

Krigti didn't protest, even though aruling had been made that only rangers would be alowed
persona weapons on the spacecraft for fear of inexperienced hands damaging the craft. She had more
reason than anyone to be glad that Jamie had carried it once before, and it was just possible that it might
be useful again.

While Jamie was doing this, Jeannie had aready told the homecomp to turn off the wide expanse of
the usually opague bathroom door, leaving the bedroom holowal visible.

Gurgling water sounded, filling the sybaritic sunken bath, aluxury only the highest ranking executives
of the Enclave were entitled to. John Whitmire's penchant for Jamie's security had placed them in this
security building gpartment. It was luxurious, but Jamie still felt that he would be glad when he was out
from under Whitmire's scrutiny for achange. He turned from securing the lasergun in its holster to see
Krigti disgppearing into the bath, stripping her robe off as she entered. Jamie followed, discarding the old
pair of coverdlshewould leave behind, and did into the bath, where Kristi and Jeannie were aready
immersed. He wormed hisway between them on the sunken steps, sinking into hiswaist.

"Spoilsport,” Krigti laughed, smearing lather covered hands over his chest and into his hair. She had
been soaping Jeannie's firm brown breadts.

"Don'tbe ahog. Leave & least one for me."

Jeannie opened her eyes, which had been closed under the dick soothing of Kristi's hands. "How
many do you think | have, anyway?"

"Enough for both," Jamie said, taking over where Kristi had lft off. If there was any contentionin
the family, it was over which of them could arouse Jeannie the most and soonest. Jeannie never minded
which one won, knowing that the other, or both, would soon enter into the game. She relaxed until Jamie
was finished with her top, then helped him lather Kristi. Jamie was as fascinated as aways with the way
their bodies contrasted; Jeannie, small and brown with toast colored nipples, Kristi, tall and blonde,
various parts of her body oddly tanned, the rest an aabaster hue, with large pink-nippled breasts, lush



and virgind. Hefdt asurgein hisgroin, gathered them both around the waist, and plunged headfirst into
the deeper part of the tub.

He came up sputtering, and wasimmediately dunked by afirm female hand on each shoulder.
Another dunk, and he shouted, "Peace! | give up." Water streamed from his hair, into his eyes and
cascaded over his shoulders.

Krigti's strong arms surrounded him, threatening to dunk him again.

"Peacel" | said! Pax! | giveup. Ceaseand desst! I'll never do it again!™

Krigti let him loose.

"Until next time!" He streaked to the edge of the bath and levitated up to Sit on the edge.

Kristi gathered Jeannie by thewaist and followed him out, laughing. They recovered glasses and
retired to the bed.

"NP 22" Jamie said, calling up hisfavorite program.

A nymph and satyr materiaized across the room and was joined by others soon after. The
homecomp was able to generate an infinite variety of antics, none of them ever quite the same. If there
was one thing the Enclave didn’t lack, it was computing capacity.

While they cuddled and caressed, the program changed, and changed again. Presently Kridti
caled up another program, this one of alone woman, reclining on a moss-covered stream bank while
two haf-grown kittens tumbled and romped back and forth over her bare breasts and belly and played
with long streamers of loose brown hair.

Presently another woman appeared, and was joined by more kittens. They began making love, laughing
at the hampering, helpful kittensthat kept getting in the way, but by thistime none of them were watching.

CHAPTER FIVE

Sometime during the night Jeannie woke up, feding a soft, furry weight on her chest. While shewas
gtill fedling her way to awareness, a soft, raspy tongue, like the gentlest of furry filestickled anipple,
bringing her fully awake. Both of her breaststingled and her nipples sprang erect. She curved an arm up
around the springy fur of Fuzzy Britches, petting him gently as histongue did amazing thingsto her body.
The cat purred, knowing how much Jeannie liked his attentions, even though they still embarrassed her.

"Did you make akitten?' He asked, using grammaticaly correct English for achange, then returned
his attentions to her bressts.

"Shh," Jeannie cautioned. "1 don't know. And it's baby, not kitten."

The bedroom was amost totally dark, the cat on her chest only avague presence.
"Night-light," she whispered, and the room brightened margindly.



"Y ou need akitten," Fuzzy Britches said, voice low as purrsintermixed with the words. He licked
some more. Jeannie felt amovement beside her. A dim feminine hand stole across her lower belly, resting
there.

"l heard that," Krigti's voice camein awhisper in the almost tota darkness of the room. "Did you?"
Jeannie gtifled agiggle. "1 don't know. How aboutyour own self?"
Krigti brought her lips next to Jeanni€'s ear and said in the softest of whispers. "'l dready have."

"Oh!" Jeannie had to muffle her voice. There wastime enough to tell Jamie that she wastrying,
having gained specia permission from Whitmire, and that Kristi had aready succeeded after they were
into space. She knew that men became overly protective of pregnant women and that he might start
making noises about the two of them staying homeif he found out too soon. Protection wasfine, but not
yet.

Krigti's hand moved lower and Jeannie had to hold her bregth in again. She moved into the other
woman's arms while Fuzzy Britches disengaged himself. He had found out what he wanted to know and
was content to leave them aone for the present.

Jeannie was fully awake now, and the knowledge that Kristi had conceived aroused her even more
than Fuzzy Britches ministrations had. Her breasts rubbed, then flattened against Kristi's body. Krigti's
lips covered her own. Her tongue did into her mouth with awarm liquid wetness. Kristi'slegs moved
inggtently againgt her, pressing her back. Urgently, she pulled Kristi over her, spreading her thighsto the
weight of her body, shuddering at the sensation of bodies melding together, then surrendering utterly to
the sensation of Kriti’ sroving lips and hands atop her, moving, moving lower and finaly reaching her
core. Shebit her lipsto keep from crying out and waking Jamie --who was listening and smiling in the
dark.

*k*

Whitmire's ubiquitous security men were waiting the next morning at the exit of the security
building,as they aways were whenever Jamie had reason to venture outside. The pets were dmost
hysterical, eager and anxious for the new adventure. There were two dedswaiting. Even though there
would have been plenty of room for al of them on one, Jamie saw Whitmirésfine hand in the
arrangement. Even in the Enclave, he wastaking no chances. Jamie, Jeannie, and his petswould ridein
one ded while Kristi and her petswould go in another. Captain Masters was aready ensconced in the
lead ded, which hewould share with Krigti. Hiswhite hair was unmistakable, dmost glowing as Jamie
spotted it through one of the windows.

The two security men loaded their baggage and escorted them onto the ded, eyes alert. Even the
lead ded carrying Kristi and Masters had its own contingent of security guards. Whitmire was taking no
chances. Unconscioudy, Jamie touched the small saucer-sized thought disk in his pocket.

The spaceship, except for the main computer and generator controls was complete, but there il
might be need of the disk, and since Jamie was going, the disk would go aong with him. No one else
could useit, and there was gtill unresolved information contained onit, for dl of hissx monthswork.

All the pets had ridden on deds before, which did along on super conducting rails, so that was no



novelty to them. They went quietly aboard, followed by Jamie, Jeannie and the security men, and the
conveyance moved smoothly away, toward the floater landing field.

Jamie and Jeannie sat quietly, holding hands with fingersintertwined. Asthe ded picked up speed,
they both began unconscioudy taking in the passing sghtsamost asif recording them. Thismight very
well betheir last look at the huge sprawling Enclave, and it was the only home they had ever known.
Most of the old city of the previous century had been replaced, but there was till a scattering of single
homes not yet razed and steel and concrete office buildings which had been converted to housing. With
the collapse of most of earth's economy, there was no longer aneed for them. In residentia areas, people
were out, either coming home from anight shift of going to their day jobs. All traveled by the ubiquitous
little deds, or walked. Other than floaters, there was no other transportation available. Many of the
pedestrians leaving for work traveled in little groups of three or four, representing families.

Once the human genome had been resolved, it was ardatively easy matter to cure most diseases,
including the venered ones. The present-day casud sexudlity was areflection of that, plusthe amost
complete bresk-up of any organized religions. For most of the world's population, hell had aready
arrived on earth, and the Enclaves represented the only heaven available.

Thefloater landing field waslocated at the Site of the old intercontinental field but there was only
memories remaining of its once busy skies and giant aircraft. Floaters were the workhorses of such
intercontinenta trade as remained. Theywere powered by an efficient combination of solarmagnetic
energy and rechargeable fud cdls. If there was one thing not lacking in the Enclave, it was power. The
city had been providentidly lucky in getting afusion plant completed before the breakdown of
commerce, and it supplied dl the power the Enclave would ever need.

Paradoxically, machinery to use that power was scarce, and getting more so. Overland
transportation was no longer possible, and the floaters could not keep up with the demand for raw
materias, even when they could be obtained.

The ded pulled to astop at the edge of the field where two floaters were dready waiting. The pilots
were standing together engaged in conversation while they waited for the deds. Asthe ded unloaded its
contingent of passengers, they glanced up and did adouble take at the plethora of pets emerging with the
humans. Pets were one of the few itemsthey amost never transported. They recovered quickly,
however, and the smaler man, dmost pure Asian by looks, acted as spokesman.

"I reckon y'al must be the group we're waiting' for. I'm Manny Kim, and thisfeller here is Buddy
Wilson. If y'dl gentsand ladies and, um, other passengerswill step up herealittle closer, I'll givey'dl a
quick brief." For al hislooks, hisaccent was pure Texan, asif it were popping out from a hidden time
meachinefixed in the previous century. Jamie smiled reminiscently. Hisfather had talked like that.

"WEell be making two stops dong theway," Kim told them. "One &t the little Mobile Enclave and
the other a Disney. | want to caution y'adl now: The Disney Enclave is having some problems. Ther€'s
fighting going on, againgt both ferd animasand rioters. Well be down just long enough to switch
batteries, so don't wander off. Stay closeto the craft.”

"What kind of animas?' Masters asked, his professiona curiosity aroused.

"Swamp rabbits." The pilot spread his hands disgustedly. "Who woulda thought? Rabbits, for
Chrissakel"

All three dogsimmediately began salivating. Jamie noticed and spoke sharply. "Stop it, you three.
No hunting. Y ou stay with us, understand?’ He held their eyesto show them he meant it.

"They undergtand English?"



Jamie nodded, hoping that the pets did understand Kim’ s brand of English.

"Awright. Y ou furry people stay close, too. We won't be down long, and anybody missing when
we're ready to leave getsleft. Grab your baggage and load up." Helooked up at the sky, grateful for the
fair weather. Floaters flew low, and the more scenery his passengers had to look at, the fewer questions
they werelikely to bother him with.

Jamie and Jeannie each gave Krigti aquick kiss and hug, and the pilots helped them into their seats.
Krigti carried Princessin her arms, but Fuzzy Britches elected to jump into the craft on hisown. He loved
cuddling from any of hishumans, but in the presence of strangers, he preferred to maintain what he
thought of asthe superior dignity of cats.

Fuzzy Britcheswas dlowed to resdein Jamie'slap, where his claws would enable him to maintain a
grip on the seat--or on Jamie--if the need arose, but the dogs were relegated to the near-empty cargo
section, where Kim quickly rigged a cage of netting to protect them. The floater was nearly stripped to
alow morerange.

"All set? Control, ready to go." The coordinates were aready loaded into the craft's computer, and
the Al controlling traffic answered dmost immediately. " Cleared for takeoff. Autopilot will command for
next ten minutes, mark." A digital readout on the pilot's board began blinking, and the floater rose into the
ar.

* k%

The vast Houston Galveston Enclave spread out beneath them asthe floater gained dtitude. Asit
leveled off and headed east, Jamie could see the curve of the barricades stretching for milesin either
direction, so large that the broken ova shape adjoining the gulf appeared as a straight Line from ground
levd. From the air, the streams and bayous flowing into the gulf were amuddy brown, the result of
eroson from far upstream where a plague of grasshoppers had stripped many square miles of vegetation
from centra Texas.

Directly beyond the barriersin al directions except the gulf, tangled vegetation had dmost
completely covered the ruins of towns, cities, and hamlets. From the air it gave the appearance of avast
carpet of varicolored green, streaked with occasional ovas of lakes and brown strings of running water.
Asthey flew farther east, the streams cleared and turned a brighter hue, glistening in the clear sunshine.
Jamie thought it fascinating, but sad. Once man had tamed most of this vast land, broken to his service
like ateam of oxen. Now nature was reclaiming--had reclaimed--her own. The thick woods and
undergrowth seemed to stretch forever, peopled now by denizensfar fiercer and far more intelligent than
had ever met the first pioneers on their journey west.

"Ruins of New Orleans," the pilot announced presently.

Jamie peered past Jeanni€'s face, which was pressed in utter fascination againgt the bubble canopy
of the passenger’ sarea. Broken, ravaged buildings stood forlornly in lakes of water, like headstonesin a
mirrored graveyard. The mighty Mississippi, thwarted for acentury and ahaf by human engineersfrom
the birth of anew river bed, had at last broken through the dikes and found anew equilibrium. The city
had not been in the path of theriver, but nevertheless, the inundation of vast areas east of it had broken
the back of the city’ s defenses. What remained of New Orleanswas ruled by feuding svarms of feral
animals, driven by population pressure to exploit the newly released lands and hunt down and kill for
food what humans had survived the floods.



Gazing out over the vast area of destruction, Jamie reflected on the consequences of hisown
profession.Such great expectations, such hope and dreams the old genetic engineers had had!
Better crops, disease cures, intelligent animals designed to help and serve their human designers.
And now look. In another century, there might be no humans left on earth, other than those few
tolerated by packs of animals for their limited usefulness, hands for tool making and a still dightly
superior brain. Heturned his gazeaway, uttering afutile oath under his bregath.

"Did you say something, Jamie?'
"No," Jamiesad quietly. "I didn't say anything.”

CHAPTER SIX

In the other craft, Kristi and Masters were not nearly so curious about the outside world. As
rangers, they had dready seen dl they ever needed to of the ravaged countryside. Gazing at overgrown
ruinsor slt-laden rivers could tell them nothing they didn't dready know.

Princess was curled contentedly in Kristi's lap, and Lady and Wolfgang, Masters large brown and
black German Shepherd were resting in the cargo area beneath safety netting. Kristi idly stroked her cat's
long silky hair, thinking of the previous night. Jamie was such adear, for aman, and for thefirg timein
her life, she thought she had found awoman she would not tire of. And she was pregnant. Jami€’ s baby
for certain, and to hell with Enclave population allotments. Jamie's 1A genome would remove
some of theonus of an unauthorized pregnancy, and besides, how could the birthrate agency
control conception light-years from earth? She smiled to hersdf at the thought.

"Y ou've changed, Kridti," Masters remarked from her sde. Kristi was hismost trusted L ieutenant,
and at one time he had been concerned with her lack of emotiona stability.

"l suppose | have. Jamie has been good for Jeannie and me aswell. | never thought | would be such
asettled old lady, and--"

"And?'

"And pregnant.” Damn. Now why did | tell him that?
Masters westhered brown wrinkles turned into his boyish grin. "Jami€'s, | hope?'
Kristi grinned back at him. "Why do you care, you old fase darm?"

"l dways care, Krigti, more than you might imagine. But do you think thisiswise? Thisisntasmple
patrol we're going on.”

"Maybe that's the reason.” Shelifted her hand from the smooth fur of Princess flank and took one
of the Captain's calloused handsin both of hers. "Do you think the Birthrate Agency will give me
problems?’



Masters laughed. "I don't see how. | think well be alittle out of their jurisdiction for awhile” The
grin linesfaded from hisface. "'l just hope we get back before you dow down. | have asneaking
suspicion that we're going to be needed.”

Kristi squeezed his hand with a sudden gentleness. "Troy, you're aways needed. If it hadn't been
foryou..."

"Now, Krigti, use your common sense. Everyone had ahand to play on that expedition. | did no
more than you or anyonedse. And if you don't turn loose of my hand you may find yoursdf giving an old
man ideas he can’t live up to." He grinned to show he was kidding.

Kristi wasn't so sure. "That will bethe day. Any timeyou can't live up to what you imagineisthe
day I'mfinding anew Captain.”

"Well, don't start looking yet. | guessI'm not that decrepit.”

"You don't even seem old to me." And he does't redlly, Kristi thought.He's still strong and
quick, and he's one of the finest men I'veever known. And there go my thoughts, running wild
again. Isthiswhat being pregnant islike?

"Well, let'sleave that done. Does Jamie know yet?'
"No and I'm not going to tell him. | want to see how long it will take him to notice.”

Masters smiled again. "Don't sdl Jamie short. He notices alot more than you might imagine. He just
doesn't say much.”

"I know. He'slike you in that respect. That's one of hismain appedls.”
"Am | aFather image now?' Masters asked, grinning some more.

"Never!" Krigti said emphatically, then turned away, embarrassed for thefirst time since shewas
fourteen.

* k%

In Moon City aless pleasant conversation was taking place. Rob Passing possessed one of the
larger officesin the warren, including alittle a cove containing a couch and chair behind his desk and
computer alcove,

DdlaWorley was stting in the only other chair in the office, hands clasped tightly together in her
lap, face taunt and fearful. Under more favorable circumstances, Della could have been amode for an
antique Barbi Doll. Shewastdl and dim. Her small breasts peeked through the curled strands of flowing
blonde hair, decorated with only the dightest bit of make-up. Shewore apair of tight shorts, riding high
on lightly curved hipsand cutinaV to below her nave. Her only other clothing consisted of apair of
dippersand two smal red ribbons restraining tiny ear curls.

"Y ou understand what your assgnment is?' Passing asked. His voice was pleasantly mellow, but to
Delait seemed to be tinged with abit of cruel apprehension, like abad tempered child getting al set to
squash afrog.



"Tell meagain," Ddlasaid.Oh, God. Why did | ever try to fake a genomic profile for Timmy?
We could have been happy without it. | should have known | would get caught, and now he'll
never let me go.

Passing observed her critically, noting the almost pal pable fear and hatred enveloping her likea
black shroud but giving it only hisclinica attention. Her fedings weretheleast of his concern; only her
usefulness mattered to him. " Jamie Da Cruz holds the key to the spaceship computer. We want that
knowledge, and we want you to worm it out of him. All of the intelligence on him we have shows that
he's an easy mark for a pretty, sexy woman. That's your key. Of the two women he'sinvolved with now,
onelikesto swing the other way, and the other isalittle kid, as empty headed asa blank chip. If you
can't break up that combination then your looks far outweigh your taents.”

"l understand,”" Ddllasaid.

"l don't think you do, quite yet. | let you off easy before, when you tried that little stunt with the
computer genetic ratings. Fail thistime, and you know what the pendtiesare.”

"l know." Sterilization. Short rations. Unending work in the mines, under the harshest of
circumstances. If there was a way to live under earth gravity, | swear 1'd defect, if there was a
way to do it safely--but there isn't. And never a chance of a baby. Never a marriage and a home.

"Good. And just to be sure, were going to test your talents.” Passing grinned cruelly. He stood up
and made the door to hislittle alcove go away, displaying the couch.

| can endureit , Ddlathought.l can endure it, and sooner or later you’ll make a mistake. Then,
you sorry son of a deranged robot, you'll pay for this . She entered the little room with him,
concealing her reluctance as best she could.

Semi-nudity in Moon City didn't have the same meaning as it might have on earth. Harsher
conditionsin the warren dictated amore tightly controlled sexudity. Passing was conducting arape, pure
and smple. Had he understood the earth culture better, he might have acted differently, leading Della
gently into his proposed seduction of Jamie, but perhaps not. Police state methods were never very
gentle, and there were dwaysindividuas such as he willing to take advantage of positions of power.

Dellawas not redlly as experienced in sex as her looks might indicate, and Passing could not have
made aworse mistake if he had tried. His actions would come back to haunt him.

* k%

From the air, Jamie could see swarms of rabbits beating against the barriers of the Disney Enclave,
amost like waves from the ocean so great was the popul ation pressure and desire of the long-eared
enhanced rodents for the greenery indde, the only sign of vegetation for miles around. He had no idea
why they should be exploding in such numbersin this particular areaor why predators had not kept their
population under control, and he would probably never know. All of earth was ecologicaly unbaanced
by the swarms of enhanced animals, and it might be centuries before abalance was reached, if it ever
was, and all of earth might be turned into a desert before that happened. A pall of smoke obscured the
northern edge of the enclave where there was either rioting or where flame was being used to control the
rodents. Astheir floater touched down on the landing field, he could hear intermittent gunfirein the
distance.



He need not have worried about the pets wanting to chase rabbits. The sounds of gunsand
explosions and the waft of singed fur hanging in the air was enough to keep them close. Armed men and
women scurried about the landing field while armed floaters landed and descended in rotation. Jamie
thought he could detect looks of envy from the technicians changing their batteries, asif they would like
nothing better than to abandon their tasks and get out of the besieged city. He was more than glad when
Kim hustled them back into the craft and they were once again airborne.

Jeannie was scared and bregthless, her face horror stricken. She leaned against him from the
adjoining seat burying her face againgt his shoulder. Presently he felt wetness there from her tears. When
she spoke, her voice quavered. "Oh, God, Jamie, I'm glad were going into space. The earth isdying,
it it?"

"It'sbad, dl right,” Jamie said, "but don't give up hope. Well live, somehow, and so will our kids."
"Our kids? Jamie, do you know?"

"I know. You'reabrave girl, you and Kristi both. Somehow, some way, wéell survive. Maybe here,
maybe on another world, but welll live. Believe me, wewill." Jamie put al his heart into that assurance,
trying very hard to convince Jeannie--and himsdlf--of the truthfulness of his statements.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Sean Johnson laughed as his pet raccoon, Bandit, lost hisfooting on the dick surface of the glazed
rock table and floated dowly to thefloor, front legs akimbo but clutching nothing but air asthe gentle
gravity of the moon drew him dowly downward. The male and female rats he had been tusding with
squeaked happily. It was arare day when they won a contest with the enhanced raccoon. Likeit, their
heads were larger than those of their ancestors, with neck and shoulders more heavily muscled for
support. Sean had named them Randy and Pandy, for some obscure reason, and of course, what else
could the only raccoon in Moon City be named but Bandit?

In years past, there had been many enhanced petsin the underground city, but as supplies and
crucia components grew scarcer, most of the pet population had been diminated. Storiesfiltering up
about the havoc being wrecked on earth by enhanced animals had hurried the process dong. Bandit's
mate had died in an accident afew months before, and he was just now regaining some of his
happy-go-lucky inquisitiveness and playfulness. The two white rats were refugees from one of hisgirl
friends biology lab, one of alatest line bred for dietary experiments. Fortunately for them, asmall gene
deviation had been discovered before the experiments began and he had agreed to take the animals
before they could be euthanized. Only through his position as the pre-eminent eectronics engineer in
Moon City was he alowed to keep the animals, and that had been becoming more problematical al the
time

Sean reached out to let Bandit catch his hand just before he hit the floor then lifted him back up to
thetable.

"Thanks, man."



"No problem,” Sean said. He leaned againgt the hard back of his chair and began watching the
animasresumether game. Therats couldn't talk, of course. Even their larger than norma skullsdidn't
have enough room for language facility, but they understood agood dedl of English nevertheless. Hewas
worried, but hadn't et his pets know what the problem was. Severa days ago, Rob Passing, the Moon
City security chief had approached him with a proposition. He could go on theimpending exploration
mission in the earth-controlled spacecraft. In return, he had to attempt the seduction and subversion of
one or both of the femae companions one Jamie Da Cruz, and through them, try to obtain enough
information to make saizing control of the spacecraft possible.

Sean'sworry wasthat he didn't have enough information to judge the worthiness of the mission. To
hear Passing tell it, Da Cruz was the devil incarnate, but he wasn't so sure himself. Despiterigid
censorship, some details of the battle for control of the alien technology had filtered back up to the
genera population, carried first by floater pilots on earth, and from there by shuttle pilots at either
spaceport. It sounded to him like the powers that be had made a hash of the whole episode.
Nevertheess, he knew what the stakes were, and his sympathies lay with his own people.

Thesigna light of the holodoor blinked and announced avisitor.
"Comeonin," Sean said.

Rob Passing cameinto the room. Sean could amost see him licking cream from his chin and
wondered what the council member had been up to.

Passing settled lazily under the light gravity into the only other chair in the room. He eyed therats
and raccoons distastefully. Sensing his displeasure, they scampered back into the bedroom.

"| fail to see what makes you want to keep those animals around, Sean. They're the cause of al our
trouble
"They havetheir uses,” Sean said quietly.

"Maybe once. Not now. We can't afford them any more."
Sean flinched inwardly. What was on his mind?

"Anyway, I'm not here to talk about those damn pests. Y ou leave tomorrow for the spaceship. Let's
review your assgnment again”. Passing knew it wasn't redly necessary, but he was uneasy. He had no
real hold on Sean as he did on the Worley girl and it bothered him. His only recourse was an appesl to
hisloydty, and being what he was, he had little faith in that string. It wouldn't hurt to try, though.

"Weve been over it already."

"Let'sgo over it again. Y ou remember what | told you about Selene's projections? The Situation on
earth isgetting worse. Actudly, | think her projections are optimistic. Unless something drastic happens,
our whole economy isgoing to crash in not too many more years. We Il dl be dead in fifty yearsif
something isn't done. Our only chanceisto gain control of the workings of that spaceship. If we cant,
and we have to go hunting for another planet to live on, the earthers have told usflatly that they will take
only aratio of our population to theirs. And they will do the choosing.”

"Why isn't that fair? They would leave most of their population to their fate, the same asfor us.”

"You gill don't understand. Even with dl the deaths on earth, they till outhnumber us athousand to
one. How would you like to be one of only, say, ten spacemen in apopulation of athousand earthmen?
Think of thefriends you'd leave behind. Think of you being left behind." The words came unexpectedly



but Passing saw that they had hit home and tried to concedl his glee. How much did Sean Johnson love
life? Maybe thiswas the key to his cooperation, if not histotal loyaty.

Sean flexed the musclesin hisarms. Like most of the later generation of Moon City inhabitants, he
wastdl, but rigorous exercise kept him from being quite so dender as most other men and women his

age.

"Isthat what you're saying? That if | don't get what you want, | won't be picked for theimmigration,
if it occurs?'

"That, my boy, isit. Y our namewill be erased from the popul ation files before those earth bastards
ever get achance to scan them. On the other hand, do your best for usand I’ll do my best to see that
you're one of the ones picked--if worst comesto worst.

Passing rose happily from the chair, bouncing alittle and prepared to leave but paused at the edge
of the holodoor. "And take those damn anima s with you when you go. Maybe if we re lucky that coon
will kill the whole bunch of those fucking earth pets. He disappeared through the opague projection,
leaving Sean Hill Stting quietly with histhoughts. He didiked Passing but he had to fed alittle grateful thet
the problem of what to do with Bandit and Randy and Pandy was solved.Did he plan on me being
grateful? No. | don't believe that. He just doesn't like pets.

**k*

The floater Jamie and Jeannie were in began approaching the Florida Enclave. From the air, Jamie
could seethat it wasfully aslarge asthe Houston Enclave, although perhaps not so heavily populated. Its
main function was the transfer of vital cargo back and forth from earth to space. The shuttleswere dl
controlled by Moon City Pilots, specidly trained to withstand the six times heavier gravity of earth, at
least for short periods. Earth had not been alowed a presence in space since the breakdown of its
economy, athough Moon City and the Satdllites il accepted avery limited number of immigrants, those
possessing vitd skillsonly. The satellites traded weather and landsat datato earth, but only at exorbitant
pricesin trade goods. The two cultures were becoming more and more divergent, and in recent years,
only their mutual needs kept trade and contact going. It was an unstable situation, and becoming more so.
Twicein thelast decade, the Houston Enclave had been | eft bereft of hurricane tracking information until
thelast hours before landfal because of the high prices demanded for weather information.

Jeannie was once again looking out through the passenger bubble, wide-eyed at the unaccustomed
sights, and grateful to be far away from the chaos envel oping the Disney Enclave. She spotted alanding
shuttle on the tarmac in the distance, and pointed it out to Jamie. It squatted like abird of prey, wings
aready extended in readiness to become airborne. Tiny figures scurried in gpparent dow motion from the
distance, readying the craft for the return to its natura habitat. Both of them studied it intensely, asif they
could penetrate itsinnards just from staring. Fuzzy Britches purred unconcerned in Jami€'slap. From the
ar, most thingslooked the same to him, and he had soon lost interest in the vast vistas of uncontrolled
countryside.

The floater settled gently to earth, less than a hundred feet from the shuttle. A single woman
detached herself from the crew and came to meet them. She waked dowly, asif wading through
molasses, and Jamie deduced that she was either the pilot or an attendant. Asit turned out, shewasa
copilot, detached temporarily from her ship in order to shepherd passengers rather than cargo, and was
not really happy about it. She made short shrift of herding them onto the loading platform and into the



bowels of the craft, where Masters, Kristi, and their pets were dready aboard. Thistime, even the cats
were relegated to cargo, much to their disgust, but the humans were assigned sedts. For the first time,
Jamie saw the other four rangers besides Masters and Kristi being assigned to the spaceship. It seemed
to him to be an awfully smal contingent, but he understood that on thistrip, scientists, engineers, and
other specidistswould have priority. He was pleased to see that Judy Neilson was one of the rangers,
and doubly pleased to see that she was wearing new Sergeant stripes on her arm. Judy had saved hislife
on at least one occasion when he was with her in the wilds, and probably more than once. She was one
of Krigti'sformer lovers before He and Jeannie entered the picture but she seemed to be holding no
grudges, for they were seated side by side, chatting amicably. Judy was not al that pretty, but shewas
dim and had anicefigure. She wore her brownish hair cut short. She smiled briefly at him when he
waved. There was no timeto talk, even to Kristi, for the captain was evidently in ahurry.

"Liftoff in three minutes. Settle back. Be sure your belts are tight,” the co-pilot said, the tone of her
voiceindicating that she could care less whether they were strapped in or not. Jamie hoped she had
secured their pets, but he wouldn't have bet the farm on it. She waded through the (to her) thick gravity
field and secured the pilot's compartment. Engines revved, and the shuttle began to move.

Before Jamie had a chance to become properly used to the motion, the shuttle screamed into the
amosphere, pressing him hard againgt the backrest of his seat. The last thing he noticed before the
acceleration became redlly uncomfortable was how heavily armed the rangers were. Their weapons belts
took up a gpare seat beside each of them, menacing in their lethdity, but acomforting sight al the same.
Whitmire was ill taking no chances.

**k*

Weightlessness, and stars, stars in multitudes such as he had never imagined, brilliant
pinprick white against blackness so fathomless that it had no beginning and no end. Jamiefloated
againgt the restraining straps, peering out of the view port in astounded wonder. It wasasight such ashe
had never imagined, nor been ableto imagine. He logt himsdlf in the wonder of it until suddenly his
stomach decided it wanted to return to earth and the comforting pull of gravity. He gulped air and his
stomach roiled uneasily, but he didn't quite vomit. Beside him, Jeannie seemed not to be having any
trouble. And she's Probably Regnant! By sheer force of will he kept hislast med whereit belonged and
looked around the passenger compartment. Judy Neilson was bending her face over abag, trying to
contain little globules of matter drifting from her mouth, but everyone else gppeared to be stable, if not
serene. He wondered how the pets were doing.

He needn't have worried. Fuzzy Britches and Woggly were playing patty-cake, bouncing each other
againg the restraining safety nets where they were confined. Wolfgang and Conan were uttering soft
barks and whinesin dog language, intermixed with occasiona words which had no canine equivalent.
Only Princess |ooked like she might be in some distress. She kept her claws securely fastened to the
netting, not quite understanding why she couldn't fed weight pulling a her from where (to her) she hung
upside down above the other pets. The comments of the other pets reassured her, however, and
presently she hung quietly, aswas her usua wont.

The frowning attendant cracked the pilot compartment hatch, checked swiftly, and re-secured it, as
if shewere checking for dead bodies, and finding none, was satisfied. Her voice came over a speaker.
"We match with your spaceship in one hour. Stay secured,” and that was all she had to say.



"Alvarez could use her as areceptionit,” Jeannie remarked, referring to the retired chief of the
Houston Genetic Engineering Section whom they had once worked for. His animosity toward Jamie and
his pets, and laxity in his security arrangements of his persond filesin the office had dmost cost them their
livesat onetime. Jamie had once aspired to hisjob, but that was far in the past now. For the present, he
was Jamie Da Cruz, sole proprietor of the dlien thought disk, and now reluctant space explorer, abeit a
happily married one, insofar as marriage had any meaning any more, and a prospective father at that. It
could have turned out far worse, he thought.

CHAPTER EIGHT

The gpaceship was huge, much larger than the shuttle they werein. Two smdler landing craft
hugged opposite sides of the vessd, tiny in comparison. Jamie wasjust beginning to redize how large the
great cylindrical machine was when his vison was obscured by amaneuvering rotation by the shuttle's
pilot. He (or she) must have been good, for he felt only the faintest of bumps. There had been no
hesitation by the combined Moon City and Earth Engineersin crafting aship that might be used not only
for exploration but also for immigration of humans from the solar system should that prove necessary.
Metd was no problem, nor silicates, nor oxygen; it was hydrogen and nitrates and rare earths that the
trans-earth population was perennidly short of.

Jamiefdt his ears pop as the pressure adjusted between the mated airlocks. He unfastened the
restraining straps, then helped Jeannie with hers. They il had to wait, hanging welghtlesswhile the
rangers off-loaded firgt, then had to wait again while he was detailed to the baggage compartment to
shepherd the pets. It was no easy task. All of them except Princess wanted to play tag once they were
freed from the safety nets. For twenty minutes, he was as busy as amother trying to corra three-year-old
quadruplets. The task was compounded by his own lack of experiencein freefal, but at last he got the
animals past the spaceship airlock and into the ship proper. There, he drifted helplessly, surrounded by
furry creatures bumping into him from al directions until finaly he was rescued by alarge black man with
kinky gray hair, wearing the standard Enclave coverdls, but adorned with bright sllver stars on matching
shoulder epaulets.

"Welcome aboard, Mr. Da Cruz. I'm Captain Hawkins. Could you use some help, here?’

Jamie shook the outstretched hand, grateful for the intervention. "1 sure could. All these guys want
todoisplay." Hereleased the Captain's hand and plucked Fuzzy Britchesfrom his hair.

"Girl," Princess corrected from where she was attached to the seat of his coveralls. Lady didn't
bother. She figured the large dark man should be able to tdll the difference, and if he couldn't, he would
be no friend of hers,

"I'll gpologizeif youll let go of my pants," Jamietold her. Princessjust clung tighter, and Jamie
decided to let her be. At least it would be one less pet he would have to keep up with.

"Comeon, I'll show you your quarters. Just takeit easy. Push off gently. As soon aswe get away
from the hub, well have alittle gravity, dthough not much. Were gradudly taking the spin off.” Hawkins



demonstrated the proper way to move in the near weightless environment, and as promised, alittle
weight soon returned. Jamie's somach did aflip-flop, and suddenly there were walls, ceiling and floor

agan.
Jamie was soon completely logt, but the animals could have re-traced the route. A good portion of

their sense of smell had been replaced by their greater intelligence and language facility, but it and their
directiond sense was gill much better than any human's.

Jamie's family had been assigned one large compartment and two smaller ones, with one bath
common to al. Hawkins demongtrated the facilities to him and the pets then opened the door to the
larger room. Jeannie was aready seated in front of acomputer terminad, exploring the controls. There
waslittle, of course, that she did not aready know, having worked with the designers amost from the
gart. Every living compartment naturally would have access to most of the files of the main computer
when it wasingtalled, and be able to interface with the ubiquitous body computers, but for the time being,
only she, Jamie and Kristi could activate that part of it controlling the ship itself.

Jeannie turned away from the holoscreen as she heard the door dide back init' stracks. "Hi," she
sad brightly.

"Hello," Captain Hawkins said. He peered at her closdly. "Unless I'm mistaken, you're the young
lady who isholding my ship for ransom. What do | haveto do to get it back?"

Perfectly serious, Jeannie said "Get us away from earth. John Whitmire isadear man, but I'm not a
al sure hewouldn't have me returned to earth if he could.”

"W, I'm willing to get away as soon aswe can. We're uncrating the mainframe now. Areyou
ready to get to work?'

"l amworking," Jeannie smiled. "I've dready run the checks on the termina connections. As soon
asthey plug Big Boy in, I'll check dl theinterfaces, and | can do that from here. Nothing to it.”

"Big Boy?'

"That'swhat | call the main computer.”

"Oh. Wdll, can you access the bridge from here?"
"Bridge?'

"Control room. On aship, wecal it abridge.”

"Oh. Sure. And | fixed it where you and your vice- captain can do the same from your quarters, but
nowheredse"

"Hm. All right, sounds asiif you're as efficient with computers as I've heard. I'll leave you with it, and
see what we're doing with the gravity generators. That's the only thing left.”

"How long will that take?" Jamie asked as Hawkins body computer did the door open for him.

"Only aday or so, then another day to check everything out and well be ready to leave. Oh--" He
turned. "There saship'sguide in one of thefiles. It will show where the messis, and how to get around
the ship. Let me--"

"I’'ve dready found it," Jeannie said.



Captain Hawkins had arather peculiar expression on hisface as hetook hisleave, asif he had
opened abirthday present and agremlin jumped out of it.

* k%

While Jeannie worked with the computer, Jamie and the pets explored their new home. There
wasn't much to it. One side of the large compartment was taken up with atriple bed in addition to the
computer acove, and the opposte wall contained bardly visble storage drawers, leaving it essentialy
blank as a background for holoprojections. The smaller compartment was partialy blanketed for the pets
to deep on (the designers not aware that the cats, at least, preferred to deep on people), and the rest of
the room was taken up with a storage closet for clothes and other persond belongings, and avery smdll
food and drink storage area, sufficient only for snacks. Apparently they would be eating most of their
medsin the ship'smess.

Whilethey were still exploring, Krigti returned, bouncing lightly under the pull of lessthan atenth
gravity. The other two occupants bounded forward to give her the hugs and kisses delayed since leaving
the Houston Enclave. Both of them forgot to compensate and had to push back off the celling.

"Where' s Troy?" Jamie asked as soon as he could free his mouith.
""He swith Terrili."
“Terry Lee?!

"Terrili Perkins. Femae. She'sthe Vice-captain. Seemslike a pretty nice person. She's ill showing
him around the ship. He won't rest until he knows every passageway and compartment iniit.”

"Where's he going to be staying?"' Jeannie asked. Shewas il touching Krigti in various places asiif
to make sure shewasredlly there.

Kristi grinned impishly. "He's got the stateroom next to ours. Thisis officer country we'rein.”
"All right,” Jamie said, looking about. "How doesthe other haf live?"
"About the same. Is anyone hungry?'

Jamie's sdivation would have done justice to Woggly confronted with roast rabbit after atwo day
fast. "Lead on. Can the pets come? They must be hungry, too."

Kristi smiled mysterioudly at the eager pets. "Of course. Maybe they'll meet some new friends
there”

Jamie assumed she was referring to the four dogs bel onging to the other rangers, forgetting that they
must have already met in the cargo compartment. He hadn't seen them, asthey had left with Masters and
Kristi as soon asthey had docked.

* k%



All the ship’s personnel would egt in the same room, but there was a small space sectioned off for
VIPs, such asthe Captain, his deputy, astrogator and chief engineer. Jamie assumed they would belong
there aswdll after Kridti's reference to their quarters as "officer's country™, but heredly couldn't have
cared less. He was nonchal ant about such structuring, and would associate as quickly with acommon
laborer as an Enclave governor, or spaceship captain, for that matter.

Just to theright of the long rectangular room was asmall areareserved for feeding the few
enhanced pets aboard, sncetheir culinary requirements and table manners differed somewhat from their
humans. There, he saw the "new friends' their pets were to meet: Sean Johnson's raccoon and the two
whiterats. At first glance and sniff, both dogs and cats went into fighting stance.

"Stop!" Jamie commanded just as quickly, recognizing that the animals must be pets or they would
certainly not be there. "Can't you seetheir collars?' The owner of the new animals had quickly emulated
the earth fashion of requiring al Enclave petsto wear distinctive collarsto distinguish them from the
occasiond fera anima that managed entrance to the Enclave.

"Pet mice?" Fuzzy britches asked unbelieving, looking up a Jamie asif he had lost hismind.

"Rats," Woggly corrected. "Pet rats." Hisfur had already reassumed its unruffled state, as much as
that was possible for his shaggy hide.

"All the same. Varmints." Fuzzy Britches said disgustedly.

"Cam down, Fuzz," Kriti said. "They're nice. Randy and Pandy, and the raccoon is named
Bandit." Asif human, Bandit reached up to shake each of the humans hands, then the dogs, and finaly
patted the cats condescendingly on the head. Fuzzy Britches hardly noticed. He kept his eye on the two
rats clinging to the raccoon's back until Kristi took some food bars out of a cabinet, then he immediately
logt interest in them, at least for thetime being.

"Begood," Jamie emphasi zed, directing hisvoice more a Fuzzy Britches than the others. Krigti led
them on to the people areawhere they obtained food trays and squeeze beverage containers, athough
they really weren‘t needed now that some spin had been placed on the ship. The food was about
half-and-haf synthetic and naturd, about the same fare they were used to in the Enclave. They had the
areato themselves at the moment and were so hungry that conversation lagged, punctuated occasionally
by alaugh when someone forgot the low gravity and spattered himself or hersdlf.

Later, back in their quarters, the pull of gravity became less and less. Just before it ceased
completely, Jeannie displayed amessage for Jamie from the computer terminal. She had already been at
work personalizing the interfaces from the ship's computer to their own body computers, not even giving
Jamie achancefor input. A holo appeared, that of a soft haired pretty fema e with exaggerated bare
breasts. "Message for Jamie," the projection smiled enticingly, asif shewould loveto whisper it in hisear
rather than announceit publicly.

Jamie smiled to himself. Jeannie was dways innovative with computers. "Go ahead,” He said.

The mammalian gpparition disappeared and was replaced with the visage of alarge, blond-haired
man. The subtle play of musculature as he moved dightly to adjust to Jami€simage identified him asa
gpace citizen, even to Jamie's untrained eyes.

Sean Johnson'simage stared with frank interest at Jamie, the first time he had seen the bugbear of
the Moon City mercenaries. To Sean, he seemed to be quite ordinary: dark hair, olive complexion, a
smple unpretentious mustache, and awell exercised body with just atinge of softness beginning to show
from hard menta work but almost a complete lack of exercise over the last haf year.



"I'm Sean Johnson. | understand that your pets met minein the messhal just recently.”

"Isthere aproblem?’ Jamie asked worriedly, wondering what kind of mischief Fuzzy Britchesand
Woggly might have been up to while he wasn't watching.

"Not redly,” Sean explained. "It'sjust that they want to come over and play with your gang. Would
that bedl right?'

"Sure. Would you like to come over with them?Wed like to meet you."

"Sorry, I'm tied up now getting the gravity generatorsin place. Just as soon aswe're under way
though, I'd like to meet you dl."

Jamie acquiesced, not even thinking of how Sean might have known and be thinking of Jeannie and
Krigti. When it cameto interpersona relationships, he dways assumed the best of a person.

By the time Sean's pets arrived, apparently having been told how to get to their quarters, Jeannie
had just completed her ingtalation of the Big Boy, and left it with aprogram running to check out al the
interfaceswith ingtructionsto call if there were any problems. She stretched and began removing her
covedls.

"Captain Hawkins just made an announcement. Gravity from the spin will be gone completely in
another hour. If we want to get washed, we'd better do it now."

**k*

Sex infreefal was strange and wonderful. With three people participating, it was even stranger,
and even more wonderful. The lack of gravity allowed juxtaposition of bodies that would have been
impossiblein other circumstances.

"Whoops, | logt you," Jeannie laughed. Jamie had trouble commenting because he was occupied
with Kridti's breast filling his mouth, but it didn't matter. Seconds ater, he again flt her dim fingers diding
over his buttocks and the moist warm tunnel of her mouth enclosing him.

And later, holding his hand lightly on first one, then another curved hip, he kept Jeannie and Kristi
more or less oriented towards the triple bed as they explored each other in free-fdl.

A rising cacophony of voices erupted from the pets compartment, a chorus of meows, woofs,
rasping raccoon gutterals and excited rat squesaks. Krigti raised her head from between Jeannie's thighs,
but her partner, on the verge of orgasm, pressed her firmly back into position, not caring what the pets
were doing.

Jamie propelled himself away from the bodies he had been holding and shot into the next
compartment.

Krigti again looked up as he returned. Jamie grinned expansively. "Go back to what you were
doing."

Jeannie dready was, but Kristi was curious. Excited squesaking and other sounds were il erupting
from the pets room.



"It'snothing,” he said, ill grinning, "Just Fuzz and Wog telling Bandit and Randy and Pandy horror
stories about the wilds."

Jeannie never heard athing.

CHAPTER 10

Jamie awoke to complete free fal the next morning. He consdered himself lucky that he was
gpparently not prone to motion sicknessin the absence of gravity as many first time space travelers were,
especidly those without his genomic resistance. He was disoriented momentarily, however, since neither
he nor either of the women had thought to use the restraining straps attached to the bed before falling
adeep. He had drifted to one corner of the compartment, and Jeannie to another. Kristi was not present,
apparently having woke early and gone off on some errand of her own.

Jamie became aware of bumping noises from the adjoining compartment, accompanied by cat and
dog noises he took for laughter. Increased intelligence past a certain level dwaysled to asense of humor
in the higher animals, dthough it was not aways apparent to casua observers. Neither dogs nor cats
expressed amusement in the voca range of humanswere able to hear; they had their own sounds used to
express amusement but they were too high pitched for humansto notice, other than by instruments. What
he was hearing was the voca language sounds of their pets, dready awake and playing tag again.

Jamie pushed off from thewall, aming in the genera direction of Jeannie. He caught afoot, and
drew her up to him. She opened her eyes and clutched him in momentary panic at the absence of
support, then relaxed in hisarms.

"How did we get over here?'

"Y ou zigged when you should have zagged,” Jamie said.

"That's not what you said last night," she accused.

"That was then. Y ou zagged perfectly before we went to deep. After that you zigged.”
"Oh. Do you want to zag again?' She nuzzled hisear.

Jamie considered. His|A genome included the gene complex associated with astrong sex drive.
Jeanni€'s did also, though she lacked some other attributes. Her ancestors had been one generation
behind Jami€'sin the opportunity to select for some factors deemed desirable. Her sex drive was
certainly not among those. Jamie sometimes thought her gene complex had combined with some other
factor in her persondlity to drive it to heights beyond what was considered theoreticaly feasible.

Re uctantly, he detached himself from her embrace.

"l guess we better see what's going on. Kristi has aready |eft, and the pets are trying to make anew
ar lock next door."

Asif on cue, Fuzzy Britches shot through the entrance and thudded solidly against Jami€'s chest.

"Oof! Fuzz, don't do that!"



"Lazy humans," the cat said, ignoring the admonition. He knew that Jamie didn't really mind.

Jamie plucked Fuzzy Britches from his chest and tossed him gently back through the open entrance.
He began to dress, and Jeannie followed suit. Just asthey were finishing, an gpparition materidized in mid
ar: an oversze, hugely muscled male with wavy blond hair long enough to brush his shoulders spoke to
them.

"Good morning, Jeannie. Good morning, Jamie," he said in adegp bassvoice.
"Oh!" Jeannie exclaimed. "Big Boy! Areyou on line now?"

"I have completed interfacing, and am ready to begin testing the gravity generators,” the computer
gpparition said.

"Go ahead, whenever Captain Hawkinsisready," Jeannietold it. She grinned impishly at Jamie. The
image vanished.

"Isthat the computer image well be talking to?" Jamie asked, bemused as usua at how Jeannie
aways managed to personify computerswith just the right touch of gppropriateness salted with humor.

"That's him. Big Boy in person.”
"He makes melook likeawimp.”

Jeannie patted his cheek. "Any time he does, just think of that lovely | created to answer to you.
She makes me fedl under-developed.”

Asif she had been listening, the lovely appeared, smiling brightly. "Hello, Jamie. Captain Hawkins
would like to see you on the bridge. He suggests that you bring your pets.”

"Can Jeannie come, too?"
Large bare breasts swayed provocatively as she shrugged. "Asyou wish."

"Seewhat | mean?' Jeannie said. "Y ou go ahead. | want to talk to Big Boy alittle more. Cal me
when you' re ready for breskfast.”

*k*

Jamie sensed an animosity as soon as he gingerly propdled himsdf into the bridge area. Captain
Hawkins was floating with arms behind his back, one hand attached to aretainer ring. He retained no
trace of the amiable expression Jamie had noted in their previous meeting. Facing him was atal, haf-bad
man with ahawk nose whom Jamieimmediately classified asaspacer. Thetall, pare body and relaxed,
ready-to-fall stance was unmistakable. Heraised hisbrows dightly in the direction of the captain, il
wondering why he had been summoned.

"Hello, Jamie. Thanksfor coming. I'd like you to meet Rob Passing, the Security Chief of Moon
City." Heindicated the tall man with agesture.

"Jamie recognized the name, if not the face. This was the man who bore much of the responsbility
for the deaths and fighting over the Altair technology. Though they were at peace now, Jamie doubted
that he would ever fed much liking for the man. He shook hands perfunctorily, then turned to introduce
his pets. That endeavor was about as successful astrying to introduce Fuzzy Britchesto aferd doginthe



act of stealing hisfood.

Fuzzy Britches, ordinarily at least mildly curiousin the presence of a strange human, had retreated
asfar from Passing as he could get (which happened to be the lap of afemae assstant astrogator he had
met in the mess hall), and wasignoring the proceedings entirely, much preferring to have hisears
scratched to having to talk to a human he had taken an immediate didiking to.

Woggly was even less polite. He crouched down and tucked histail over his privates when Passing
turned his glance toward him. Conan raised, in the wilds, respected humans only on an individua basis,
and very few at that. His manners weren't that great, either. He began alow, rumbling growl to show his
displeasure. Jamie quickly touched his head to quiet him and gave up dl thoughts of introductions.

"Do these animas have the run of your ship, Captain?' Passing asked, clearly annoyed at their
presence.

"These are not 'animals, Mr. Passing. They are pets, and friends and companions. They are dso
quiteintelligent. In fact, had it not been for them, it isvery likely that we would not be together here on
thisship.”

Damn right we wouldn't be, Passing thought. Moon City would have the prize and you earth
bastards and your fucking animals would go on to hell without us.

Conan gave another low growl, dmost asif he was reading Passing's thoughts, and perhaps he
could, alittle. There was no doubt that intelligence-enhanced animals retained an evolved respect for the
prowess of the human species, and with increased intelligence, were usudly able to sort out dmost
immediately the attitudes of humans toward them, ether pro, con or neutral. Jamie had long Snce learned
to trust the ingtincts of his own pets. He knew they were better at it than he would ever be, and in his
usual fashion, he acknowledged the fact, recognizing his own limitations. One of the few thingsthat ever
irritated him was the knowledge that most humans seemed to have acondtitutiona inhibition against
recognizing their own faults. He was ready to leave now, having deduced the reason Captain Hawking
had called for him. The Captain obvioudy had extensve experience with enhanced pets and had smply
wanted to have Jami€e's pets give him an unvoiced opinion on Mr. Rob Passing.

"Isthere anything else you need me for, Captain?' Jamie asked.

Captain Hawkins smiled enigmaticdly. "I had intended for you and your friendsto come aong with
uswhile Mr. Passing inspected the rest of the ship, but perhaps you have other duties more pressng?”

It was both a perfunctory question and a dismissal. Jamie quickly took the hint. Fuzzy Britches
reluctantly vacated the lap where he had been having his ears scratched. He levitated his forequarters up
to the woman's shoulders and licked her chin in thanks. Then he hopped down and followed Jamie and
the dogs from the bridge, skirting Rob Passing by the widest possible margin.

As Jamie's entourage | eft, Passing engaged Captain Hawkins with questions concerning the
operations of the huge, untested ship they were on. He hated the fact that every critica position wasfilled
by an earthman, but there was nothing he could do about it. After al, the Houston Enclave had defeated
hisforcesin thefight for the Altair technology. He was aready familiar with the genera Structure of the
ship, its complement, and the genera organization of the personnd who would be manning it, smply asa
result of the compromise of Moon City providing the construction in return for eventua accessto the
Altair technology. Asit was, though, neither he nor any other spacer knew the basics of the FTL
technology yet, and until the Houston Enclave directors were certain of absolute control of numerous
shipsin case out-emigration proved necessary, they were not even considering releasing critica
informetion.



Captain Hawkins had little moreliking or trust for Passing than did Jamie, but as Captain of the
ship, he was obligated to be diplomatic. He resolved this dilemma by accessing Big Boy, the main frame
Al which Jeannie had just checked, interfaced, conversed with, and finally pressed the last key which
gavethe Al freereign.

Big Boy came up and ready, like a puberty driven mae with hisfirst erection.

"Big Boy online, Sir." The holographic image burgt into being, that of astern-visaged military officer
in the uniform of the previous century. It resembled Captain Hawkins father more than alittle, though he
was unaware of the fact.

Captain Hawkins addressed the image. "Big Boy, this gentleman isfrom Moon City. Heisin charge
of al security for the city and satellites. He is also ingpecting the ship and has some questions for you."

"Moon City" was a code word. Spoken by the captain, or any other of the officers having accessto
Big Boy, it told the Al that it should answer generdly, rather than specificaly.

Cultures differ. Moon City and the satellites seldom personified their Al's, while on earth the
practice was pervasive. Passing tried to assume a proprietary air with Big Boy, but he was put off by
having to spesk to the perfectly redized image of the military officer. "Big Boy. Isthat your recognition
code?"

"Itismy name, Mr. Passing. | am afully redized artificid intelligence. Jeannie Bostick will giveyou
specifics concerning the initiation of my awareness should you desire them.”

Passing blinked. He glanced at Captain Hawkins, wondering if he was being played with. His glance
met only abland countenance. He turned back to the computer. "Big Boy, | have some questions for
you,”

"Proceed, sir."

Passing hesitated a moment then bulled ahead. "1 understand that the gravity generators have been
ingtalled and will be functiona shortly. Isthat correct?"

"ltis”
"How do they work? That is, are they necessary for faster than light travel 7'

"Not per se, Sr. However, they are necessary in order to maintain the integrity of the ship whilein
FTL mode."

"l think | see: they are necessary for humansto endure FTL travel.”

"Essentidly, yes, but the generators will aso be convenient when not in flight, a a much-reduced
leve, of course.”

The statement confirmed Passing's suspicions: not only wasthe FTL technology necessary, but the
secret of the gravity generators would aso have to be stolen, if not the ship itsdlf.

"What makes you think they will work? He asked. "As| understand it, the Altairians developed the
concept during their voyage here, but lacked the necessary materias to construct them.”

"The gravity generators are not solely an Altairian development, Sir. Early in this century, some of
the theoretical aspects were discovered during research with the largest particle collider on earth. Asyou



may be aware, only one of itstype was ever built, and its operation was abandoned during the
consolidation of earth's population into the present day Enclaves. The research records were kept,
however, and perusal of those records has provided us with a solid theoretical support for the Altairian
engineering specifications provided by Mr. Da Cruz. They will work.”

"Hm. Given that that istrue, | still have problems understanding how amateria object can passthe
Speed of light."

Big Boy'simage captured the ghost of asmile. "It can't”

Passing frowned, forehead wrinkles emphasizing his over-large nose. "Explain, then. Y ou can't have
it both waydl"

"Simply put, sir, without reference to the very obscure mathematica language required for true
understanding, the ship will not exceed the speed of light; rather, we will dow therest of the universe
down."

Passing blinked in confusion. "That redly doesn't tell me much. Can you reate the mathematical
theory in equation form forme? Perhaps some of my cohorts may understand them.”

"That isnot yet possible. The mathematical theory, or equations asyou puit it, isinherent in the
engineering specifications for the time stress generators given to Mr. Da Cruz. Until we actudly test the
ship from another reference point in the Galaxy, the math cannot be discussed sensibly.”

"Then how do you know they will work?'

"I have dready run numerous smulations, from points within the solar system, our own galaxy, and
even from other gdaxies. The smulations agree with the specifications.”

Passing recognized astall when he saw one, but he concealed his exasperation. It had been worth a
try. Heturned to Captain Hawkins. "1 think that'sall | need to see here. Let's get on with the rest of the
tour."

"Big Boy can provide accurate Smulations right here, if you wish,” Hawkins said.
"No doubt, but | prefer to see everything with my own eyes,”
"Asyou wish. Thank you, Big Boy."

"Y ou're welcome, Captain, Big Boy on standby.”

*k*

Hawkins dark face and kinky gray hair materidized in Jeanni€'s computer alcove. "Attention, al
personnel. Gravity generator test will begin in five minutes. | intend to test a 20% earth normal. Secure
al loose objects, and stand by. Take-off will follow in three hours.”

"He doesn't leave any room for doubt, does he?' Jamie said, disengaging himsdf from Kristi. Why
couldn't he have waited afew minutes?

"WEell ill havethree hours,”" Jeannie reminded him. "Twenty percent G should be dmost as much



funaszeo G."

"If wedon't just disappear,” Jamie said. Hefdt his heartbeat increase, knowing that if anything went
wrong, it could probably be traced to his own mistakes in transferring knowledge from the Altairian
thought disk.

A degp humming noise swept through the ship, asif ahive of bees had taken up resdence
somewhere within, and hefdt adight tug of gravity. It increased rapidly then held steedy. The humming
noise faded, then ceased completely. Hisfeet met the floor comfortably as the image of the Captain

appeared again.

"Gravity generators are now functioning normaly. We will maintain the present settings throughout
our voyage. Our first destination will beto the orbit of Saturn, where we propose to explore the Altairian
ship. Estimated time of arrival is gpproximatdy twenty hours from take-off. Exploration party will consst
of personne sdlected by Captain Magters. Y ou will be notified shortly. Take-off intwo hours, fifty-five
minutes. Engineers and astrogators remain at stations. All other personnd please remain in your
compartments until we are under way. Thank you."

The ship moved out exactly on schedule. The passengers felt nothing unusua. For Jamie, Jeannie
and Kridti, the time passed without them even noticing. They were occupied.

**k*

Jamie had just finished getting back into his clothes when Masters announced his presence from his
adjoining stateroom. Hetold the door to let him enter after waiting amoment for the women to finish
dressing. They seemed in no hurry. He shrugged as the ranger captain entered while they were still clad
only inthe barest of briefs. Masters didn't seem to care either. He settled into one of the cushioned chairs
while Jeanniewas till pulling on her coverdls. Krigti |eft hers aone, for reasons known only to her. "So
who's going?' She asked, adjusting her brief hater to accommodate her large, firm breests. It covered
her nipples, but just bardly, leaving the tops of the areolesvisible.

Magtersraised an eyebrow at her, then grinned, turning hislined face into boyish crinkles. "You
know you're going, of course. Our dogs. Smith and Corsair, and their dogs. And Jamie. "

"Jamie!" Jeannie exclaimed. "Why him? He' snot aranger!”

Masters grinned inwardly. Jeannie was |ess adventuresome than any of them. Also, she had theidea
that Jamie couldn't take care of himsalf when he was absent from her. It had dmost gotten her killed
before, but she had aready conveniently forgotten the result of her last episode of trying to protect him.

"Sorry, but | want Jamie aong. That thought disk he carries might be useful. It hasthe only redl
knowledge we have about the Altairians, even if most of it is engineering specifications.”

"Hell get hurt, just like last time," Jeannie said darkly.
"No," Woggly and Conan said at the sametime. "We protect him, keep the varmints away."
"Just eat the varmints," Fuzzy Britches suggested.

"Let' sseewhat wefind, first, Fuzz," Masters said, amused. Fuzzy Britches had aunique mind, in
his opinion. He was certainly one of the smartest enhanced anima he knew of. "And you're not going
Woggly, or Conan, ether. Only Ranger dogs."



"What am | supposed to do?' Jamie asked. He wasn't the adventuresome type, although it seemed
to him that he was constantly getting involved in escapades that he would as soon have skipped, thisone
included. It wasn't fear; he didn't think he could ever be scared as badly as he had been on the expedition
into the wilds from the Houston Enclave. It was more asense of till just wanting to do research without
being congtantly called upon to interrupt it for higher calings as he had been for the last year.

Kriti patted histhigh. "Just follow aong, dear, and watch out for boogers. | can't imagine anything
worse than those rats we fought with on earth.”

"| cant either,” Jamie sad, privately imagining dl kinds of mongterslaying in wait for theminthe
dienship.

*k*

One of the Landers had been modified for interspace operations. The pilot was the assistant
astrogator whom Fuzzy Britches had befriended. She was short, plump and competent, and insisted on
being called Iris, rather than Irene, her given name. She and Masters conferred as they approached the
dienship.

"Damn, | thought our ship was big, but look at thisbaby.” She said. The Altairian ship had
gpparently been congtructed from the shell of alarge asteroid. It was unevenly lumpy in places, indicating
possible airlocks or entrances. She and Masters agreed on apoint asit revolved dowly before them and
she maneuvered the modified lander into juxtaposition.

Theraised lump did prove to be an airlock. Iris donned a spacesuit, since she was the only one
aboard familiar with EVA, and attempted to open it. Severa hours|ater, she returned and doffed her
helmet.

"Nogo, Captain, but we were prepared for the possibility. I'm going to have to rig ablock to hold
the air then set off an implosion charge to open her up.”

"Go ahead," Magterstold her. "Well get into our suitsand beready.”

Jamie struggled with the unfamiliar garment, amodified spacesuit designed only to protect from
contamination and very brief exposure to vacuum. He wasnt at dl enthusiagtic about any part of the
operation. The dogs waited in reserve, back of the Lander's airlock. No garments had been designed to
fit them.

The explosion reverberated through the lander, and Jamie held his breath apprehensively, expecting
any moment to fed the whoosh of escaping air, but it didn't come. Iris had fitted the explosive device
wall.

"OK, let'sgo," Magters said. "Smith and mefirgt, to test the air, then Kristi, Corsair and the dogs
next. Jamieyou wait til | tell youit'sOK."

"I'll wait," Jamie said enthusiadticaly.

**k*



Masters had expected the air to be breathable, since the Altairians had survived for some weeks on
earth, dthough he knew that the reverse was not necessarily true. He checked his suit gauge carefully
before bresking the sedl of hissuit. A stench assaulted his nodtrils, asif rotten broccoli and mildewed
leather had been festering for weeks in the passageway. He coughed, and quickly inserted nosefiltersto
block out the worst of the smell, then cautioudy passed from the blasted inner door into the bowels of the
dien ship. The other rangersfollowed, then the dogs, wrinkling their nosesin disgust. Jamie brought up
therear.

Lights were on within the ship, reddish and dim, illuminating a short passage that became larger as
they progressed. The dowly spinning ship provided only aminimum of centrifugdl gravity asthey bounced
dowly and cautioudy forward. The passage split, opening into two larger compartments. A reddish green
scum clung to thewadls. There was movement within it, tiny skittering life formswith faceted eyesand
clinging tentacles that burrowed into the scum as they passed.

Madgters arbitrarily chose the passage running to the right and it in turn enlarged, burgeoning into a
huge dome. Here, growth hung from the ceiling in Strands. The smdll became worse, asif they were
entering a huge garbage dump. A strange chittering sound arose, then died out, from a source not readily
apparent. Masters stopped their progress when he detected movement at the opposite end of the cavern,
where the dome descended and closed off further progress. Strands of vegetation were visible around an
entrance that had closed over it automatically when Iris’ explosion went off. Hisyearsin thewildswere
warning him to be cautious. An eerie silence pervaded the cavern, hanging heavily on his senses, likethe
gtillness before a Kansas tornado. Again, a chittering noise broke the stillness, then died out as before.
Hewaited, then led histroops forward afew more steps.

The barely discerned movement at the far end of the dome had distracted him. Jamie, tagging aong
at the rear was the one who caught the movement overhead. "Captain! Watch out!" He shouted.

A myriad of short-legged monsters descended from the ceiling, propelled by tufts of gas. His
warning was dmost too late. One of the gpparitions landed on Masters arm; another missed but clutched
a hisfeet with short, clawed legs. Faceted eyes gleamed in the reddish hazy light asthey tore at his suit.
Kristi whirled, knifein hand, and stabbed at the animal ripping at hisarm. Masters kicked a another one
digging at hislegswith insane fury. It clung until he stooped and peded it off, crushing it with a booted
foot. Others dropped among the rangers and dogs. Three of the creatures pulled Smith down to the
floor. Hisdog tore furioudy at them, growling in rage.

"Back!" Magters shouted. Hefired hislasergun a point-blank range, splattering another of the
ravaging animalsinto pieces, then bent to help Smith to hisfeet. Smith's dog was buried under clawed
bodies, where they had turned to meet his attack. Kristi and Corsair fired discretely, unableto usetheir
guns effectively at such close range. They swatted at more of the mongters, trying to retrest.

Jamie was horrified, but he was in the best position to help. From the rear, he picked off enough of
the siwarm to bresk the others free, then retreated with them. Smith's dog was dead, and the ranger was
crying in anguish, unable to use any weapon in revenge. Both hisarms had been mangled whiletrying to
save hispet and it was al he could do to move.

They finaly fought free at the rear of the dome where the narrowed passage tunnd gave them room
to enfilade their fire, but it was only atemporary reprieve. The chittering had grown to anerve chilling
cacophony of screams, and now it was coming from behind them aswell.

"Run!" Masters screamed. " Get back to the air lock!"



They ran, pausing to fire behind them for only the briefest of moments. Where thefirst passage had
Fplit, they were overrun again. Thistime, it was Kristi who went down under the ondaught. Lady tore
into her attackers with no thought of her own safety, and Jamie bulled Masters aside without even
thinking, using hisknife and gun recklesdy, intent only on rescuing her. Green gore spattered him from his
laser and rocket assisted dugs tearing gpart the dien animals. He yanked Krigti to her feet and into the
fina passage back to the airlock. Wolfgang tore into the last of the alien demons as Masters assisted him,
firing coolly now that their back was protected. Corsair was the last to break free, one arm mangled, and
then it was over. All that was |eft to do was make certain that the new lock was seded behind them.

Blood spilled from Masters' hair, bright against the whiteness of hislocks. He rubbed it from his
eyes, gun gtill in his hand. Everyone except Jamie was wounded to some extent, but Smith's dog wasthe
only casudty. Hewas still sobbing over hisdeeth, but gradudly getting himsalf under control. Corsair was
cursing in acontinuous monotone.

"Closethelock,” Masters commanded. "L et's get out of here. There's nothing we can do with this
ship. It'sall goneto hell. It would take amajor expedition to exploreit now."

Jamie bardly heard him. He was still shaking with reaction and trying to examine Krigti's wounds.
They were minor, but he wasn't expert enough to judge. Kristi knew she wasn't hurt badly, and she was
more concerned with the blood gtill pouring from Masters' scalp. Thelock opened behind them, and
Terrili, the darkly pretty oriental vice-captain opened her eyeswide in amazement. She wasn't used to
blood or violence. Magters camed her quickly.

"Let's get these people to an autodoc,” he said. "We' ll talk later.”

We surewill " Jamiethought.Just as soon as | get my voice back.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

After sending Jamie back to reassure Jeannie that neither he nor Kristi had been serioudly hurt,
Masters called the captain from where they were both being attended by adjoining Autodocs.

"There's nothing more we can do there, Captain,” he told Hawkins. "According to Jamie's thought
disks, and from what we saw, there can't be any Altairians|eft divethere. It looks asif the life support
systems of the ship have just exploded into chaos after dl the Altairians died, and the only way | know of
to explore the ship would be a complete serilization. | doubt that any of our scientists would go aong
with that, at least not yet, anyway. | recommend that we abandon any further attempt for now and try for
the Altairian system to see what's | eft there from the dust cloud.”

Captain Hawkins surprised him with hisanswer. "1 think we will make that our next destination, but
we may be surprised. Some of the Moon City scientists brought a couple of the old telescopes back on
line, and they cannot see any evidence of adust cloud there.”

"No?I thought that's what Jamie's origina thought disk said was going on. Did he misinterpret it?"



"We don't think s0," Captain Hawkins said. "There's something amiss, though, and the only way is
to go see. Once out of the solar system, it won't take long, anyway, and after dl, the prime reason the
Altairians sent their lander to earth was supposedly so that we would try to rescue whatever population
remainsthere. Besides, it's as good a destination as any, sSince you say we can't do anything with their
ship now."

"OK," Magters agreed. Anything was better than trying to suppress an ecology gonewild in ahuge
ship with only six rangers and five dogs. He did wonder, though, why Moon city scientistswith their
tel escopes hadn't picked up on that bit of information. Or had they? He decided it might be wiseto stay
aert while the spacemen were aboard.

"S0," Krigti said from the adjoining Autodoc. "On to new frontiers.”

"So it seems," Magters said. His autodoc beeped and disconnected then gave him some unwanted
advice about taking it easy for afew hours.

"Wait for me," Kristi said. Magters did so, and she was also finished afew moments later. They
walked under the easy gravity back towards the staterooms together. The entrance to Masters
stateroom opened at his presence, keyed by hisbody computer. He turned to tell Kriti that he would
see her later, but she was dready past him, and into his room.

Kristi immediately shucked hersaf out of her coveralls and began taking off her briefs. She turned,
prettily naked. "The autodoc does agood cure,”" she said, "but they don't get you clean. Come wash my
back for me."

Masters started to ask what Jamie or Jeannie would think, but Kristi had already disappeared into
the shower. He shrugged and undressed, then followed the sounds of running water.

Krigti's back was a pleasure to wash. Her front was even more so. The water flowed over her full
breasts and dripped languidly downward under the low gravity. He didn't know at firgt if her intentions
wereredly sexua or smply friendly; they had been so closdaly associated for years without any sexua
innuendo between them that it was hard to figure. Not only that, for most of the time he had known her,
she had been associated sexualy dmost exclusively with women. Krigti quickly disllusoned him. She
enticed him to dry her, then pulled him down on his own bed and siretched languidly against him, curling
her arms around his neck. It was impossible not to respond. He traced the lines of her body and found
that he really wanted her, age notwithstanding. Kristi's hands roved, and found surprises. Masters body
was firm and toned like amuch younger man. His skin was free of wrinkles other than hisface and hands
where years of exposure to wind and sun had formed seams and wrinkles. Shefelt the hardness of him
againg her belly and the ridged muscles of hisback as she pulled him over her and guided him into her,
then there was only the fedl of hisbody on hersand in her and the lock of her legs around him ashe
thrust into her.

Later, rubbing her lips over the hard muscles of his chest, she began adding up what should have
been obviouslong ago: the youthful body concealed beneath Enclave coveradls, the endurance on long
patrolsin the wilds, the mind that showed no Sgnsof age. "Damn you, Troy Masters. Y ou've been
fooling every goddamned body in the Enclave Do you dye your fucking hair, or what?"

Troy Magters chuckled, running his hands dong Krigti'sflanks. "I guess my white hair iswhat fools
most people. | am old, you know, but remember how long ago it was that the longevity geneswere
discovered. My folks were one of thefirst to volunteer for that selection. That's about al 1've got, though.
My white hair is hereditary. Everyonein my family turnswhite before they're forty. I've just never seen
any reason to tell anyonethat it has nothing to do with my age. "



"Y ou could havetold me," Kristi said petulantly.
"Why? So far as| could see over the years, you were much more interested in women than men.”

Krigti nuzzled a his chest. "That's just because until Jamie--and you, | never met any men that redlly
interested me. And now two of you, dl inoneyear."

" Speaking of which. " Masters said. "How are you going to explain thisto Jamie and Jeannie?"

Krigti raised up and looked down at the ranger captain. Her breasts brushed his chest, raising goose
pimples.

"Simple enough, you old-fashioned curmudgeon. I'll just tell them that we're short aman. Join the
family. That is, if Fuzzy Britches gpproves.”

Magterslaughed. It was humorousto him. In hisyounger days, it would never have occurred to him
that he would need the approva of acat to join afamily, not to mention his own pets.

"Don't laugh. Fuzzy Britches has a better sense of propriety than most humans. But don't worry
ather. UnlessI'm totally wrong, helll welcome you with open arms, or paws, in thiscase.

"I'm shy. Youll haveto tell Jamie and Jeannie.”

"Old fashioned, but | love you anyway," Krigti said. "Besides, | told Jeannie to have Big Boy record
everything from the time we | eft the autodocs and play it into their compartment. They aready know."

Masters was old enough to blush, but he need not have. Later that night, Jami€'s three-person bed
made room enough for four. And Fuzzy Britches did approve.

**k*

The Altairian system was atwelve-day trip using the time stress generators. In the nature of the
propulsion system, the further the destination, the quicker the relativetimeto arrive there. As an example,
from earth to Saturn had taken less than hours, but the incredibly further trip to the Altairian system
would take consderably lesstime, rdatively. Should they go on to further points of the galaxy, the
dilation would become even more evident.

During thefirst few days of thetrip, Troy Masters, Jamie, Jeannie And Kristi explored their
expanded relationship, then planning for the landing on the planet began to take up the time of Kristi and
Troy. That |left Jamie and Jeannie with time on their hands. The pets amused themsalves. The relationship
of the raccoon and rats with their dogs and cats expanded until Sean's pets were spending much of the
timein their compartment. Fuzzy Britches decided that tame rats could be fun, especidly since he was so
much more intelligent than they were. He could talk to them after afashion, and regaled them with stories
of earth, dways emphasizing the fact that in other circumstances he might well have them for dinner but
after awhile the rats redized he was teasing them and ignored the more gory part of his stories.

Jeannie spent alot of her timeinterfaced with Big Boy, exploring thelimits of itsintelligence and
guiding it in paths shewanted it to go. Thisleft Jamie at somewhat of |oose ends and he began spending
time exploring the [abyrinthine corridors of the ship. This gave DellaWorley an opportunity to beginto
carry out her assgnmen.



Jamie was never loath to spend time in the presence of an attractive woman, especialy one from
such adifferent culture. He though nothing of the fact that their paths crossed frequently, never
considering that it might be deliberate on her part. He found himself attracted to the dender, blond
woman. Ddllg, for her part, discovered that she liked Jamie. He was completely unpretentious, willing to
talk about any subject she brought up, including his prominent role in securing the Altairian technology for
earth, dthough he consstently gave most credit to the rangers and pets for the success. Three days out
from Altair, she caught him donein the mess hdl, eting by himsdif.

"Hi Jamie. Can | join you?"'

"Sure. Sit down." Jamie was at |oose ends and wel comed the company. He was finding that space
travel could be boring aswdll asexciting.

"Areyou getting excited yet?' Dellaasked brightly.
"About what?"
"Why, the landing on Altair, of course.”

"Y ou mean the planet? | haven't heard that we' re actualy landing. And really, going into that
derdlict ship of theirswas al the excitement | want for along time."

"l guess s0. Wasit redlly that terrible?”

"Bad enough,” Jamie said. "I guesswhat bothers meisthat if conditions are so horrible on the ship
with dl the Altairians dead, what will it belike on their planet?"

"Y ou mean you think we may not land at dl?"

"Redly, | havenoidea,” Jamie said honestly. Hefinished the last of what purported to be "natura
protein patties’ and leaned back.

Ddlaleft it at that, for the time being. Passing had instructed her to gain possession of Jami€'s
thought disk, thinking that she might thereby gain control of the ship. Shewastorn by the ingtructions.
Shefound hersdlf genuindy liking Jamie and hisfamily aswell, but the dternative seemed worse to her.
She was comforted by the thought that there might be no landing on the Altairian planet, and thus no
opportunity to do anything while the mgority of the rangers were out of the ship. She felt especidly guilty
when Jamie brought her around to his compartment and made her fed comfortable there, evenin the
presence of the two earth femaes. They were friendly aswell, which made her fed even worse. Only the
thought of banishment to the mines kept her from abandoning the whole idea of treachery.

Two days|ater the whole matter cameto a head. Dellahad invited Jamie into her small
compartment. Jamiewas, as usua, completely uninhibited and unembarrassed to be found there by
Masters. The gpparition created by Jeannie popped into being. "Jamie, Captain Masters wantsto talk to
you," it said, taking adeep bregth.

"Put himon," Jamie said, amused a Della sreaction to the over-endowed image. Masters image
swam into being. "Hi Jamie," He said. "Sorry to bother you, but Krigti ingsted. Captain Hawkins just
gave usthe word. We've got some good tel escopic observations of the Altairian planet and Captain
Hawkins has approved alanding party.” "Oh. | guess| better sart getting ready, then.”

"No," Magtersdisclaimed. "That' swhy Kristi wanted meto call. Hawkins has decided that he's not
going to risk you again. Y ou won't be going thistime.”



This news struck Jamie wrong. While he wasn't fond of risking hislife, he didn't like being excluded
just because of his specia status, either, especialy when Kristi would be subject to danger.

"Thanks," He said, then to Ddlla. "Sorry, but I'd better go. | want to have sometime with Kristi
before sheleaves. "

"Certainly," Dellasaid. She wished she had someone so devoted. She also wished there had been
no decision to land. Now al she needed wasto isolate Jamie from Jeannie while the rangers were busy
off ship, and she might be able to pull off acoup. The thought was not enhancing, but there was one
positive note about it: she might be able to complete the whole undesired assignment and be done withiit.
It was afatalistic gpproach, but she wastired of pretending, and sheredly didn't care much whether she
succeeded or failed.

CHAPTER TWELVE

Kristi was ready to leave. The ship was dready in acircular orbit around the Altairian planet the
astrogator had deemed the only one possible the diens could have lived on, and the lander was ready for
departure. She was carrying her various weapons and gear, some of it to be attached to the outside of
environmenta suits, the rest to be worn once the atmaosphere proved to be as compatible asthe andysis
from space promised.

"Take care," she said, hugging Jamie's neck.

"Y ou're the one who needsto be careful,” Jamie said; still annoyed that he was being left behind.
"Don't worry. We have an ingght now, after exploring that ship. Well be careful .”

"I'll stay closeto Jeannie. WEIl bewaiting.”

"Do that. Spend alittle timewith Della, too. | think she' slonely and she seemslike anice person to
bewith." Krigti kissed him and |ft.

Jamie was nonplused. Was Kristi becoming enamored again with another woman other than
Jeannie? She had shown no inclination so far as he could see, but Kristi seldom wore her emotions
openly--only her actionswere plain to dl. Certainly she had noticed his attraction toward the Moon city
woman, but that didn't mean anything. He was reminded of how Kristi had seduced Jeannie while hewas
in the wilds, and wondered if she were planning asimilar conquest upon her return. Not that he would
mind; he entertained smilar thoughts about Dellahimself in his sparetime, in asort of desultory fashion.

**k*

The lander took off. Jamie watched the departure by relay to the room computer in their



compartment while Jeannie hed him tightly. She had amuch more emotiona persondity than he or Kridti.
Jamie smply took things as they came--or tried to.

Big Boy monitored the proceedings, and eventually Jeannie became o tied up with her protégé that
Jamie wandered off. Remembering Kristi's admonition, he headed toward Della's compartment. Shewas
in, and welcomed him, athough he thought there was a hesitance to her invitation. She had to assure him
twice before he was certain that she redly wanted him there.

A long time later, in afashion he wasn't redly certain of, he found that they were both undressed,
stretched out together on her narrow bed. He found himsdlf fascinated by her dim body and small
breasts, so unlike the voluptuous bodies of Kristi and Jeannie. She seemed distracted; however, asif
another, maign presence wasin the room with them. That induced him to go dow and careful. He
stroked her body until he was sure she was ready, then made dow, careful loveto her, absorbed in
making sure she was sdtisfied.

Dellaresponded despite hersdlf. It wasimpossible for her not to, given the careful consideration that
Jamie paid to her. It made what she planned even harder, but the thought of what Passing had in mind for
her if shefailed burgeoned out and dmost overwhelmed her. And now was the most opportune time she
waslikdly to get, with the rangers out of the ship.

In the after throes, she began talking to him. "Jamie, you're so important that | fed like alittle girl
making loveto her Father. Why doesn't anyone elsetreat you like that?!

"I've been avictim of circumstances.” Jamie said honestly. "I just happened to bethe first person
contacted with that damned thought disk, then the dog that brought it got attached to me--and you know
therest. It could have happened to anyone.”

"I've heard alot about those thought disks. They were what made this ship possible, weren't they?!

"Sure," Jamie said, completely unsuspecting of what Dellawas getting at. He stroked her dim body,
making her shiver.

"I've never seen athought disk,” she said quickly, before Jami€' s hands moving on her body
digtracted her from what she intended.

Jamieraised up. "Would you like to see one?' He asked, wanting to please her. It meant little to
him, and seemed important to her.

"Let's get dressed, firdt," Dellasaid. She dipped into her ship's coverdls, carefully concealing the
firearm that Passing had given her during hisingpection tour.

Jamie pulled on his coverdls, thinking that he would go see Jeannie and tell her that Dellawas a
lovely woman and that he might bring her to their bed sometime soon. The Altairian thought disk
was in the side pocket of his coverdls, asusud. He pulled it out and turned to Della, intending to show it
to her, dthough there wasllittle of gpparent interest to see. It was smply athin saucer-sized disk of
blue-green color, metdlic gppearing, but lightweight. He found himsdlf facing Dellawith asmall handgun
pointing in hisdirection.

"Giveit tome," Dellaordered. Her gun hand shook almost as badly as her voice.

Jamie was too startled to speak, let done act. He smply stood silent, unbelieving that he could have
migudged her so badly.

"Giveit here, Jamie. | don't want to hurt you, but | will if you make me."



"It won't do you any good. No one but me can useit." Didn't she know that?
"I'll bethejudge of that. Hand it over."

Jamie shrugged, then tossed the disk toward her with a quick motion. "Catch,” He said, hoping to
distract her enough so that he could take her wesapon.

The ploy might have worked, except that he had forgotten the low gravity. Thedisk sailed upina
dow arc and floated down gently into Della's waiting hand. She tucked it into a pocket of her coverdls.

"Now what?" Jamie asked the lithe blond. He couldn't imagine what she was thinking. There was no
possible way she could use the disk. She could not even hold it for ransom. While there might till be
useful information init, Jamie had aready wrested the most important datafromi it in the building of the
ship they were on.

"Now we go to the bridge. When we get there, you and the captain are going to call the Moon City
contingent to the bridge. Then we're going home."

"But -" Jamietried to tdll her that her scheme wouldn't work. Or at least he didn't think it would.
"No buts. Go. I'll follow you."

Jamie entered the corridor with Ddllatrailing behind. Her hand was il shaking amost
uncontrallably.Why does he have to be so nice? They all are, not like that bastard Passing told me.
She shifted her thoughts back to immediate concerns. Would the few Moon City crewmembers of the
ship support her? Surely they would, or at least the magjority would. Passing was bound to have other
agents aboard. And the rangers were gone, that was the most important thing.

The door to the bridge dilated as Jamie approached, obedient to the silent command of his body
compuiter, then quickly closed behind him, cutting off Della. She stared stupidly at the closed door.

Inside, Terrili Perkins, the vice -captain began to smile at Jamie, then broke it off as she saw his
expression. "Secure the bridge, now!" Jamie shouted at her. At the same time he used acommand to his
body computer to bring hisverson of Big Boy into interface.

The small dark vice-captain was quick on her feet. Without even turning around she gave an order
to secure the artight sedls of the bridge which automaticaly locked them in. They snapped shut with a
thud, just as he heard the shattering rebound of a shot from the other side.

* k%

The lander burned to a stop just outside the confines of aruined city. It bore asurprisng
resemblance to the familiar enclaves of Earth, or at least it must have a onetime. Now all the short squat
buildings were buried under ariot of vegetation. Here and there bits of metallic-looking walls and roofs
poked throug, asif truggling to shake off the confining vegetative growth.

If that's what it is,Masters thought. Aloud, he commented, "Nasty westher patterns, huh?'

Truman Thieu, their pilot, ran his hands through his shock of thick black hair. "Y eah. It reminds me
of theway Earth is getting nowadays.”



"Do you think the Stuations are rel ated?”

"Could be. The environment on earth has certainly gotten messed up since the pets got loose. This
could be aresult of the samething."

Masters eyed the ruinsin the distance. Thelack of adust cloud in the Altairian system as had been
claimed on that first thought disk Jamie had come in contact with had been asurpriseto everyone. He
had subconscioudy been expecting somehow to find aviable civilization here, but that had not happened.
Only ruins could be seen from space, and little of them. Along with Captain Hawkins, he had selected
thisformer city as one of the least damaged, but on close-up view he held little hope.

"What doesthe brain say?' Magters asked, nodding at the instrument panel.

Thieu knew what he meant. " The atmosphere here is about the same as on their ship: breathable,
but enough volatilesin the ar to makeit borderlinish in thelong term.”

"OK. Let's get unloaded, then and take alook. Kridti, I'll check the floater while you look around
outside. Truman, I'm going to leave you and two of my men here with the lander while we're gone. Don't
leaveit for any reason.”

"What if you get in trouble?"
"That'swhat we're here for. The captain can spare us; he can't spare you or the lander.”

Masters thought to over fly the ruined city with the floater before landing and exploring, but they
began running into trouble even as they approached. A cluster of black dots became visible, floating up
from the edge of the ruins. They rapidly became more apparent through the transparent canopy. Masters
put ascopeto hiseye and saw that the entities were bubble shaped and trailed clawed tentacles. He
dropped the floater to alower dtitude, intending to fly under them, but they lost height inturn, getting in
hisway. Two of them managed to impact thefloater, clinging first to the skids, then inching their way up
toward the body of thelittle ship. The otherstrailed behind, following asif they were being sgnaled.

"What the hdll!" One of the rangers exclaimed, jerking his head back. A black tentacle crept into
view, plastered flatly against the canopy.

"Easy," Masterssaid. "Let's see what it does, but swing back toward the lander. | don't like this
dready.”

Severa more of the black tentacles snaked into view, clinging tenacioudy in the windblast from the
floater’ s speed. Thefirst one began oozing an oily green fluid. Smoke boiled avay from it and whipped
away inthewind.

"Goddamn. That's an acid of some kind. Get your speed up! Kristi! Laser it if it breaks through.
Lander, report!”

"Lander here."
"Thieu, we' ve got problems already. Give me Jake."
"Here, Captain.”

"Jake, get outsde. Werre coming in. We've got varmints of some sort clinging to the floater. Shoot
them off aswe land, but be careful. Don't let any of them get near you." He glanced away from the
threatening breach ofthe floater. Behind them, the remainder of the pack waslosing ground, but still



trailing.

Krigti leveled her handgun at where she thought the tentacles were. It was becoming hard to tell. As
the oily liquid secreted by the tentacles was spread by the windblast, the canopy quickly became opague
benegth it, asif amurky dusk wasfaling.

Masters screamed the floater in to alanding beside the floater. He heard the hiss ofKristi's laser
behind him as he landed, but paid no attention to it, trusting her to protect him while he grounded. A chip
of flaming canopy landed on hisarm. Hethrew it off ,ignoring the searing pain. A sulfurous odor assaulted
his nostrils, coming in through the break in the canopy. From outside, thunder sounded the roar of Jake
and hiscompanion firing.

"Outside," Masters snapped. "Don't let the others get close." He popped the canopy and added his
own fireto that of hiscompanions. Thetrailing pack of denizenswhedled up and avay. Severd of them
dropped under the concentrated fire. They bucked and writhed on the ground, coiling and jerking. Wisps
of smoke trailed upward and were blown away by the wind. Thefiring died downand Masters looked
around, checking for wounds or damage. Insde the floater Wolfgang and the other dogs growled,
irritated at being denied an opportunity to fight.

"Just like it was on the ship,” Krigti said. "It's like were sending out some sort of antagonistic Sgnal.
Istheir whole world going to be thisway?"

The question became rhetoricd, for just then Thieu spoke over hisbody computer. "Captain
Magters, the ship wantsyou.”

He quickly interfaced with the ship's computer. "Masters here.”

Terrili'sface swam into being. "Captain, bring the lander back as soon asyou can. We have a
possible mutiny here. Captain Hawkinsis off the bridge and we have at least one of the Moon City
personnd armed and firing outside.”

"Try to hold out. We're on our way." He turned to Kristi who was still scanning in all directions.
"Load 'em up, Kridti, then let’ s get thisfloater insde. Thieu, takeoff quickly aswe're secured. Fastest
possible orbit back to the ship. Let'smove."

*k*

"Wasthat ashot?' Terrili asked.

"It damn sure was," Jamie assured her. "Will the door hold?"

"It should, but what's going on here?

"DedlaWorley pulled agun on me. She'strying to ingtigaete amutiny!”

Terrili immediately accessed Captain Hawkins cabin and woke him from a sound deep. He listened
intently to Jamie. Hisface fell and wrinkles creased his dark forehead beneath the wiry white hair.
"Armed, you say? Damn, | haven't even ahandgun here, and therangersare dl out of the ship.
Recommendations?"

Terrili was perplexed. "Captain, | can't think of athing, except to hold out here until the rangers get
back."



"And in the meantime, let her ingtigate amutiny on my ship? I'll haveto try to stop her.”

Jamie wondered how the captain intended to stop an armed and determined woman with his bare
hands. He thought rapidly. "Captain, wait! | have anidea.”

Hawkins stopped in mid air, turning too rapidly in thelight gravity. He caught his balance against the
sde of hisdesk. He gestured pointedly at Jami€e's empty holster, wishing he had armed everyone from
earth and not just the rangers and Jamie. But they were supposed to be at peace!

"l know," Jamie sad, interpreting the gesture, "but Dellaisn't redly familiar with our pets. She might
not think of them asathresat. Let them try first, before you risk yoursdlf." Hefdt aknot in hischest a the
thought of Fuzzy Britches or Woggly getting hurt, but he knew hisideawas valid.

Hawkins hesitated, then nodded. It was a better chance than anything he could do. His only thought
had been to gather enough men and women to surround and confront Della before she could recruit
followers, if she hadn't dready, then overwhem her, taking casualties as necessary.

Jamie cdled his compartment. He had to repesat the cdl before ayawning Fuzzy Britches
holographed into being. He rapidly explained to the intelligent cat what the circumstances were. Fuzzy
Britches caught on immediately, but he had to be reassured twice that DellaWorley wasredly athrest.

* k%

Ddlafet confused and sick. When the door to the bridge closed abruptly in front of her, cutting her
off from Jamie, it was like acurtain faling over her life, shutting her off from any chance of ever finding a
placein theworld. Shefired at the door and shrieked at the thunderous explosion of the jet-assisted dug
exploding in close quarters. A gaping wound appeared in the exterior door, but behind it there il
remained asolid bulkhead. Shefired again and flinched as chips of hot matter splattered backward. The
bulkhead remained, solid as ever. Asalast hope of salvaging something, she gripped her weapon in one
hand and Jamie's thought disk in the other, and began retracing her route. The only thing she could think
of now was to make contact with the few other Moon City crew aboard and hope they would support
her. She started as she saw Jami€e's cat and dog approaching her from the opposite direction in the
corridor but asthey didn't appear threatening, she smply moved to one side, intending to alow them to

pass.

"Helo," Fuzzy Britches said. He wound himsdf around Dellas|egs, amost snakelikein the low
gravity, and purred asif he wanted a petting.

"I’m busy, now," Dellasaid, trying to disentangle hersalf. She dropped her gun hand. Fuzzy Britches
hooked up alightning paw, catching the fabric of her deeve with hisclaws. Hisweight pulled her arm
down. Just as she bent to remove the cat, a solid weight dammed into her back and she went down.
Before she quite knew what was happening, the cat’ s needle-sharp teeth bit into her forearm. Asshe
tried to draw away and regain her feet a the sametime, her hand loosened its grip on the gun. It fell lazily
and Fuzzy Britches batted it away.

Woggly bounced off the adjoining wall and hit her again, and she was down and helpless. Woggly
growled gently through the fabric at her chest and she collgpsed in despair and began to cry.

"Silly human," Fuzzy Britches said. " Stay here with Woggly. Hewon't hurt you.”



Della had trouble believing the admonition with the dog's teeth clenched at the throat of her
coverdls, but she held till, sobbing uncontrollably now. Fuzzy Britches turned and ran back toward their
compartment where Jeannie was waiting apprehensively. She had tried to make the pets et her come
with them but Fuzzy Britches had told her emphaticaly, "No."

She had been too surprised at the cat giving ordersto argue, and by the time she had second
thoughts, it was all over. All that remained was to pick up the weapon Fuzzy Britches had skittered away
and hold it on the sobbing Moon City woman while she contacted the bridge. Moments later, Jamie and
the Captain appeared from opposite directions.

"Why did you do this, Ddla?" Jamie asked plaintively. He was having trouble believing she was il
the same woman he had made love to not long before.

"She's sorry,” Fuzzy Britches said .He moved forward and licked Dellasface. She turned away. Let
themkill me. There's nothing to live for now.

"She sorry," the cat repeated, il licking her face.

"Isthat right, Della?' Jamie asked.

"Yesl Yesl Oh, God, I'm sorry. Please, just kill me. | don't want to live.”
"Captain, can't I--"

"Shelll have to be confined,” Hawkins said. "I'm sorry, Jamie, but | can't risk the ship. She may be
sorry now, but we have along way to go yet." He gently pried |oose the weapon from Jeanni€’ s hand
and drew the distraught woman to her feet. "Thank you, friends,” he said to the pets. "Y ou did well."

"She sorry," Fuzzy Britches said once again. " She won't do again.”

"l know," Hawkins said. " She won't have another chance to. Y ou people get back to your duties.
Terrili, I'll be at the bridge shortly." Heled Ddllaoff, leaving Jamie, Jeannie and the petsin alittlecircle
where Jamie was trying to explain to Jeannie how he had been deceived. He was not notably successful.

*k*

Jamie was no more successful aday later when Masters questioned him. The ranger Captain
wanted to know every particular and soon wormed the basic facts from him.

"Don't fed bad, Jamie," he said. "Y ou're not the first person who has ever been swayed by sex, and
youwont bethelast.”

"It wasn't just sex," Jamie protested. "1 don't think she really wanted to do what she did.”
"Y ou'll have trouble convincing me of that." Masters responded.

"Fuzzy Britches doesn't either.”

"Hm. | don't know the woman that well. Heredlly doesn't?"

"He says she's sorry. | don't think she would be a threat any more.”

"It doesn't matter what you think, or me either for that matter. Captain Hawkins says she'sto be



confined for therest of thetrip.”
"Yes. Wdl, could | see her for amoment?"

Madgters considered for amoment and finally relented. He could see no harmin avist. "I'll go with
you."

Dellastears had dried, but she was uncommunicative. In response to Jami€'s question of "why", she
turned her head.

"l had my reasons.”

"Fuzzy Britches saysyou're sorry," Jamietold her, while Masters leaned againgt the compartment
door, saying nothing, but keenly observant.

"I'm sorry | ever let that bastard Passing talk me into coming along. | should have just gone on to
the mines and let my life be ended there."

Neither of the men understood, and Dellawould say no more. It remained for Kristi to finally draw
her out, under the urging of Fuzzy Britches. The cat was perfectly willing to et bygones be bygones.
Kristi, however, kept her own counsel, never |etting anyone el se know that she sympathized with Della
once she heard her story. She could wait.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Jamie looked around curioudy. Next to the messfacilities, the "study room" wasthe largest
compartment on the ship. It contained computer facilities for accessing thetotd ship'slibrary andfiles, a
number of rather flimsy looking chairs and desks bolted to the floor and sported some unimaginative holo
displays aong two walls. It was obvious that Jeannie had had nothing to do with the displays here.

Captain Hawkins, Captain Magters, Jamie, and most of the senior scientists were present, including
one whom Jamie hadn't met yet who was from Moon City, ageneticist like himsdlf, he had heard.
Apparently the captain had decided to give the rest of the sparse Moon City contingent the benefit of the
doubt concerning their loyaty, athough it was common knowledge that had Della been given time, she
would havetried to recruit them to her cause. The only pet present was Fuzzy Britches. Invitations had
been extended to Woggly and Wolfgang, Masters dog, but they had declined. Long-winded discussions
usudly didn't interest them unless they were concerned with fighting in Wolfgang's case, or adventurein
Woggly's. Fuzzy Britches was dways interested in agathering. He liked to listen to humanstalk among
themsalves, dways marveling a the number of words they needed before any action could be taken.

Captain Hawkins opened the discussion. "Twice now," he said, "we have entered an Altairian
environment and have immediately been atacked by some sort of animas. | have in mind abandoning any
farther attempt to contact any Altairianswho might still exist and move on to exploration of other worlds.
Let's hear firgt from Captain Mastersthen I'll open the floor to discussion.”



"I’'m perfectly willing to move on,” Masters said. "Weve been very lucky that we've had only one
casudty so far but | think I might know why we were attacked so readily. Maybe their faunais
al-telepathic like the Altairians gpparently are themsdaves.”

Jessie Wilham, abiologist spoke up, ignoring Masters primary statement. That could beit.”

Magters continued. "Maybe our thoughts are just plain antagonistic to them. What do you think
Jamie? 'Y ou have more experience with them than anyone dse.”

Jamiewas dow in answering. He had given some thought to the matter, but had not reached any
definite conclusions. ™Y ou may beright, Troy, but | just don't know. Just because the Altairians have to
use some sort of mechanical thought transmitter to communi cate with us doesn’t necessarily mean that
they areteepathic. It could be just the only way of communicating with what, to them, isatotdly aien
race. Remember, if they ever tried to signal usfrom their ship before they all died, we never heard it.”

"Actudly, the whole matter is rather academic,” someone said. Jamie turned to seewho it was, and
found atall, ascetic looking man with cropped brown hair standing. It was Byron Westly, the physicist
from the Houston Enclave.

"Why do you say that?' Captain Hawkins asked.

"Simple enough,” Westly replied. "I’ ve had opportunity to study the atmaospheric andysis from both
the Altairian ship and planet. There are minor differences, which could be expected, but the central fact is
that neither atmosphere is suitable for Humans over the long term. Asmuch as| would like to explore this
system, or the ship, for that matter, | can't seeany futureinit.”

"Thereis another matter to consider,” Magters said. His clear blue eyes ranged the room. "1 think
you al have studied the datafrom our long-range surveys of this planet, as well as what we brought back
from our brief landing. Has anyone noticed how much the ruins of their cities resemble our Enclaves?”

"What are you implying?' Wilham, the Moon City geneticist asked. Unlike most inhabitants of the
Moon, shewasn't very tdl, suggesting that she had emigrated to the Moon rather than been born there.
Shewore her bright red hair in two pigtails.

"In the ship asingle species of animd attacked us. On the planet asingle--but different--species of
animd attacked us. Compare that to the rats at the Dalas Enclave and swamp rabbits at the Disney
Enclave, just to mention two recent examples. The ruins of their citiesare walled, barricaded just like
ours. They lied about adust cloud making their planet uninhabitable. On the origina thought disk, and
aso on the one given to Jamie, they were adamant in wanting usto cometo their rescue. | think what
they had was the same problem we have: uncontrolled genetic experimentsthat got out of hand. We
fought a battle with Moon City for accessto their technology, hoping it would help us solve our
problems. | think the aliens came here hoping we could solve theirs.” He grinned wryly. "We seem to be
alittlelate, even if we could have helped, which | doubt.”

A tota slence met hisremarks. It wasthe last thing any member of the expedition had expected to
hear. It was an anthropocentric notion of course, expecting the problems of one speciesto be unique, but
nevertheless, it was disheartening. Everyone knew what was at stake. The environment on earth was
becoming increasingly hostile, and in space and on the moon, matters were even worse. A declining trade
with earth was gradually strangling their means of survival, which was the prime cause of the battle on
earth for accessto the Altairian technology. Now, it seemed, the type of ship they werein, and possibly a
little knowledge from the ecologica madhouse of the Altairian generation ship wasal they would ever

Qget.



"Thenit' shopeless!" Jesse Wilham exclaimed.

"Nothing is hopeless," Hawkins said strongly. That'swhy | caled this meeting. We have two
choices: return to earth with the knowledge we have now, or try further--and farther explorations. This
isn't the only planet in the galaxy. We have suppliesto last awhile longer.”

"But suppose we don't return. Then everything will belost.” Jamie didn't notice who made that
remark.

Fuzzy Britchesinterrupted. "Not al. Pets ill on earth. We take care of humans." Hollow laughter
greeted this remark, mostly from the humanswho had little knowledge or experience with intelligent pets.
Hearing the reaction, Fuzzy Britches flicked histail and jumped down from an acove where he had been
resting. If the humans weren't ready to listen to him yet, he could wait. He wrapped his dignity around
him with histail and stalked from the room.

"Now what wasthat al about?' Byron Westly asked.

Jamie ignored the physicist and |ooked to the ranger. Masterswinked quickly at him. They both
knew animals, and both knew that Fuzzy Britches wouldn't have spoken out of turn idly--certainly not at
aserious human mesting.

"Never mind, Hawkins said. "Let's get on with it. Do we return, or do we go on?"

"We should go on," Jessie said, fingering her pigtails nervoudy. "We have to. Maybe we can find a
planet we can emigrateto.”

That seemed to be the consensus. Hawkins polled the assemblage then dismissed them. He asked
Jamie and Magtersto remain. Once they were aone he spoke privately to them. He smiled mirthlesdy. "I
was planning to go on regardless but | did want to see what the scientists thought.”

"It ssemsashameto just write off the Altairians after dl their troubles,” Jamie said but then redized
hewasindulging in wistful thinking. So far they had not met asurviving Altairian and now it didn't look as
if they would. Also, hewasintrigued with Magters reasoning. Had the Altairians redly cometo grief in
the same fashion as earth”?”’

"| don't seethat we have achoice," Hawkins said.
"Not redly,” Masters agreed. " Jamie?"
"l guess so, Captain. Where next?"

"I'll get together with Westly and some of the otherslater today. Well map out arun at the nearer G
type stars and just see what we find. In the meantime there's this other matter of DellaWorley."

Jamiefet immediately guilty, then on quick reflection, absolved himself. He couldn't seethat he
would have acted any different in other circumstances. Unless a person proved otherwise, as Dellahad,
he was dwayswilling to give them the benefit of the doubt. He still believed the woman must have been
under some unbearable pressure to have acted as she had, especidly in light of Fuzzy Britches remarks.
He was surprised when Masters spoke up.

"Captain, | know you can't let her go free after what she did, but | think we have to look not at her,
but what pressures induced her to try what she did. She doesn't strike me asafanatic.”

"Meeither," Jamie added quickly.



"What you both are saying, then, isthat she had ulterior motives.

"Exactly, " Masters said. "L ook to her superiors. That's where we can expect trouble if we do have
any more."

"Here, or back home?"

"Back home. | think we should be very careful when we return, especidly if we don't bring back
anything worthwhile "I’ bear that in mind. One more thing. Jamie, your pet cat. What did he mean
when he spoke out at the meeting?' "I'm not sure, yet, Captain. Y ou haveto redize, that for dl thelr
intelligence, our petsdont redly think likewe do. | trust him, though. Heis utterly loya--and he has more
of asense of how humans think than we do of how enhanced animals do."

"After the way he took care of Worley, I'm sure of that. Well, let's|et that be for now. She didn't
have achanceto try to recruit any of the other spacers on board, and, so far, none of them have given
me any reason to suspect them. I'mwilling to leave it at thet, for the time being but I'll be awfully damn
careful when we return.”

* k%

"Troy, | don't know what he meant,” Jamie said in response to Masters questioning as they walked
back toward their quarters. He intended to ask Fuzzy Britches when opportunity presented, but he
wasn't at dl certain the cat would be in the mood until he had had a chance to forget the laughter which
had greeted his unexpected remark.

"Just asking," theranger said. "'l trust our petsahell of alot morethan | do alot of people.”

"Me, too," Jamie agreed. "Look. I'll talk to him after awhile, once he' s gotten over being laughed
a. Cats hate that." He stopped at the entrance to his compartment. "Do you want to comein for awhile?!

"Later. | need to think about afew things. If we're going to be exploring other planets. | want to
rearrange our priorities. | don't think | want to have al the rangers out of the ship at onetime again.”

"I’ll go dong with that!" Jamie said.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The holographic projection being displayed against the opposite wall from the huge bed was entirely
Jeannie'swork, athough the motif originated with Jamie. He awaysliked to watch the intermingling of
pets with humans, and especidly liked the way Jeanni€simagination in programming displayed the
reactions. A large bobcat, speckled with darker dots against an orange background crept into view.
Intelligent, amber colored eyes watched interestedly while a nude woman reached from where she was
submerged to thewaist in amoss-banked poal to tickle her kittens under the chin. Their heads were
largein comparison to their small bodies, and as young as they were, they had trouble supporting them,



just as human babies did. The woman pulled hersaf haf out of the water as he watched, displaying a
body that made him think of peaches and cream. He watched idly asthe bobcat crept closer, wondering
how it would play out thistime, the story repesting itsdf in infinite variety. The program was designed to
sooth as much as entertain.

He stroked Fuzzy Britches back as the program played, watching the multi- colored fur spring
back from histrailing hand asif it were made of softly coiled springs, amiling to himself a how the cat
watched avidly asthe bobcat crept further from the brush, nearer to the unsuspecting woman. Thoughts
turned lazily in hismind, trying to form a pattern, while he discovered what other spacetravelershad
before him: a passenger on a space ship really doesn't have much to do. Fuzzy Britches remark that the
petswould take care of humans had gotten him to thinking of earth, and the implicationsfor it of thistrip.
Suppose they found nothing to help with the pet plague out here in the gadlaxy. What then? Some of the
Enclaves on earth might survive dmost indefinitely, Houston being one of them, but only if some sort of
climax ecology finally settled over the pet-plagued land. And even so, that was no red |ong-term solution.
A datic civilization would inevitably decay and findly fal. That had been proven over and over again,
throughout higtory.

Moon City and the Space habitats were in even worse shape. Given another few decades of heavy
trade with earth and they might become a viable, expanding culture, but trade with earth was shrinking,
not growing. Therewas no dternative for them; they must go in another direction, whatever the cost. The
Altairian technology gave them small hope, controlled asit was by earth. They had logt that fight. Or had
they? DellaWorley had attempted to take the ship, and there might be other plots ill not revealed.

Another thought occurred to him. Suppose they did find another world, compatible with life and
suitable for colonization--what then? Most of the space people still would be left wanting. Only those
trained from childhood could live in agravity field of aplanet. Surely the whole adult popul ation was not
planning on sacrificing themsalves so that their children could live. But perhapsthey were. Jamieliked to
think well of people, given the chance. Perhaps that was what had been in Dellas mind: stedl the ship for
the benefit of their descendents. If it had, she had certainly been premature in her actions. A new
inhabitable planet had yet to be found. Ther first two stops after Altair had found planets circling the stars
in abundance, but none of them were suitable for habitation, athough one of them had contained life
forms. A second showed the ruins of acivilization baking in a planet-wide desert, like broken pottery ina
runaway kiln. They were on their way to yet another sar.

Astheflights repeated, Big Boy had refined the mechanics of the time stressfields and gravity
generatorsto sgnificantly decrease the duration of hops from star to gtar, increasing the likelihood of
finding a compatible planet, though by no means was that guaranteed, and Jamie doubted that he would
be alowed off the ship again until they returned, at least not until alanding party certified a planet as safe.

Fuzzy Britchesworked his clawsin the fabric of hiscoverdls, purring in rhythm to the kneading.
Were the enhanced pets to be the ultimate inheritors of earth? Some of the scientists seemed to think so.
Wéll, one thing was certain: the genie couldn’t be put back in the bottle. And speaking of-or rather
thinking of--

"Ouch! That hurts, Fuzz," Jamie exclaimed asthe cat’ s clawsinadvertently touched his skin.
"Sorry," Fuzzy Britches said, retracting his claws. "Y ou should grow fur. Or strong skin.”

"Sure. And strong muscles and good |ooks, too. How about some claws aswell?' Jamie scratched
behind Fuzzy Britches ears.

"Okay. Grow me muscles, too. Then | beat up Woggly."



It was possible. His own disease resstant body and longevity were the results of tinkering with
human germ plasm. There were redlly no limitsto what could be done, but by law and custom, and fear
of dtering the basic humanness of the species, al improvementsin the human form had come from
recombination of origina genes, unlike the pets, who were the result of endowing them with many of the
human genesfor intelligence. Earlier in the century, before the formation of the Enclaves, there had been
many clandestine experiments on humans, but during the madness which swept earth after the pets got
loose, the dtered humans had been ether killed by mobs or taken refuge in the wilds, living on the
sufferance of those animaswho would protect them. Ferd humans especialy dtered feral humanswere
the bugbears of present human culture.

Acrosstheroom, the life-like bobcat crouched, in plain view, now. It's stubby tail twitched. A tinkle
of laughter came from the woman, still playing with the kittens. Maybe that was the answer. Muscles
for.."

The bobcat sprang, landing in the middle of the pool with ahuge splash. Jamie flinched involuntarily
as globs of water arced toward him. He looked around guiltily asthe water disappeared when it reached
the limits of the holo projection to seeif Jeannie had noticed his reaction. Shewas still adleep. Fuzzy
Britches had scurried away, then turned back. He sat at the edge of the bed, using a paw to wipe
imaginary water from hisears. The bobcat bared itsfangsin feline laughter. It climbed from the pool and
shook itsalf vigoroudy, then picked up akitten and bounded into the brush.

"Where are the dogs?' Jamie asked Fuzzy Britches.

"Playing with Bandit and rats. These Rats nice. Not for dinner.”
"Of course not."

"Pandy have kittens soon," Fuzzy Britches announced.

"Pups," Jamie corrected.

"Whatever." The cat stretched and padded off of Jami€' s chest onto Jeanni€’ s, settling his head
between her breasts. Jeannie murmured in her degp and curled an arm around him.

I’'m going for awalk," Jamie announced. "If Jeannie wakes up before | get back, tell her I'll be back
shortly.”

"Okay," Fuzzy Britches said.

*k*

Jamie wasn't sure whom he wanted to see or what he wanted to do. Hiswalk through the corridors
of the huge ship eventually brought him past the entrance to the gymnasium. He hesitated, then decided
that maybe alittle exercise might help dleviate the boredom. At least it might keep the autodoc from
chastising him about an increase in the fat content of hisbody. He couldn’'t see any difference, but the
medicdly intdligent machine was never fooled.

Troy masters and Kristi looked up as he entered. They were both wrapped in the coils of exercise
machines, swesting profusely asit worked their musclesin aprogram designed by the ship’sautodoc. He
waved for them to continue and et another machine get him started on his own program. He groaned as



it started, then gradualy narrowed his concentration as the machine ingtructed him. He was soon totally
involved, and the ingtructions faded as he responded automatical ly to the manipulations of the tentacles.

L ater, Sitting nude in the steamy sauna, he was struck by the lean musculature of the ranger captain
stting across from him. Only his hands and face reflected his age; the rest of his body compared
favorably with amuch younger man. Jamie thought that he must have to spend long hours on the
machines to maintain such ayouthful appearance, but politely, he didn't comment onit. Instead, he
winked at Krigti Sitting cattycornered between the two. He always enjoyed the sight of her body. It was
deek and firm, without an ounce of excesstissue. He knew that, like himsdlf, her 1A genome was partly
responsible, but shetook nothing for granted.

Kristi winked back at him and briefly cupped her breasts, a private signa that she wouldn't mind
some attention as soon asthey were done. Jamie was entirely willing, but hewas till thoughtful.

"Whenisour next stop?' He asked, directing the question at Masters.
"Tomorrow, | think. Two daysthere, then onward and inward."
"Inward?"

"In towardsthe thicker part of the spiral arm,” Masters explained. "Hawkins has us scheduled for
ten more stops, then back to earth.”

"Why ten?'

"Just amatter of logigtics, love," Kristi explained. "The ship isn't really salf-supporting, yet. Maybe
the next timeout it

will be but therejust wasn't timeto includedl the necesstiesthistrip.”

Ancther trip? "I don't want to go out again," Jamie said.
Surprisingly, Masters agreed. "I don't either.”

Jamie was startled. He would have thought that exploring strange planets would suit the ranger.
"Why not?'

Masters considered before he answered. "Y ou forget that I’ m an old man, Jamie. Old men get set
intheir ways.

Besdes I'm more interested in the happenings on earth. There's so much change going on there that we
need to try to keep

ahead of it. Then thereisthe old story about going to the well once too often.”
"What'sawdl|? And why gotoit?'

Masters smiled gently. "Just an old saying. What it meansisdon’t push your luck. I'm glad | came
onthistrip, and |

hope we can finish it without too much trouble, but that'sit."



Kristi spoke up. "What he meansisthat if we keep on exploring strange places, sooner or later
somethingisgoing to

bite us, and badly. "

"Right. Back when the rangers were first formed, we had horrendous casudties right on earth until
we learned how to cope. Thisisliketackling anew earth every few days."

Jamie's heart jumped. His gaze strayed to Kristi’ sbelly, ill flat and dims, but nevertheless
conceding anew life, apart of him aswdll as her. Suddenly he wanted the voyage to be over, to be back
on earth, in the familiar confines of the Houston Enclave.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

DdlaWorley fdt the by now familiar disorientation of the ship making another trangtion back into
normal space, then hourslater, the thump of alander separating from the ship. Another planet. One step
closer to the long voyage back to Moon City. Or earth. She didn't know what would be done with her.
Would they smply give her back to Rob Passing with a 'thanks, but no thanks? Or turn her over to earth
authorities? At this point, she didn't much care. Whatever happened, she realized now that it had been a
mistake from the Sart to listen to Passing. Better to have let him send her on to the mines and be done
with it. She had been surprised that nothing had been done to her after her abortive attempt to capture
the ship other than to isolate her. Shewas fed regularly, she still had access as much as any other
crewman to the ship's computer for news, games and entertainment, and the harsh questioning such as
she would have expected from Moon City authorities had never come. Once, Captain Hawkins and the
white haired earth ranger had come to her cabin to question her, but she had refused to talk to them.
Since then, she had had no visitors. A block had been put on communication with other crewmembers,
but otherwise she had not been bothered. 1t seemed strange to her, not at al what she might have

expected.

The entrance to her smal compartment chimed. She had no way of alowing entrance from her side,
but she said "comein”, anyway, after hurriedly dipping acover over her upper body, thinking (wrongly)
that an earthman might be bothered by her semi-nudity. Other than Moon City authorities and the earth
lander pilots, there had for years been little contact between the two cultures.

Jamie Da Cruz did into the room, accompanied by his pet dog and cat. She shrank back from them
asthe door re- locked theimage of her capture by the pets fresh in her mind.

"Relax," Jamie said. "Fuzzy Britches or Woggly won't hurt you."



Asif to assure her, Fuzzy Britches approached. He rubbed against her legs and purred. Thefed of
the cat’ s curly fur againgt her skin was strangely relaxing, but she was gtill apprehensive.

"‘Relax,’" | said. "Sit back down. | want to talk to you."

Dellagtared at the pets, then sat down, dowly. The strange cat immediately hopped up onto the
lounger beside her and appropriated her Iap. Jamie grinned as she first shrank from the contact, then lay a
tentative hand on the furry body. Fuzzy Britchesimmediately began purring, inducing her to stroke his
back. The purr grew louder, bringing apuzzled smileto her face.

"May | St down?'

Dédladropped her eyes, but made room for him. Woggly stretched out in front of them, head on
paws, eyes fixed upwards from his huge head.

"What do you want?"'

"I want to know why, Ddlla. | like you, and just asimportant, Fuzzy Britches and Woggly like you.
They would like to know why aswell."

Could this really be true?She could hardly imagine anyone liking her after what she had done,
especidly thisman. She fought alosing battle with the idea that he was attempting to use her like Passing
hed.

"How could you possibly like me? Or your pets either?’ That didn't work for her, though, not with
the cat purring comfortably in her lgp. Just asfor myriads of humansin the past, the dow, rumbling purr
induced trust.

"Della, you must have had areason. Were you forced in some way?'

"What doesit matter, now? I'm sorry, if that makes any difference.”

"That'swhat Fuzzy Britches said, and that'swhat | believe. | ill want to know why."
"I had my reasons; you're right about that. | till say it doesn't matter.”

"I think it might, if you'll just be honest. Look &t it thisway: you can't be any worse off, and it might
help in what happens to you when we get back.”

"Did Captain Hawkins and that ranger send you here?

"Captain Hawkins gave me permission to talk to you, that's dl. If you like, anything you tell me
won't go any further. | just want to know."

Ddlagared a Jamie, a his honest brown face and funny little mustache. All a once acatharss
bubbled up from insde and she found hersdf telling him everything. Jamie listened quietly as shetalked,
thinking how different the two cultures were. On earth, miscreants were Smply tossed out of the Enclaves
into thewilds, to survive or not asthey could, usualy not. In Moon City, the mines were gpparently the
answer; adower death, but one just as sure. When Déellatold him of how Passing had not only
manipulated her because of ayouthful indiscretion, but raped her before assigning her to the ship, he was
amazed. He couldn’t imagine anything like that happening in the Houston Enclave. As her story ended, he
found himself comforting her, and from there, her dim warm body dipped under him asif it belonged
there.



Much later, he opened the door to let the pets dip away, amused that Dellahad not even thought
about their presence while they were making love. She till thought of them as animals, pets, rather than
intelligent beings. He turned back to the dim MoonCity woman, traces of cathartic tears still making
streaks on her face, and wondered what his next move might be. He broached the subject delicately.

"Dedla, | promised | wouldn't repeat anything you said without permission, but Captain Hawkins
redly needsto know about this"

"Dellaburied her face on Jamie's chest. "Tdl him if you want to. | don't care any more. Thishas
been likeanightmare

to me. | wish Passing were dead.”

Jamie could sympathize, but that wouldn't help Della. Suddenly he recalled a conversation with
Fuzzy Britches

Something about skin, or claws, or muscles... muscles?
"Della, would you like to go back to earth with me?

"Earth? Jamie, you know | can't. We have to be trained from childhood for that, and | wasn't. Why
ak the

impossble?'

Jamie gripped her shoulders. "It might be possible. Fuzzy Britches gave me the thought. Back in the
old dayslots of

humans were atered with gene insertions. It's not done nowadays, but the procedures should still be on
file somewhere. | could

try tolook them up.”
Dellastared back at him with rising hope. Wasit realy Possible?
"Jamie, could you? Oh God, that would be wonderful!"

"Don't get your hopes up, but | think so. All wewould need ispermissontotry it; that is, if | can
re-locate the methods." He didn’t tell Dellahow hard that permission might be to get. Gene selection for
humans was dmost universaly practiced; gene dterations, especidly of adults, were dmost unheard of
and illegal in every Enclave so far as he knew. And apparently, the same onus applied to the space
people, otherwise why have to train from childhood to be able to become lander pilots when gene
insertion would be smpler--or reatively so. However...he fingered the thought disk in his coverall
pocket, wondering if it &till carried enough weight to swing something like this?

Dellasighed. A huge weight, one she had not even known was there, seemed to rise from her body,
like abaloon suddenly dropping it's ballast. Only one thing till bothered her and it suddenly damped her
newly rigng spirits.



"What would Jeannie and Kristi think of al this? Don't they care?’

Jamie laughed silently to himsdlf. He had dready seen signsthat Kristi was more than alittle taken
with Ddlla, and judging from Krigti's past history she was more than overdue to becomeinterested in
another woman. He knew that she had intended to talk with Della, and if possible, do more than talk. He
had smply got therefirgt. He grinned to himsdlf. Krigti would be more than surprised when she did findly
get Dellaaone--that is, if shedidn’t find out beforehand.

"Certainly they care," He said, dtill grinning inwardly. "Y ou may be surprised at how much they care.
But remember, now--no promises about the genetic stuff. 1t's sort of prohibited on earth.”

"It ison the moon, too, but | don't careif it would get me away from Passing. Heisan evil man."

* k%

Later that time period, Jamie relaxed in his own compartment with Jeannie, following the landing on
the new planet. Thistime, Hawkins, in consultation with Jeannie, had gotten Big Boy interfaced with the
landing craft so that the ship could follow with holoprojections rather than just aradio link. Two of
Masters rangers had been replaced with scientists, over the ranger's objections. He was in agreement on
leaving part of the ranger contingent aboard, but had protested to no avail about the scientists
accompanying the landing. Untrained asthey werein surviva techniques, he didn't think he could protect
them while exploring a strange environment, and in that he was right.

Thelanding and exploration went fine at first. The planet promised alittle more than those
previoudy explored. The atmosphere was compatible with that of earth, and there were no sgnsfrom
gpace of any previous civilization. The lander put downin alittle valley, and Masters quickly established a
defensible perimeter with hisfew rangers, then let the scientists off the craft to sample the strange life
forms. He should have waited.

Strange creatures began approaching the perimeter soon afterward. The two scientists were ecstatic
when they saw that the furred octopeds carried crude tools and weapons, but Masters was not so
enthusiastic. He noticed that some of the implements seemed to be composed of a conglomeration of
shiny meta and crude sticks and legther fastenings. That only excited the scientists, but Masters remained
dert. Hewas gtill watching suspicioudy when, with no warning whatsoever, and with a swiftness
bordering on the supernatural, one of the furred diens drove ametd tipped spear into the belly of one of
the men. The other was grabbed and hustled into the underbrush before he could react. It was so
sudden, and so completely and unexpected that he could do nothing at al. By the time he got hisrangers
back into the floater, the forest was ill, concealing he knew not what. He felt sick and utterly
responsible.

* k%

A search from the air revedled nothing. The forest was amost continuous, amurky greenish-gray
tangle. An hour or two later he set the floater down at another Site, where athinning of thejungle
reved ed heaps of broken masonry, something they had not seen from the orbiting ship. A quick and very



cautious scout told him what he wanted to know. The masonry was almost certainly the remains of a
wall, or barricade perhaps, not al that dissmilar from the protective walls of the Enclaves. Therewas
nothing at al which could tell him whether the homicida furred beings were the remnants of the previous
population or, as on earth, an enhanced anima gone wild.

Even as he was giving the order to withdraw inside the confines of the floater, another type of
creature made an appearance. It was also an octoped, but itsfirst four appendages were clawed rather
than manipulative. It scooted aong like astubby caterpillar, and showed no fear at dl. It wasjoined by
another of the beasts, somewhat smdller, but once the floater canopy was closed, they both lost interest,
asif they sensed that the floater was arefuge of some sort. While they watched, the larger creature
turned on the smaller, chasing it back out of Sght. Again, Masters had no way of judging the origins of
the animals, but he had dready made hisdecision. If the origina builders on this planet had been unable
to maintain aviable technology, there wasllittle chance that they would be able to, not thisfar from home,
and possibly not under any circumstances. He consulted briefly with Hawkins, then gave the order for the
lander to return. This planet would be rated as habitable, but unsuited for colonization.

**k*

Krigti entered the compartment where Jamie and Jeannie were waiting. She looked drawn and
tired. Lady, her white haired dog, accepted a pat from Jamie, then immediately padded off to talk with
Woggly. Shewas aimost as distressed as Kristi, having had no occasion to fight; the rangers had kept the
dogsclose a hand. They weretoo likely to judge dien faunain terms of what wasfamiliar on earth.

Krigti accepted a hug from Jeannie and Jamie, then disappeared to wash and change. Jeannie
followed her. Jamie had told Jeannie, aswell as Hawkins, about hislatest tryst with DellaWorley, so he
suspected what the out of sight conversation would entail. He was proved right afew moments later.
Both women regppeared, displaying enigmatic feminine amiles.

"Jamie, youre ascoundrd,” Kristi said, toweling her till wet hair.

"Me? What have | done now? Don't believe anything the petstell you. They exaggerate.”
"Is Jeannie a pet, now?'

"Well, she purrs when we pet her. Does that qualify?"

"Don't answer that,” Jeannie said. She dipped an arm around Kristi.

"Okay, | won't."

"You're still ascoundrd. Don't you fedl bad about depriving us of achanceto get to know Della,
too?'

"Oh. Should | ask Captain Hawkinsif you two could come next time?"

"Oho," Jeannie said. "There's going to be anext time, isthere?'

"If thereis, why not let me be the one?' Krigti asked.



"Why just you?' Jeannie said. "1 think I might enjoy her company, too."

"Experience, dear. If we really want to draw her into our little group, let an expert take care of it.
Besdes, al three of

us a once might overwhelm the poor girl. Groups aren't nearly as common in Moon City asthey areon
earth, or so | hear."

Jeannie pouted, but acquiesced. Kristi was probably the one to broach the subject. After dl, she
had seduced her and

Jamie aswell. Neverthdess, she dready fdt thetingle of anticipation. Kristi was the only woman she had
ever been with and

shewas ready to expand her knowledge. It would be hard to wait.

"Y ou two have fun while I'm gone," Krigti said, smiling sweetly. She pulled on her coverdls, patted
Jamies mustache,

kissed Jeanni€'s cheek and scurried toward the door.
"Wait!" Jamie called. "Don't you want meto call Captain Hawkinsfor permission to see her?'
"Troy istaking care of it. 'by."
"Meow." Fuzzy Britches said from across the room.

"Areyou inonthis, too, Fuzz?' Jeannie asked, raisng an eyebrow at the cat. Jamie hadn't bothered.
Where family, or even potentia family was concerned, Fuzzy Britches was awaysinvolved, and usudly
far ahead of hishumans.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Jeannie lifted her weight to her forearms, feding her breasts rub againgt Ddllas small firm mounds.
Sheleaned down to kiss her, thinking that Kristi had been right, if thepast hour was any indication. Della
had accepted her entrance into her small compartment with only the dightest of reservations, and showed
no reluctance when Jeannie guided them into the narrow bed and between lingering kisses and dow
caresses disrobed her.

Her smadll, firm breasts and dim body was new and exciting, just asKristi had been long months
previoudy. There was something about being close and making love to awoman that went deeper than
just sex; it was dmost like bonding with atwin of her own sdlf. Shefelt sorry that it was something
exclusively feminine, an experiencethat she didn't think could ever gpply to men and Jamiein particular,



but that wasjust the way it was.
"Am | heavy?' She asked, remembering that Dellawas accustomed to alower gravity than shewas.
"A little," Dellaadmitted. She unlocked her legs from around Jeanni€'s and accepted another kiss.

Jeannierolled onto her side, gill holding Ddlain her embrace. She did down to where Dellas
breasts could meet her lips and enclosed anipplein her mouth, teasing it with her tongue, feding it
become erect. She caressed Dellas dim flanks and did lower, becoming excited dl over again. Sheran
her fingers through Ddlaswide blonde triangle of tight curls and traced the swell of her dim buttocks.
Delamoaned, shifted, and Jeannie€'s tongue met her entrance again, seeking it hungrily.

**k*

"Do you redly think it's safe?' Captain Hawkins asked.

Troy Masters shrugged. "Jamie saysit is. Kristi and Jeanniesay it is. The petssay itis. Whoam | to
argue?'

Captain Hawkins thought of his own wife back on earth and his co-husband. He hoped Merry and
Jonathon were thinking of him, just as he was of them. They had been athreesome for more yearsthan
he cared to remember. Their children were grown now, his son afusion physicist and his daughter
involved with police matters. He thought of thefirst time his daughter had come home after having to
make adecison to expd arepesat offender from the Enclave into the wildsto dmost certain death.

"Dad," shesaid, "I madethe decison, and | would do it again, but God, he was so young and | just
know he could have been salvaged if we only had the resourcesto try."

Hawkins had been gently commiserative. "There are no resources. Wewalk afineline here. There
isno room now for the old ways, where the sociol ogists and psychol ogists spent so much time and
energy for solittle result.”

"l know, Dad. I'll get over this, and I'll do it againif | haveto. Do you think the old psychologists
would have ever made human behavior into a science?"

"WEll never know. If we can't cure them thefirst time now with chemicd treatment, we have no
resources to waste on them. Maybe some day, but not now."

These memories entered into his decision, dong with how stabilizing he knew amultiple family could
be. If Jami€' s extended family and the ranger and the petsal agreed that Della could be released, he
would go along with it. There was another motive to his decision: when the other Moon City crewmen
saw that Della had been accepted back into the ship's society, that might prevent asimilar occurrence of
mutiny.

"All right, you have my permission, on one condition: I'm going to have her locked up again aswe
return to earth. Explain to her that in good conscience | can't do anything dse.”

"Good enough,” Masters said and turned to go.

"One more thing."



IIYS.?I
"Y ou might explore your own motivesin this matter. Areyou really that disinterested an observer?’
"Where Krigti isconcerned, I'm not sure,” Magters admitted. "It will be dl right though.”

"Seethatitis, Captain. Seethat itis."

* k%

Fuzzy Britches explained to the dogs and princess, using that strange mixture of broken English and
anima talk that humans could never understand. He paused, twitching his earsto indicate to the other
animasthat they should listen to the happy sounds coming from the other room.

"See?' He said. "Our humans like the Moon woman. The family grows. When al the kittens come,
we need another home. This big box no good. Need another man-human, too. Protect the kittens.” He
turned his atention to Princess, who was gravid with the impending birth of her litter.

"White hair?' Woggly asked.

"Maybe," Fuzzy Britchessaid. "Kristi can tell. But not here. On earth. Wait."
"Big city no good,” Conan said.

"Little city?" Woggly asked.

"Maybe. Wait. Humans are funny people. Thisbig box no good for kittens. No placeto play, chase
mice"

"No varmints," Woggly agreed, sdivating.

Fuzzy Britcheswas the natural leader of the pets because of hisextremely high intelligence, but even
he was vague about where they were and when they would return to the familiar earth, but he had no
doubt that they would.

**k*

The voyage continued, in larger and larger incrementa steps, working farther into the spird armto
which earth belonged. Going inward was the choice that Hawkins had made on the suggestion of a
majority of the scientists. Their theory was that sSince older sunswould be located closer to the center of
the galaxy, the chances of finding an advanced civilization would be better in that direction. They were
right to a point, but wrong in the particulars.

Civilizations were found, and earth type planets, but in every case whereintelligent life had risen, it
had also falen. In most cases, such planets were barren, desert-like worlds, with the remnants of old



habitations baking in the sun or buried in wildly growing vegetation rampant with antagonistic life. On one
world, only insect-like creatures remained, virulent in al their forms. Masterslost aranger on that world,
prey to aswarm of flying monstersthat stripped him to bonesin seconds.

The pattern that Masters had first noticed became clearer, and findly Ieft no room for doubt.
Wherever intdligent life emerged, either war or the nemesis of genetic change in other pecies (or
sometimes both) caused its downfall, to the detriment of the ecology. They found no exceptions. It was
asif, when arace gained sufficient technology to manipulatelife, it inevitably did so, regardless of the
dangers. Also, they found no evidence of space flight anywhere, asthough the biological sciences aways
caused disaster before life in space could be sustained off the home world, just as on earth and the
Altairian plandt.

The farther the ship traveled toward the center of the galaxy, the more barren. desolate and ravaged
the planets became, until Hawkinsfindly caled ahdt.

**k*

"We're getting nowhere," He told Jamie, Masters and Byron Westly, all assembled in his quarters.
"We could make afew more hops, | suppose, but | don't see much point in it. Conditions on habitable
planets are only getting worse, not better. Or previoudy habitable planets, | should say. Westly, what are
your thoughts on the subject?"

Thetdl thin physicist brushed at his hair and looked pained. "I'd redlly like to go on, but that's just
my profession talking, not my heart. Thisvoyage has certainly rearranged alot of concepts.”

"Such as?'

"Well, |et'stake the question of lifein the universefirst. Most knowledgeabl e scientists have always
assumed that there is nothing unique about earth. That is, we expected to find life on other planets, though
we never dared assume that we would find so many. What we didn’t expect to find was so many signs of
intdligent life. And what we would have never thought, in our wildest dreams, was the pattern that we
have seen. Intelligence evolving from lower forms, just asit did on earth, arising technology, then before
that technology is sufficient to permit aviable presence off the planet, either war or experimentationsin
biology that cause the destruction of the technology that gave riseto them in the first place.

"Next, we have aways theorized that toward the center of the galaxy we would find much older
civilizations, far in advance of ours, amply by the fact that the nearer the center we get, the older the
gars, and thus the more time they would have had to develop. That has proven true in one sense: some
of the ruinsweve seen lately have been old, very old, but the advances never happened. If our samples
are accurate, and | believe they are, the root cause has dmost aways been runaway genetic manipulation
of lower species.

"The Altairians developed space travel,” Jamie said. " So have we, for that matter.”

"The Altairians just barely madeit, and even they didn’t develop a self-sustaining space technology.
What resources they had, they put into their generation ship. | fed like we were extremely fortunate that
on their long voyage they were able to concentrate on pure research into the theoretica physicsthat
enabled usto build the ship we' re on. Now take these considerations a step farther: Altair and earth are
rather far out on the spiral arm, and comparatively close together. We both devel oped technol ogical
civilizations at about the same time. Towards the center, this happened millions of years ago. Perhaps
we' ve been going in the wrong direction. Perhaps back the other way, wherethe sarsare alittle



younger, we might find planets il in the development stage.”
"Where we might be able to colonize," Masters said.

"Y es, possibly. But even wherelife for us might be possible, | think you' ve found that strange
planets areincredibly dangerous. Do you think that even with the remaining resources of earth and the
gpace habitats, we could establish afoothold for acolony?" Masters didn't even have to consider
his answer; he had been thinking aong the samelines. "It would be possible, but only if wethrew so
many resourcesinto it that it would mean abandoning earth and Moon City. | don't think the authorities
would go aong with that under any circumstances; certainly not when we consider that only asmall
percentage of our population would be able to emigrate. The rest would have to be left behind.”

"My thoughts exactly,” Hawkins said. "Which brings us back to my origind question. Do wereturn
now, or try afew more stops?’

"| can't see where going on would be advantageous at al. | suppose there's a chance that we might
find acivilization somewhere which beat the odds, but it's ahuge universe. We could spend lifetimes
looking and Htill never find them, evenif they exis.”

A wistful look appeared in Westly's eyes, asif he were abandoning adream held since childhood.

"And our timeislimited," Hawkins concluded. " Conditions back home have to be resolved, one
way or another."

Neither Magters nor Jamie was optimistic concerning such resolution, at least dong conventional
lines, but each had been considering ideas that would have startled some of the authorities back home.

* k%

The return to earth would take only afew days, using the stress fidds that dowed the passing of
timein the rest of the universe while the ship sped back in the direction from which it had come.

Sean spent that time in amode that was till indecisive. The dearth of resultsfrom the trip inclined
him in some waysto opt for siding with Moon City, but the gentle trestment of Dellaafter her mutiny
swayed him in the other direction. He talked with her on occasion, while his petswere playing with those
of Jamiesfamily, but she refused to discuss anything having to do with her mutiny with him. He did find
himsdf drawn more and moreinto agenuine liking for that family, but in direct contravention of Passng's
orders, he made no attempt to try subverting any of the women. He would wait, and see what happened.

The day before they were due to break out into space near earth, Captain Hawkins again had Della
confined to her quarters. Heredlly didn't think she posed athreat now, but he was taking no chances.
When the Moon City authorities found that the voyage had been futile, Rob Passing might try something
else, and he wanted to leave as many of his options open as possible.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Back in Moon City! Rob Passing's plans were completed, should the ship ever return. He had
watched from space as flames rose from the Dallas Enclave where the population there was fighting over
their dwindling food supplies. Selene had watched with him, her sharp incisve mind writing off one more
population center and subtracting another smal increment from trade with earth. She was convinced now
that the only hope for Moon City wasin co-operation with earth, using the vacant ship, and the one other
dtill building for either immigration to another planet or for asteroid mining or movement of a portion of
their city to Mars, or some other placein the solar system where critica supplieswould be easier to
comeby.

Passing had aready dismissed her asafactor in his plans, aswell asthe other members of the
Moon City council. He envisioned a complete coup’, not only taking over the earth-controlled ship upon
itsreturn, but using that as ameans of assuming the reins of government aswell. After that, earth could go
to hell init'sown fashion, asit surdly would, given their, to him, continued association with their damnable
anmas

What he would do with the ship was ill only vaguely envisioned. He only knew that it would have
to serve his purposes better than it ever could for earth, and he was determined to haveit. His men were
ready, selected from his own security forces that he had screened carefully for men and women of smilar
bent. If Dellaor Sean had not already taken the ship, he was ready to do so on his own, with perhaps a
little help from them once entrance was gained.

He knew, of course, that the ship contained only afew rangers, the only force aboard trained for
fighting. He could match them and more, but only up to a point. He had no illusions that Captain Hawkins
would alow more than one shuttle to match orbits with the ship if, and when it returned, and therein lay
the crux: he could certainly gain entrance with his men, but the ship was so huge, with so many ill empty
compartments, that there was agood possibility that when triking from the airlock in the direction of the
control room he could be taken from behind.

Selene had objected when he drew technicians from other tasksto refine an old invention once used
on earth in alimited fashion. Back in the previous century, Stephen Harris at Stanford University had hit
upon alaser phenomenon which, using the concept of three energy levelsin atoms, and preventing the
absorption a one wave level, induced transparency in agas or vapor. From there, other researchers had
eventudly been able to gpply the method to solids.

A crude verson of the concept, using multiple beams gpplicable to solids of varying condtituencies,
had been used in the earlier daysin Moon City for mining and exploration. Passing, a consummate
policeman, had seen to the upgrading of the technology. Using hisknowledge of the materiasusedin
congtruction of the ship, and in particular, the materias from which compartment doors had been
constructed, now possessed severa hand-held devices which could peer through the door of any
compartment in an ingant, telling him whether they were empty or inhabited. There would be no wasted
time securing compartments as they advanced on the control room now and he thought that would be all



the margin herequired. All that was left now wasfor the ship to return, or failing thet, to strike for the
other one dill being built.

Passing thought of himsalf asasavior, and in that, he was no better nor worse than any other of his
counterparts throughout history. The thought that he might be consigning millions of people on earth to
death took avery small second place to his own sense of destiny. When the ship did return, and eased
into an orbit around the moon, he derted histroops.

*k*

Captain Hawkins was cautious, considering what Della had attempted. He had Masters assign two
rangersto the airlock asthe Moon City shuttle approached, and held Masters himself and the remainder
of hissmal troop in reserve. He over-ruled the ranger Captain when Masters wanted to take that detail
himsdf. Hewas reluctant to risk him at the outset, having cometo rely heavily on his quiet competence
and common sense. Besides, communi cations from the shuttle indicated that some personages from earth
were present, alaying some of his caution. He had no way of knowing that Passing had already
confronted the earthmen with drawn gun and confined them under guard. He concedled his own presence
on the shuttle, using one of histrusted underlings for communication.

Thefight at the airlock was brief, furious, and deadly. The two rangers were overwhelmed, but one
of them did get amessage off before he died, derting Hawkins and Magtersin the control room. Asthe
Moon City force spread aong the corridors, Masters moved out to meet them, leaving Hawkinsto
contact personnel in the various compartments that were inhabited.

Passing moved with his trangparency device-equipped troops, spraying each compartment they
passed with the multiple beamed ray only long enough to see whether it was occupied or not. Where they
were, he paused only long enough to grenade the door and blast the inhabitantsinsde. He met little
resstance; very few of the crewmen or scientists were armed.

Masters was at a disadvantage, having to travel along distance through the corridors before he
could force a confrontation. Big Boy did guide his path, though, and he saw with growing apprehension
that asthe Moon City forces moved through the ship, they were going to encounter Jamie's compartment
before he could reach them. It waslike areplay of the fight with the Moon City mercenariesin thewilds
of earth, where he had had to make a snap decision to concentrate on an immediate threat and leave
Jamieto survive on hisown. To add to his gpprehension, they would aso reach Dellas compartment
even before Jami€'s, and he couldn't guess what that would entail.

Passing was excited and pleased with the way it was going. They were meeting little resstance and
killing where they did. Already, they werein the living quarters, having taken over the back haf of the
ship completely. He swept the next compartment in line with his transparency ray, and was startled to see
the six-inch wide beam pass over and identify the face of DellaWorley behind the door.

He held the hand of the man who was getting ready to grenade open the compartment, and instead
thumbed the speaker tab on the door.

"Ddla"

Insde, Dellahad no idea of what was happening. All she had heard in the last haf-hour was
Captain Hawkins announcing that the ship was under attack. The voice shouting a her sounded familiar,
but she couldn't sort out whom it might belong to.



"I can't get out. I'm locked up!™ She said. She couldn't think of anything elseto say.

"Take cover!" The voice commanded, and she retreated out of range. Shortly, an explosion blew
the door in, and she was horrified to see Passing grinning at her through the smoke.

"Here," He said, passing her a spare hand weapon, one of several hisforces had brought to arm the
Moon City crewmen. Hewas grinning evilly, completely within his e ement.

Shetook the weapon asif in atrance, and Passing shoved her out into the corridor among his other
troops. She followed them blindly through the smoke, disorientated. Passing scanned two unoccupied
compartments, then shouted in triumph at the next, as the beam passed over Jami€'s tautly expectant
face.

"Don't kill them!" He shouted as the shaped grenade placed by one of his men exploded against the
door. Ingde, Jamie had no idea of what waswaiting outside. The door blew inward, flinging him againgt a
wall.

Conan, growling furioudy, charged the opening and went down with awound. Jamie recovered and
fdl on Woggly, preventing him from meeting the same fate.

"Holdit! Don't move!" Passing ordered, moving into the room, triumph suffusing hisface. Three of
his men followed, gunsready, carrying Dellawith them. Jamie met her eyes and his heart sank. How
could he have been so wrong?

Della stared back at him; then, with an utter lack of compassion and complete disregard of the other
Moon City fighters, shot Passing squardly in the back. He turned, alook of utter disbelief on hisface and
she shot him again. The rocket-asssted dug hit him squarely in the chest, spraying blood everywhere.

Jamie dived at another of the men, completely forgetting that he had one weapon a hiswast and
another strapped to his boot. The shot missed him and tore into Della's shoulder, spattering more blood
and bits of flesh into the room. Jeannie screamed from somewhere in the background. Woggly, released
from Jami€'s embrace, knocked another man to the floor and bit with savage glee a hisgun arm. The
other two men retreated, firing blindly, barely missing Fuzzy Britcheswho had jumped up onto ahigh
shelf. Hewasn't averse to fighting, but preferred to do it from an advantageous site. It was dl over before
he had achanceto join the fray.

Jamie was torn between rendering aid to Délla or the faithful Conan, wounded again in his service.
He grabbed linen from the bed and pressed it to Della's wound, noting with relief that Jeannie had gotten
over her hysteriaand wastrying to staunch the flow of blood from Conan's body.

Out in the corridor, he heard more firing as Masters and hisrangers arrived and entered the fight.
The Moon City agents retreated, directionless now with Passing's death, and Masters followed
rdentlessy, willing himsdf not to think of whether Jamie and hisfamily ill survived. Hefindly drovethe
remainder of the Moon City force to ground where the corridor branched into adead end €l. Masters
held up knowing there was no where the opposing force could escape to. Leaving his men to keep
watch, he entered the nearest compartment and contacted Big boy and in turn with Captain Hawkins.

"Areyou okay?' Hawkins asked immediately.

"I'm fine. Captain,” Masters said. "We have them cornered, now. | can take them, but if they fight,
I'll dmost certainly take more casudties. Can you patch me to Jamie?!

"Sorry. Communication to his compartment is out. However, | can tell you that he'saive and



Jeannie aswell. Dellaand Conan are wounded. | have a mobile Autodoc on theway.”

Beside him, Masters heard Kristi draw a deep breath. Had Jamie or Jeannie been hurt, he knew
that he would not have been able to restrain her but now he had alittle leeway.

"Fine. Give mealittle time and maybe | can figure out how to corra thelast of these varmints
without getting hurt.”

A voice came back to him, not Hawkins. "Captain Magters, can | try?'
Masters recognized Sean's voice. He didn't know the man that well, but he was willing to take a chance.

In the control room, Sean met Captain Hawkins gaze unwaveringly. He had made his decision. For
better or for worse, hislot would now fall with the earthmen. Hawkins considered, then nodded assent. If
this man could stop further daughter, hewasal for it.

The surrender was anti-climactic. Sean was pressed by Mastersto talk with the remaining Moon
City holdouts, and within avery few momentsthey threw out their wegpons and came around the
corridor, hands high.

Masters scanned them bleakly. Again, he was victorious, but at what cost! Besides himsdlf and
Krigti, he had only one rangers il standing. Wolfgang was dive but three other of the rangers dogs
were dead. His remaining force was little more than a captain's guard. He made avow then. At thefirst
opportunity, he would retire from the rangers. During the last year he had seen too many of his
compatriotsdie, and it seemed to him that, with the failure of the much-vaunted explorationinthe dien
inspired ship, they had died in vain. Neither earth nor the space people were any better off than they had
been.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The smdl contingent of personnel from earth, congsting mainly of delegates from the Houston
Enclave had been freed. Again, Sean had been instrumenta as an emissary into the shuttle, accepting the
surrender there of the pilot and guard which Passing had lft behind. Hawkins sent the delegatesin the
shuttle on to Moon City to settle once and for al the future direction of relationships between earth and
the space environments. The ship's Lander, he sent back to earth with afull complement of passengers,
including Jamie and hisfamily, most of the scientific personnd, and the few remaining rangers. He kept
Dellaaboard, athough released again from confinement. Sean was assigned as an emissary to Moon
City, but left his petsin Della's care, not trusting their safety in Moon City. Jamie was, as usud,
phlegmatic about what results, if any, which had been gained, while the petswere wildly enthusiagtic
about being returned to earth. They had not cared at al for the close confinement aboard ship.

Except for Jamie, the humans were al depressed to various degrees. Jeannie and Kristi missed
Ddla, while Krigti and Masterswere dtill grieving at the loss of two thirds of the rangers they had started
with, not to mention al but one of their dogs.



The returning earthmen had been apportioned seats on various cargo floaters. Jamierodein a
floater with Masters, Wolfgang, and Fuzzy Britches, crowded in among boxes and crates. Both men
weretypicaly slent most of thetime, preferring to peer out through the back edge of the canopy asthey
traveled. The scenery was new to both of them.

"Look," Masters said.

Jamie craned his neck to see what he was pointing a. All he could see was a peculiar colored
cloud, which they were dowly passing. "Insects?'

"Yeah. Just like in the panhandle and central Texas. Therejust aren't enough birds | eft to control the
population. | don't likeit, not abit.”

"Meeither," Jamie admitted.

"WEel, not much we can do about it, except hope that earth doesn’'t go the way of that one planet
we landed on." Masters shuddered, remembering the way one of hisrangers had died.

"Cats catch birds," Fuzzy Britchesremarked, interested in the conversation after the long periods of
slence.

"They need to stop, Fuzz. Birds edt insects'

"Not catch birds?’

"Concentrate on rats and mice. They're almost as bad asinsects.”

"They help keep the insects down,”" Jamie reminded him.

"Yeah, 0 they do. Damn, it'sal so interrelated, but | think the insects are amore direct threet right

Now.
"Like mice. Maybe | gotak to ferd cats. Tell them not to catch birds. Catch mice and rats now."
"Those big catsin the wilds would have you for bregkfast if you went out by yoursdf, Fuzz."
"Not s0. Next time you and Kristi go see cats, take me. | talk to them."

Masters looked at the cat strangely, as did Jamie, but where the ranger thought in terms of the
uniqueness of the request. Jamie added it to the catalog of ideas dowly forming into an inter-locked
complex in hismind. Hedidn't like the direction they were going, not at al but hefound it impossbleto
stop the process.

* k%

The stop at the Denver Enclave was brief, only long enough to unload cargo and replace their fuel
cdls. Some extras were added to give them the range for the long flight to the Houston Enclave. Even
then, the trip would have been impossible without clear weather for much of the way o that the solar
panels could absorb energy to complement the fud cells and magnetic absorbers. Jamie wondered if the
dearth of replacement supplies he had noted over the last few years had worsened while they were gone,
and thought they probably had. He wouldn't be surprised if in the next few years the West Coast became



completely isolated from the rest of the country, just as the continents had been for along time.

Australiawas a barren desert now, South Americas few remaining Enclaves were foundering, and
Europe was struggling, except for England, which wasong gone. No one knew what was happening in
Asiaanymore, except for second-hand reports from Moon City space pilots.

Inthe air again, Jamie's thoughts continued to tumble around like autumn leaves caught in a breeze,
going up and down, back and forth, but never coming completely to a secure rest. It was frustrating, and
unlike him to brood. He forced his thoughts into another line, that of researching some of the old genetic
experiments on humans. That might help Ddllg, at leadt, if noonedse.

* k%

Inatrailing floater, Kristi and Jeannie were squeezed together with Princess, Woggly, Lady, and
Conan. The animaswere al napping, not being interested in the scenery.

Jeannie leaned againgt Krigti's shoulder, her thoughtsin as much of amuddie as Jami€'s. " Poor
Ddla | just hated to haveto leave her there on the ship.”

Kristi squeezed Jeanni€'s hand, which was entwined with hers. One reason that she had avoided
permanent attachments before meeting Jamie and Jeannie was the very fact that she hated to lose
someone she cared for, either by death or by separation. Even after adl thistime she still wasn't sure how
she had become so entangled with Jeannie, but she wasn't sorry.

"Dellaturned out to be asweet girl, once she started to trust us, that is. | wonder what shelll do
now? Moon City evidently doesn't think highly of non-procrestive or group sex.”

"She didn't seem to mind that much, Jeannie said, "once she got the idea. Y ou did good.” She
giggled, remembering a particularly randy gethering of the three of them.

"Most women don't mind if you go about it the right way. It's different with men; they haveto be
born with the proclivity."

"Jamie sure wasn't. He likes women. Period."

"That'sfor sure. He wasn't happy about leaving Déella, either. Well, we do what we haveto do. |
don't worry about Jamie. He takes things as they come, regardless. | do worry about Troy, though. He's
feding redly depressed now. Too many of our friends are gone."

"What can we do about it?"

"Probably nothing." Krigti said. "Remember, he's an old man. He was taking out patrols before |
was born.”

"He doesn't seem that old when you're talking to him. Except for al that white hair, of course.”
Jeanniesaid.

"Y es, but remember, he grew up in adifferent erathan we did. Why, back in hisday, he till had to
worry about catching diseases from smpleintercourse. Can you imagine that?"

Jeannie couldn't. Sex to her was as natural aswingswereto abird, evento letting herself get



pregnant. That brought on athought. "I just remembered. Neither of us has gotten permission for a baby.
What do you think the population control board will say?"

"Leavethat to Jamie. HEs fill the fair-haired boy in the Enclave, for now at least.”
Jeannie fdt asudden surge of fear. "Do you think they'll make him go out again?"

"They can't, unless hewantsto, and | don't think he does. He's got something €l se bothering him,
but hewon't say what it is."

"l know," Jeannie admitted. "Well, well just have to love him more, won't we?"
"“That wewill. It won't be hard, will it?'

"Not at dl. Hesan easy man to love." Krigti stroked princess, adeep in her lap, thinking of thelife
growing in her. Jamiewas indeed an easy manto love.

**k*

The familiar sight of the Houston Enclave around him was like atonic to Jamie. He hadn’t realized
how much he had missed it. Masters brightened up as well. The pets bounded ahead of them onto the
waiting ded asif they were going hunting, rather than back to their apartment in the security building.
Fuzzy Britches appropriated Jami€' slap, leaving the dogsto find their own seats. The dogs appeared
puzzled. Usually, when they rode deds, which was not dl that often, they were relegated to aplacein the
ade

Jamie used his body computer to check aheed, telling John Whitmire in no uncertain termsthat he
intended to take the rest of the day off before checking in. Masters, having no other pressing business
continued on up in the eevator to make hisreport.

While Jamie impatiently waited on Jeannie and Krigti, heinitiated a search program with the main
Enclave computer. No security clearances were required. The data he sought was so old that all barriers
to accessit had been lifted long ago. That done, al he had to do was wait.

* k%

"Where's Krigti? Jamie asked, as soon as he saw that Jeannie was alone.
"She went on up to check with Whitmire. Troy isaready there.

"Well, damn. | was ready for both of you." He kissed her thoroughly. It had been severa days since
they had made love.

"She said shedd belong in alittle while. We don't have to wait, do we?!

Jamie kissed her nose. "No, we dont. It's just always more fun with three.”



"Youll just haveto suffer,” Jeannie said, leading him to the bedroom.

Princess looked up from the middle of the bed where she was nursing two new kittens. Fuzzy
Britches occupied the

edge of the bed, looking on curioudly, but for once he was speechless.

Jamie eyed the scenario. "It appears the bed has been appropriated. | guesswell haveto find
another spot.”

Jeannie wasn't listening. Her mood had changed abruptly. She began petting Princess and talking
nonsense to her while Jamie and Fuzzy Britches stole from the room.

**k*

John Whitmire's old, blocky face had added some wrinkles, Kristi noted. They deegpened as she
and Masters made their report. 1t was no more to Whitmire than a confirmation of what he had aready
heard from Hawkins. Essentidly, the longspace voyage had been afailure. Nothing had been brought
back that might save earth from the pet plague, and nothing to relieve the diminishing prospects of Moon
City. Thethresat of the collapse of technology in both cultures was not eminent, but the decline was no
less sure, and he was at aloss to know what to do about it. He had recommendations to make, and he
had no ideawhat they might be at this sage. He wastired, dmost tired to death, from years of juggling
personnel and resources, and for the last year even more of aburden had descended on him. What was
worse, hissuccessin recovering the Altairian technology had propelled him into the highest councils of
Enclave government, and they were depending on him for solutions. At this point, he didn't think he had

any.
"All right,” Hefindly said. "Go on back home. Take a couple of days off, then you had better plan

on apatrol outsde. Since you've been gone, we haven't had awholelot of intelligence from the wilds."
"Why not?' Masters asked.

"We've been losing too many people. | findly curtalled what rangers we have left, until you can get
some moretrained.”

Masters wondered what was happening outs de the confines of the Enclave now. When he had last
gone out, the bigcats had been active. Had they become that much of amenace? He found himself
anxiousto find out. Thewilds of earth would be ardlief after what he had gone through on the voyage
into space. Masters and Kridti left together.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Jamie was armed for bear the next day when he took the evator up to see Whitmire. The research
program he had initiated had indeed brought results. Coupled with his own knowledge, and that of some



biologists he knew, he had little doubt now that there was a program which could enhance Dellas
muscles, and indeed any of Moon City's citizens who wished to take their chances on earth. Not only
that, he had had along conversation with Fuzzy Britches, Magters, and Kristi. He still wasn't completely
sure where his thoughts were leading, but he knew for certain what he wanted to do in the meantime.

"Let meget thisstraight,” Whitmire said. "First, you want me to pressure the population control
board to dlow Jeannie and Kristi both to have their babies. Next, you want your petsto go on the next
patrol with Magters and Kristi. And finaly, you want to initiate experimentation with humansthat has
been forbidden for decades. What e€lse do you want? Perhaps command of the floater fleet?!

"| still have the thought disk,” Jamie said, fingering the disk in awide pocket of hiscoverdls.
"Which we both know is about used up.”
"No one else can judge that, can they?"'

"True, but I’ ve been keeping that in reserve. I1t'sone way of controlling some of the council here.
Give me another reason. "

"| can't do that yet. Can't you just trust me?"

Whitmire thought about it. He was juggling anumber of conflicting interests. Some of the council
wanted to use the ship that Jamie had made possible for further exploration; others wanted to useit to
completely subjugate Moon City into their way of thinking. All of them gtill thought that there was more
information to be gained from Jamie's thought disk. Whitmire was concerned with the surviva of earth
more than anything e se, and so far, Jamie had come closer to solving that enigmathan anyone, eveniif his
efforts had met with less than compl ete success. He made his decision.

"One condition," hesaid.
"What's that?"
"You stay here."

Jamie had to think that one over. Let Woggly and Fuzzy Britches go out into thewilds again? They
had been very lucky thelast time and he knew it, although the pets had smply thought of it as a period of
fun and adventure. Well, the ranger pets would be dong to help take care of them, and if anyone could
bring them back, it was Masters.

"Done" he said.

* k%

Kristi had been late returning to the gpartment the evening before and had seemed more animated
than usua, though Jamie couldn't figure out why. Krigti offered no explanations. Time enough for that if
they returned from this patrol. Jamie and Jeannie said their good-bys as she and the pets boarded the
ded that would take them to the outskirts of the Enclave, then he returned to the security building. This
time though, he refused to work with the waiting engineers and physicists. Instead, using Whitmire's



authority, he called in ateam of biologists and geneticists and outlined what he wanted done. Two of
them refused to participate after seeing the direction he was going. There was till ahorror of atered
humans prevalent in the culture, even so many years after thelast of them had been killed or driveninto
thewilds. It wasn't arationa fear, smply areflection of norma human emotions striking out at a
convenient scapegoat when timeswere hard. The idea of an dtered human bothered Jamie no more than
aparaplegic of the old dayswould have. So far as he was concerned, if an dteration could help a
person, hewasdl for it. As he began work, he smiled to himself. According to Fuzzy Britches, afew cat
gene insertions would improve the whole human race. It was amost tempting. Della seemed to be part

cat anyway.

* k%

Two days later, and milesinto the wild country surrounding the Enclave, Fuzzy Britches was scared
but confident. He crouched on the outermaost branches of alarge white oak tree and carefully noted the
tangle of Muscadine vines he could use to escape to the next treeiif it proved necessary. It hadn't been dll
that hard to convince the humansto let he and Woggly go out, himsdf done and Woggly in the company
of Lady. White Hair, as he cdled Magters, and Kristi had spent the first night out in their tent together
amog totaly involved with each other, to the total exclusion of the pets. Fuzzy Britches often wondered
where humans found the energy for their couplings, but he had long since stopped worrying about it. At
least it kept them happy.

A deepy chirp sounded from nearby. One of the rare bird nests he had found. The adults had
fluttered and siwooped a him when hefirst took his position, but findly settled down after they decided
that he presented no threat. He settled himsalf comfortably, prepared to wait aslong as necessary,
athough he thought it would be sooner rather than later. The dogs had told him that they smelled bobcat
before they left on thelr own mission.

Just before dawn, the larger cat made its appearance. It was a clear night, and peering down at the
base of the tree, Fuzzy Britches could seethat it was indeed an enhanced animdl, as he had hoped. The
large head was unmistakable. Besides, unenhanced animals were becoming rarer and rarer, unableto
compete with their more intelligent counterparts.

Fuzzy Britches hissed gently. Thelarger cat snarled up a him. It had been drawn by his scent, and
wasirritated at the intrusion into itsterritory.

"Come here," Fuzzy Britches caled again, speaking in the patois peculiar to the cat species.

The bobcat bounded up the trunk of the tree and out onto the branch where Fuzzy Britches rested.
"Go away, little cat. Thisterritory mine!"

"Yours," Fuzzy Britches agreed, eyeing the larger animal carefully.

"Why you here?'

"Tak toyou. You tak to other cats." He bounced on his branch, upsetting the birdsinto chirping
again, fearfully thistime. The bobcat flicked its ears toward the sound.

"My food. Y ou go away."

"No. Leave birds alone. They eat bugs. Help the forest.”



Theferal cat could make no sense of this, but Fuzzy Britches was patient. He talked earnestly,
explaining hisideasto thewildcat. Findly, & mid-morning, they |eft together.

*k*

Masters hand went automatically to the weapon belted at hiswaist, but he took no other action
other than to cdm Conan who had bared histeeth. The dog camed, especialy when he noticed Fuzzy
Britches standing unconcernedly by the larger cat.

"Friend,” Fuzzy Britchessaid. "l tdll him to come see humans and dogs. Give him Enclave collar. No
fleas then and he not eat birds anymore. | tell him we come back again, make it where his mate not have
S0 many kittens. Tell him he help humans, we help him."

Conan advanced and cautioudy sniffed noses with the cat, then returned to Masters side. He had
seen granger thingsin thewilds during hislifetime.

Masters removed his hand from the butt of hisweagpon, and the big cat lowered hisears. He
walked warily around the camp, sniffing at the tents, then accepted afood bar from the ranger. It had
long since been ranger policy not to bother the ferd animals unless threstened, and never to stay in one
place long. Enhanced animaswere ill just asterritoria astheir forebears. Anytime humans camped too
long in one place they could expect retribution. He was amazed that Jamie's pet had talked the wildcat
into coming into camp. He caled the Enclave to have their supporting floater make a specid trip. He had
to repeat his request twice when he asked for Enclave collarsto be brought out. When they arrived, he
used hisbody computer to modify them so that they could not be used to gain entrance to the Enclave,
but otherwise left their propertiesintact.

Later that day, Kristi and her patrol returned to camp, bringing two ferd dogs with them,
accompanied by Woggly and Lady. The dogs were large, as most feral dogs were, representing a.cross
between dogs, wolves, and coyotes, essentially anew species. They, too accepted a collar, and were
told of abobcat in the area who would

be wearing one.
Woggly cavorted happily with them, glad that he had gotten Fuzzy Britches instructions right.
"Weé're returning to the Enclave tomorrow,” Magterstold hisrangersthat night.

"Thisis something new. In dl the years|'ve spent in the wilds, I've never seen this happen before.
Ferd animals have never accepted friendship from us; at best, weve just avoided each other. And I've
never seen canines and feines making friendsin the wild." He shook his head, wondering what €l se could
possibly happen in the presence of Jamie and Fuzzy Britches. By now, hewouldn’t be surprised to see
Tiger becoming vegetarians or some other equally ridicul ous phenomena.

"Maybe we never had our own petstry to work out atruce," Kristi said.

"It has been tried, but never succeeded, at least not for long. There was just too much antagonism
between the ferd animals and humans. Sooner or later some dumb, prejudiced human would spoil the
rgpprochement.”



Krigti stretched out and propped her head in Masters' 1ap. Fuzzy Britchesjumped onto her belly
and stretched out to hisfull length, purring happily while chin-bumping her breests. "Maybe they just
never had acat around like Fuzzy Britches."

"Fuzzy Britches smart,” Woggly said. " Still acat, though. Cats not play fair. Climb trees.”

**k*

Kristi ushered Magtersinto the gpartment after they had made their report to Whitmire. Jamie and
Jeannie rushed to hug her. She kept an arm around the ranger captain's waist as she accepted the hugs,
then pushed him forward. "Look what | brought homewith me,” She said smugly, eyeing Jeannie. "A

brand new play-pretty.”

Masters was old enough and Jeannie young enough that they both managed to blush. Jeannie
recovered first. "If were going to play,” She said, "Y ou better go get washed first. Don't forget to do
behind your ears.”

Masters wondered what he had let himsdf in for, but he was not unhappy about it. It had been a
long time since he had taken on afamily. His only question now was whether he could hold up hisend of
it.

CHAPTER TWENTY

"Fuzzy Britches wasthe key to the whole thing," Jamie explained to Whitmire two weeks later. He
had asked Mastersto come with him, to lend support to hisarguments. " Some of hisremarksthat didn’t
make sense out of context started sounding better once | started thinking about them. He kept mentioning
that ‘the pets would take care of humans and that he wanted to talk to someferd animas. Wdll, Troy
hastold you dl about that." He glanced at the white haired man sitting beside him. Having Magtersin the
family would make his plan safer, evenif he ill didn't like what he was proposing.

"So he has. Troy, areyou for it?'
"I think it'sworth atry,” the ranger said.

"Certainly, nothing elseisworking. The outside ecology just keeps getting worse. At the very leas,
returning some humans and their petsto the wilds, and trying to draw the feral animalsinto cooperation
with uswill provide abase for our continued existence, even if the Enclaves ultimatdly fail.”

"That'swhat | think, too," Jamie said. "Not that I'm going to liketheideaof living in thewilds, but |
don't see anything else working. At the least, we can art smal, and go on from there. We can help the



fera animas control their population in our own areaand work from there. It they cooperate, maybe
some of the other Enclaveswill try it. Jeannie and Krigti are willing. Our kidswill grow up with theferd
animas. If wetrest them as equals, like we do our pets, maybe someday we can get the ecology
balanced again, and go from there. They might even help usif wewant to go into space again, but that's
for along timein the future.”

"Maybe not so long,” Whitmire said. "We've reached a compromise with Moon City. Well retain
the ship that's dready built, and et them have the one ill under congtruction. They can useit to sexilize
and re-equip the Altairian generation ship. It's big enough to take most of their population, or if they don't
want to try that, they can useit for more exploration. In the meantime, they will build us severa other
shipsto use. Who knows, somewhere we may find a planet to our liking. They have also taken up your
idea of enhancing the musculature of any of the space people who would rather settle on earth than go
exploring or wait to see whether their ecology can survive. And who knows? Maybe it will, now."

"Did Dellaget our message?'

Whitmire smiled. " She did. She's dready undergoing the treetments. By the time we get organized
to support your colony, she should be able to come down. She's bringing Sean's pets with her, by the

way.
"How about Sean?| told Dellain my message that we'd like to have him along aswell.”
"You haven't heard?'
"Heard what?'

Sean is how the number two man in Moon City, right behind that woman, Selene. He's the one who
finaly convinced the space folksto agreeto al our proposas. | don't think helll be coming any time soon.
He can't be spared, even if he wanted to.”

Widll, Jamie thought, two men and three women. That was astart, and he felt sure that Masters
would convince some of hisrangersto join them. Anyway, it would be the pets that would make the
enterprise aviable project, if it succeeded at dl. Hewas just aplayer, and he would go along with
whatever happened.

*k*

Thefloater drifted down, bringing Dellato join the others dready living in thewilds. The
prefabricated hutsformed acirclein alittle valey, alonely outpost in a pet-plagued world, but there was
hope, now. Somehow, the feral animals and humanswould learn to live together.

Fuzzy Britches scampered out to meet her as the floater |anded, another addition to his brave new
world. If anyone could make it work, it would be Fuzzy Britches.

THE END



