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      Within his dream, Mike Christopher wields a long metal spear against a Jenregar horde, putting all the speed and precision of his genetically enhanced body into piercing the carapaces of one Jenregar fighter after another after another.

      Shatter the thick carapace, and the flesh beneath yields easily.  The biggest danger Mike faces is making sure his spear doesn't get stuck as he yanks it out and advances to his next victim.

      Within Mike's dream, he swings his spear in a half-circle before him.  He scatters more Jenregar before him and makes his way past the outer perimeter of fighters.  He leaves dozens of their solid-red bodies lying still behind him, wipes Jenregar bodily fluids of various colors from his face, and steps among bits of Jenregar flesh.  More fighters assault him, but he ignores the pain from their stingers and keeps pushing forward.

      Then he finds himself up against a phalanx of Jenregar with blue carapaces, called protectors.

      The Jenregar queen's security force.

      Outside the dream, Mike's eyes flutter and his breathing grows rapid.

      Mike's consciousness contains a vague awareness that this is a dream, that the part of him that exists in the physical world is the most passive of observers, indeed, wants out of this entire scenario.

      He approaches the Jenregar queen.  Impales two final protectors, moves toward her --

      -- And sits upright in bed, gasping for air.

      A volunteer lying in the cot next to Mike stirs, casts a sleepy-eyed look at Mike, frowns, and rolls over, pulling his covers over his bare shoulders.

      "Sorry," Mike mutters.  He wipes sweat from his forehead, waits for his breathing to slow.  After a few minutes, he eases himself back down onto the cot, one of several dozen in this dome provided for recovery workers here in Madrid.

      Goddam, Mike thinks.  My initial idea after the Jenregar's defeat was to celebrate, maybe grab a little dinner, a little champagne.

      But that had been the thought of a single instant, and in the days and weeks after Humanity won the war, all anyone could concern themselves with was the rebuilding effort.

      Mike shivers.  He pulls his covers up higher, until he's nearly cocooned within them.  I can only hope my mind doesn't take me back into that nonsensical battle with the Jenregar, he thinks.  We won.  I should be able to put all this aside.

      

      After a few more hours of restless sleep, Mike gave up and pulled himself out of bed.  As he left the dome, he squinted against bright sunlight.  He skipped breakfast and headed right for the communications dome that stood beneath a cloudless sky.

      That dome, as usual, was filled with frenzied activity verging on chaos.  All the comm center  personnel were trying to find more assistance for injured people still languishing in hospitals, the dead who still needed to be buried, nanotech engineers working to rebuild the city's infrastructure, and more and more people who'd become refugees in their own city, people who needed to be fed and clothed and sheltered.

      Mike placed himself at the center of the comm dome and unashamedly used his status as one of the architects of the Jenregar defeat to lobby for more resources, more people to come to Madrid to help.

      "Yes, I know your people have hardly had any rest.  Neither has anyone else here for about a week and a half," he told an Earth Unity bureaucrat deep within the government's bureaucracy in Brussels.  On the viewscreen, the man looked gaunt and exhausted, and Mike almost hated himself for pushing so hard for assistance.

      Almost.

      He told the man, "How much sleep do you think people sitting out in the cold have gotten?  How many sitting in hospitals who don't know if their loved ones will ever wake up again?  Yes, even just fifty more people would help.  And they should all bring field replicators."

      "We don't have them," the man insisted.

      "Com'on, you can use the replicators to make more replicators."

      "That's very time-consuming, when we need to be replicating more food."

      "I know it's slow at first.  But you reach a critical mass pretty quickly, which means over time you can make a lot more food.  Can I count on you?"

      "Yes.  Of course."

      "Thank you.  I'll put in a good word with Neriah Fulton next time I speak with her."  Mike knew name-dropping the name of a high-level diplomat from Unity HQ might help grease the wheels next time he contacted this man.  His contacts within the Earth Unity government, he knew, were invaluable, and if asking didn't work, he wasn't above pleading or even begging.

      Even though he knew Madrid's plight was no different from that of much of the rest of the world.

      The Jenregar incursion had ravaged this city along with others including Zhengzhou, China, Santarem in the Amazon Confederation, and the Chicago suburb of Arlington Heights.

      The Jenregar was considered a single organism, given that its individuals acted from a combination of instinct and the orders of the nearest queen.  Those individuals didn't even register as sentient on scans.

      It communicated through touch and by emitting pheromones.  Mike had helped develop a way to use its own pheromones against it, to disconnect individual Jenregar from the hive mind.  Once those pheromones were scattered over all the large mounds the Jenregar had built in the center of all those cities, all its individuals went mad, running aimlessly through their mounds, often killing one another or themselves.

      On this day, after a few hours of negotiations and pleading, Mike needed a break.  He grabbed a sandwich and some juice from the dome's small commissary and went outside, hoping to escape just for a few minutes being buttonholed by someone making a plea for his help, a plea he would have to pass on to others.

      Mike sat against a large piece of rubble that was once part of an apartment complex.  The Jenregar's Madrid mound still loomed in the distance.  One debate Mike didn't want any part of was whether it should be immediately dismantled or preserved to be studied in depth.  This isn't my hometown, he thought.

      Neither is this the way I imagined my homecoming to Earth would happen.

      Mike ran his hand through his tightly curled hair.  He was an artificial Human, his features revealing a mixture of Human biological heritage — light brown skin, eyes blue but with epicanthic folds, nose thin and straight.  Many of his senses were sharper than the average Human, and he was slightly stronger, with faster reflexes.  The prejudice and fear directed at him here on Earth at he grew up had led him into the life of an explorer.

      He'd left Earth entirely for nearly a quarter-century, eventually becoming Chief Contact Officer of the exploratory starcraft Asaph Hall.

      Among the stars, dealing with other Galactic intelligences, he was just another Human.

      Which was just the way he wanted it.

      As he finished off his sandwich and took a final sip of juice, he thought, But I've still got so much to figure out.  How do I get past these nightmares?  Do I want to stay on Earth, or should I become an explorer again?

      For now, though, people in Madrid are still suffering, much more than I am.  So it's back to the comm dome.

      

      Once back in the dome, however, the Madrid Town Councilman who was in charge of the recovery effort, Alonso Salinas, called Mike into his small private office.  Now what? Mike asked himself.  Probably another disaster to cope with.

      "I'm sorry about this," Alonso said.  "We've barely got room to squeeze in here and shut the door."

      Mike said, "That's all right.  What's going on?"

      Alonso ran his hand through his hair and let out a long sigh.  "I hate to have to say this, Mike."

      "What is it?  Did I do something wrong?"

      "Not at all.  You're doing so much that's right, though, that I hate to lose you."

      "Lose me?  I don't -- "

      "You've been pushing yourself so hard.  We all have, I know, but you more than most of us.  I know you're tired.  I know you've been having nightmares."

      "How did you -- oh, I guess I woke people up a couple of times."

      "More times than that, but that's not the issue.  The Unity got wind of all this, and they want you to take a break from your work here."

      "Oh!  Well, I . . . but you need me!"

      "I do," Alonso said.  "And I thought at first the idea was for you to keep from burning out or ruining your health.  Maybe get some rest, go somewhere quiet and peaceful."

      "But that's not the idea?"

      "Seems the Unity has another assignment."

      Mike said, "Nothing involving the Jenregar, I hope."

      "Only indirectly.  A Drodusarel representative wants someone to accompany her to the Jenregar mound at Arlington Heights.  She wants to learn as much as she can about the Jenregar — they believe it’s attacking the Drodusarel homeworld.”

      "I'll do it, of course.  But how'd I get recommended for this?"

      "Neriah Fulton suggested you," Alonso said.  "Says you're best suited for the job."

      Damn, Mike thought.  That's what I get for dropping her name earlier.

      

      "I'm glad you agreed to do this," Neriah said as she piloted the shuttle Chaldene from Madrid toward Arlington Heights, just outside Chicago.  "The Drodusarel were adamant that they fear the Jenregar is targeting their homeworld next."

      "I wonder what that's about," Mike said.  "What the hell would they do on a gas giant world?"

      "No idea.  But the more you can help them, the better."

      Soon the Chaldene drew closer to their destination.  Mike saw the all-too-familiar sights of damaged and destroyed homes, and inevitably, the looming Jenregar mound.

      In a nearby clearing sat a narrow-bodied spacecraft that Mike recognized as a Drodusarel shuttle.  A single Drodusarel floated next to it, alongside a Human man and woman.  Neriah set the Chaldene down about ten meters away.  As Neriah began shutting down the Unity shuttle's systems, Mike went through the airlock and started toward the other craft.

      He easily recognized Unity Ambassador Chanda Kasmira.  She was a fairly short woman, slender, with light brown skin similar to Mike's own.  I wonder how much she's been through during these times, Mike thought.  She looks much older than the three years since we last met.

      Next to Chanda stood a square-jawed man, light-skinned, with dark hair just turning gray.

      Mike made sure to acknowledge Chanda with as big a smile as he'd managed in recent times, but spoke first to the Drodusarel:  "I'm pleased to meet you, Ambassador Cerusto.  I hope I can help you with your fight against the Jenregar."  And do it quickly, he thought, then let me get the hell out of here.

      Cerusto, floating right before Mike, replied, "Thanks to Ambassador Kasmira here, I have every confidence in your abilities."

      Mike worked to keep his smile going as he said, "I guess my reputation precedes me."

      "It's all good, Mike," Chanda said, and hugged him.  She indicated the man next to her:  "This is Doctor Ben Farrington.  He's my . . . "

      Mike tried not to show his confusion.  "Your . . . "

      Ben shook Mike's hand.  "She thinks 'boyfriend' is too immature sounding for a grown woman.  And 'lover' too pretentious."

      Mike felt his face light up in a more sincere smile.   "I see.  Well, in any case, good to meet you."  As Neriah approached, he continued:  "This is Neriah Fulton."  He made introductions all around again.

      Neriah said, "I'll be taking you both to see your families.  Ben, I understand yours is near Seattle?"

      "That's right," Ben said.  "And Chanda's is within New Lancaster Habitat."

      Mike couldn't help but blurt out, "Oh.  That's . . . I'm sorry."

      Chanda asked, "Why?  What do you know?"

      Mike found himself trading glances with Neriah.  "Not much, I'm afraid.  Just that it sustained a lot of damage."

      Neriah said, "We've lost comms with several of the orbital habitats.  New Lancaster is one of them, which makes it a priority.  But we've haven't heard much yet."

      Ben touched Chanda's arm as he asked, "Do you want to go up there first -- before we look after my family?"

      "No," Chanda said.  "We're already down here.  Let's go see how Abby and her family are doing."  She told Mike, "Sorry this was such a quick reunion.  But maybe our paths will cross again sometime."

      "Under better circumstances, I hope," Mike said.

      Chanda and Ben went with Neriah to the Chaldene, and within moments it lifted off, heading westward.

      When he turned back toward Cerusto, he found the Drodusarel ambassador examining the path of a water drop as it traversed the length of a sugar maple leaf.
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      The narrow rivulet of water flowed easily down the sugar maple leaf, welled up at its tip, and formed a sphere.  In the next instant the sphere gained too much mass to maintain its position and eased over the lower edge of the leaf, a lip forming at its top as it fell away, as if willing itself to maintain contact as long as possible.

      The lip merged once again into the sphere, now a water drop, as it fell toward the earth, air resistance flattening it slightly on the bottom.  Less than a second later, it dashed itself against a bed of leaves.

      

      The methane-breathing Drodusarel named Cerusto, safely clad in her energy shield, watched the water drop’s descent.

      Mike Christopher watched the Drodusarel.  His impatience, however, grew by the moment.  We need to get on with this “mission,” he thought.  If it even rates that designation.

      Mike could just make out Cerusto’s oval, robin’s egg blue body as she hovered within the greenish glow of her energy shield — the Drodusarel’s dozen tentacles hung down within her life-giving methane atmosphere, maintained at minus 150 degrees Celsius.  To Mike, Drodusarel shields generated a smell he interpreted as ozone mixed with cat fur.

      Cerusto spoke, and Mike’s datalink translated for her:  “Water in liquid form!  I have never seen such a thing before.  Yet it dominates your world.”

      “And still, we call it ‘Earth,’” Mike said.

      Cerusto’s body flowed around within its shield to face Mike.  “Is the name of your planet a point of contention among Humans?”

      “No, I was just . . . no.”

      “Then we should proceed to our destination.”

      Mike pressed his lips together, not trusting himself to speak.  That’s what I’ve been trying to — never mind.  He made himself smile at Cerusto — no matter whether the Drodusarel could interpret or even perceive Human expression — and followed her as she glided silently just above the landscape.  Mike’s own progress made itself known with each crunching step across the leaf-covered ground.

      The Jenregar mound stood two hundred meters wide and fifty tall.  It was “constructed” — although “grown” might have been the better term — from the dirt, grass, trees, and bushes ripped from the very landscape.

      I’ve seen enough such places to last me a lifetime, Mike thought.  But this is my own fault — my own goddam sense of duty that let Neriah convince me being Cerusto’s guide is important.

      Cerusto had told Mike that the Jenregar had already made several attacks upon the Drodusarel homeworld, only days after its defeat here on Earth.  Cerusto was here to see what she could learn from Humanity’s experience, how her species might come up with a way to defeat the Jenregar.

      As he and Cerusto drew closer to the mound, Mike saw a man bearing a pulse rifle standing at the entrance nearest them.  He wore civilian fatigues, not a uniform, and stared at both Human and Drodusarel with only thinly masked contempt.

      Cerusto asked, “Is this Human a colleague or friend of yours?”

      “Certainly not a colleague,” Mike said.  “And I don’t think he’s about to become a friend too soon, either.  But we’d better try to get off on the right foot with him, I suppose."

      “Failure to translate,” Cerusto said.  “A strange enough appendage, these ‘feet.’  Why would you — “

      “Not now,” Mike pleaded.  He went up to the man while Cerusto floated behind him.  The man stared with narrowed eyes.  Though the man was holding his pulse rifle with the barrel pointed toward the ground, his stance suggested that he was looking for any excuse to move its aim toward him and Cerusto.

      “I’m Mike Christopher,” he told the man.  “This is my colleague Cerusto.  We’re here to examine the mound.”

      The man’s only response:  continued staring.

      Try again, Mike thought.  He held out his hand.  “And you are?”

      The man didn’t take Mike’s hand.  “Benson Hardwick.”

      “The Unity should’ve notified you we were coming.”

      “They did,” Hardwick said, his voice low and rough.

      “Well, good.  Then it shouldn’t be a problem — “

      “We don’t much care for the Unity out here.”

      “Oh,” Mike said.  “But, all the same, we have permission to examine the mound.  Perhaps if we spoke to local authorities — ”

      “I am the local authority.  Village sheriff.  Could be we don’t care about your permission, anyway.  Although, I guess I oughta make sure I know who we’re dealin’ with.”  He raised a hand scanner which Mike knew would read his ID off his datalink.  “Yep,” Hardwick said.  “That’s you.  Mike Christopher.  The ‘synth.’”

      Mike felt the blood rush to his face upon hearing that insulting word.  As an artificial Human, he had faced prejudice all his life.  Some people feared him, others considered him ungodly or an agent of the devil.  Some religious leaders of various faiths had let it be known that killing him wouldn’t be a sin.  All that was why he’d stayed away from Earth for a quarter century, and when the Jenregar incursion led to his return, he was grateful to see that most people he'd encountered had set those preconceptions aside.

      Hardwick continued:  "So I guess you think you’re some kind of smart guy.  That you're better than a normal person.”  Hardwick looked at Cerusto.  “And then there’s the Martian.”

      Cerusto spoke up.  “This Human seems to be under a misconception.  I am not from your fourth planet.”

      “What’s it saying?” Hardwick demanded.

      Mike, grateful that Hardwick apparently didn’t have translation tech, said, “She is just greeting you, wanting to be friendly.”

      “I am not,” Cerusto said.

      “She?” Hardwick asked.  “That’s a girl?”

      “Not that it matters,” Mike said, “but yes.  We’d like to go into the mound, now.”

      Hardwick said, “I’m not sure I like that idea.”

      Cerusto asked, “Why are we at the mercy of this person’s likes and dislikes?”

      “Make it shut up!  I don’t think it’s talking very nicely about me.”

      “That is correct,” Cerusto said.  “I am not!  Please tell this person of my contempt.”

      Mike, with a stern glance he suspected was wasted on the Drodusarel, said, “Cerusto has added her highest respect to her greetings.  Please remember she represents an entire planet.”

      Hardwick said, “We’ve had enough of her kind here.”  He pointed toward the Jenregar mound.  “You see the trouble and grief these aliens caused us.”

      Mike cringed inwardly at the taboo word “aliens,” and said, “Cerusto’s people did nothing of the sort.  Her people are the Jenregar’s enemies just as we are.”

      Hardwick stood there, fuming, and Mike couldn’t tell what his thought process might be.  Maybe I can just wait him out, he thought.

      Cerusto said, “I demand access to the mound now.”

      I’m stuck between a possible shootout and a major interplanetary diplomatic incident, Mike thought. All told, I’ll take the latter.

      “Mr. Hardwick, obviously you have the better of us right now.  You have the pulse rifle.  I just have a stunner.  But Cerusto here has the good will of the Unity behind her.  One call on my datalink and I can have a full complement of Unity Marines down here.”

      “You’re bluffing.”

      Mike touched behind his left ear to activate his datalink and said, “This is Mike Christopher to Unity HQ — Neriah Fulton.”

      “All right!” Hardwick said.  He indicated the entrance to the mound with the barrel of his weapon.  “Go inside, goddam you.”

      Over his link, Mike heard, “This is Neriah, go ahead.”

      Mike couldn’t help but smile.  “Never mind.  We had a little problem, but it’s been solved.”

      “I’ll have to hear the details sometime.”

      “Later.  Mike out.”  He looked at Hardwick.  “Thank you for your consideration.”

      Hardwick stood aside.  “Hmmph.  Smart guy.”

      Cerusto said, “Is he really praising your intelligence?”

      “He’s not,” Mike said.

      “Because he considers you something less than Human.”

      “That’s it.”

      “Could the two of you eventually come to some sort of rapport?”

      “I’d rather go back to watching you stare at water.”

      They passed Hardwick and headed for the mound’s entrance.

      

      The Jenregar mound's entrance was about three and a half meters wide, and just barely two meters tall — plenty of room for Cerusto to float within, but Mike had to duck to keep from hitting his head.  The walls were made of dirt, but Mike knew that within them they were reinforced with columns of stone fused together in a manner known only to the Jenregar itself.  A luminescent glow came from the walls themselves.

      Mike thought, The last time I was in one of these — was it only a couple of months ago? — all I could smell was decaying Jenregar bodies, after we created a nanotech protocol to produce pheromones causing them to turn against themselves — a mass suicide.

      But whatever Jenregar suffered and died here are long gone.  Not even the stench left behind.

      Cerusto paused just a few meters into the tunnel; she raised one of her tentacles which had a small scanner attached to it.  She said, “A fascinating method of creating such a mound — I suppose we could call it a fortress, or headquarters.”

      “The mounds were both of those things, and more — research facilities, sleeping quarters.  They stored food and equipment, and who knows what else in these mounds.”

      “Failure to translate.  Who does know?”

      “Just a turn of phrase.”

      “I find Humanity’s thought patterns often to be . . . excuse the phrase . . . chaotic.”

      “No offense taken,” Mike said.

      Cerusto finished her scans and floated farther into the mound.  As Mike expected, the corridor soon led them into a much larger area, nearly 200 meters across and 50 meters high.  Memories flooded Mike’s consciousness, of standing within such a space filled with hundreds of bodies of Jenregar individuals, the smell overpowering.

      Cerusto took more sensor readings.  “The Jenregar was able to grow such structures very quickly, was it not?”

      “Yes, as quickly as a day or so.  You could watch one advance across the landscape as it grew larger.”

      “Why did that Human not want to allow you in here?”

      The change in topic kept Mike silent for a time.  Finally, he said, “I have no idea.”

      “Will you report him to the Unity?”

      “I’ll wait and see what happens when we leave.”

      “Is he a typical Human personality?”

      “I’m not sure there is such a thing.  Is there a typical Drodusarel?”

      “Of course there is,” Cerusto said as she advanced toward the middle of the large space.  “Most Drodusarel are much like myself.  We do, after all, have a bit of a hive mentality.”

      “Much like the Jenregar.  In fact, I understand you’re counting on being able to understand the Jenregar better than Humanity has.”

      “It sounds as if the Jenregar is an extreme example of such a mentality.  None of its individuals may exhibit judgement, for instance.  That is its great disadvantage.  But our conversational course has veered from our original path.”

      “That other Human — Hardwick.”

      “Yes.”

      “Humanity is quite diverse in its mentalities.  I don’t believe I share much with Mr. Hardwick.”

      “Yet you refer to him by an honorific.”

      “Sarcasm.”

      “Failure to translate.”

      “Sorry.  Earth humor.  It’s in the tone of voice.  Making it clear by the way I was speaking that I didn’t mean what I said.”

      “It all sounds terribly complex just to create something humorous.”

      Mike said, “I suppose I was aiming it at the wrong audience.”

      “More sarcasm?”

      “Closer to sardonic than sarcastic, I think.”

      Cerusto floated in the middle of the large room, looking straight up, her tentacles waving slowly within her energy shield.  “Humor must be very important to your species, to have so many gradations of meaning.”

      “Maybe we just need it more than others.  Could I ask what you’re looking at?”

      “The height of this room.  How quickly it must have been built.  Its sturdiness, given the simplicity of its design and the building materials used.  Why do you ask?”

      Mike said, “I was just wondering how much you can learn here on Earth that would apply to what’s happening in your homeworld.”

      “I have learned enough for now,” Cerusto said.  “We may return to my ship.”

      “That’s it?” Mike asked.  We’ve barely been here five minutes.”

      “My sensors have gathered much data for the hive mind to consider."  Drodusarel typically preferred that any major decisions or interpretations of data be filtered through a gathering of as many other Drodusarel as possible — in this case, it would be the 22 other beings aboard the Drodusarel shuttle which had landed on the other side of a nearby ridge.  The shuttle, the Onath, was from the orbiting Drodusarel starcraft Ellurael.

      “OK, then.”  Mike raised his left arm and activated the sensors on his wrist.  “Lemme see whether our friend Mr. Hardwick is still there.”

      “‘Friend’ is more sarcasm, is it not?”

      “You’re catching on.”

      

      Mike was glad to discover that Hardwick was gone.  Though I hope he didn’t head out to gather reinforcements, he thought.  But he and Cerusto left the mound behind without incident, and within fifteen minutes made their way back through the wooded area where Cerusto had become so fascinated by water and arrived at a clearing in the woods that was the Onath’s landing site.  As usual, Mike was struck by the beauty of the small Drodusarel craft — its silvery skin reflected the images of the trees, grass, and sky, making it appear to be part of the landscape.

      Cerusto halted just beneath the nose of the craft and said, “I thank you for your assistance, Mike.  Sometime I will invite you inside the Onath.  That seems only fair, as we invited Ambassador Chanda Kasmira and Doctor Ben Farrington to accompany us to Earth aboard the Ellurael, but for now, the hive mind insists I come in alone so we can concentrate on our findings.”

      “I understand.  We’ll go back there later today?”

      “Possibly.  Perhaps we can have another encounter with your ‘friend,’ Mr. Hardwick.”

      “I hope not.  But we’ll see what happens.”

      Cerusto turned toward his ship as it extruded a ramp toward the ground.  Drodusarel craft always fascinated Mike for their simplicity, which he knew concealed a highly advanced tech capability.  The starcraft itself was grown rather than constructed, much as the Jenregar grew their mounds from native materials.

      But something like the Onath is much more elegant, Mike thought.  No seams where the ramp meets the underside of the ship, no whirr of motors or electronics.  Cerusto reached the top of the ramp, which flowed upward again and merged into the bottom of the Onath.  It’s like watching a drop of mercury being accepted smoothly back into a container, Mike thought.

      He grinned at his own musings.  Which makes me just like Cerusto, fascinated by a drop of water.  He shook his head.  Time to get out of here.  He started the short walk toward the facility where the Unity had arranged for him to stay.

      The home that housed the automated bed and breakfast was an old one painstakingly preserved from the middle of the 20th Century, all brick and wood and with vines crawling up trellises on its sides.  It stood in a neighborhood mostly untouched by the Jenregar incursion.  As Mike walked down the springy turf of the street that led to the house, he nodded to a couple of locals, apparently an old married couple, whose gaze he could feel on his back after he passed them.  Hope they’re not followers of that Hardwick character, he thought as he stepped up the worn wooden steps of the home.

      He pressed his thumb to a sensor at the edge of the front door, which recognized him and opened.  Though he was the only guest in the home, his room was on the second floor.  He made his way upstairs, sat on the edge of the bed, let out a deep sigh, and touched his datalink to contact Neriah Fulton again at Unity HQ in Brussels.

      “Neriah here,” she responded.  “Is everything OK, Mike?”

      “Just fine, now — though I was worried when I talked to you earlier.”  He explained about Benson Hardwick and his pulse rifle.

      “Good thing he didn’t call your bluff,” Neriah said.  “I don’t actually have anyone I can send down there — everyone’s working on the recovery effort.”

      “I took a chance, I know.”

      “Well, don’t take too many.  Cerusto’s hoping to save her homeworld from the Jenregar.  That’s something we can identify with.”

      “I have to wonder what Hardwick was up to.  He’s obviously prejudiced against Drodusarel — probably other Galactic intelligences in general — not to mention, well, artificial Humans.”

      “Whatever his reasoning, or lack thereof, be careful, Mike.  Your lifesuit might be able to deflect an energy bolt or two, but not much more.”

      “We’ll do what we have to do.  Just means you owe me big.  Mike out.”

      “Neriah out.”

      Mike sat on the bed, hands on his knees.  I can’t escape my responsibility toward Earth.  Even though it still contains people like Hardwick, someone with an irrational hatred toward people like me, even though he’d probably never met an artificial Human before in his life.  I’ve never even met another artificial Human.

      But it’s that very unfamiliarity that allows misinformation to become fear, and fear to become prejudice.  And he’s a sheriff!  For all I know, Hardwick is otherwise considered a good man in his community, kind and generous and a good husband and father.

      And that’s the real danger he represents.

      

      The next day, Mike didn't hear from Cerusto right away.  As he was having lunch in his room, he heard a sharp ringing tone he didn’t recognize at first.  Then memories of old flat movies rushed into his consciousness:  It’s the doorbell! he realized.  He started to leave his room, then paused and grabbed his stunner.  He stuck it into the back of his belt as he headed down the stairs and toward the front door.  Can’t be too careful, he thought, though I hope the natives haven’t shown up with their pitchforks and torches yet.

      He opened the door and squinted against bright sunlight.

      No one was there.

      But then he saw the sun was actually off to one side, shining softly through a thin cloud cover.  The light shining right in front of him was actually Cerusto's energy shield, who hovered just above the floorboards of the front porch.  Her energy shield also emitted a slight hum.  Several people walking down the street were taking not-so-furtive glances at her.  One man stopped just beyond the white picket fence that abutted the street and raised his hand against her shimmering image, frankly staring and not looking as if he were about to apologize for it.

      “Com’on in,” Mike told the Drodusarel.  “I don’t want to cause a scene.”

      “What is a ‘scene?’”

      “A commotion,” Mike said as he guided Cerusto into a sitting room directly off the foyer.  All its furnishings and decorations dated from centuries earlier, hand-crafted and carefully preserved.  Soft sunlight shone through thin curtains.  “I’m afraid the appearance of a Drodusarel in the middle of this particular Human community isn’t a common occurrence.”

      “This is also an uncommon occurrence for me, or anyone of my species.  Yet I cope with it easily.”

      “I think a lot of the Humans in this area are pretty parochial.”

      “Failure to translate.”

      “Narrow in their viewpoints.  Perhaps have never been off-world, or even met a non-Human here on Earth.”

      “Then they should take my example.”

      “And coming in shrouded like that wasn’t a good idea.”

      “I believed I was being cautious by not announcing my presence.”

      “Until you appeared out of nowhere!  What is it you want?”

      Cerusto said, “I would like to meet some Humans.”

      “You’d like — who in particular?”

      “I have no preconceptions.  There were several outside this building.  They will do nicely.”

      “What brought this about?  How will this help you learn how to fight the Jenregar?”

      “The hive mind’s goal ventures beyond that.  We also want to know how a people adapts to the sudden incursion — how it affects you psychologically and sociologically.”

      Mike scratched his head.  “Cerusto, I’m not sure much of what you’d learn from Humans would apply.  We’re not a hive mind, and we don’t live in a methane atmosphere.”

      “It was our ‘friend’ Hardwick who convinced me — and in turn I convinced the hive mind — that this could be a fruitful path.  He appeared to epitomize the chaotic patterns of Human thought I referred to earlier.  We Drodusarel

      
      
      
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

