MU BETA EPSILON: 
Catch a Falling Star
By Kris Overstreet

Chapter One

SATURDAY, 11:15 P. M. (MOUNTAIN TIME)
CHALLENGE DAY 6
8 DAYS UNTIL CHALLENGE ENDS


Space and time twisted itself not far from a solitary yellow star. Gravity rippled in on itself for no apparent reason. Stray particles of solar wind shifted course and flashed into brilliance as they were caught by the invisible ripples and hurled into strange vectors. The sparkling lights formed a circle in space, through which the universe heaved and threw up a heavily damaged starship.


Anyone with any experience with starships could see this one was dying. Holes riddled the rear quarter of the ship, venting occasional bursts of flame as gases escaped into space. It limped through space on its surviving engines, its faster-than-light systems having just failed. Unless it found a good place to land, this would be the ship’s last voyage. 

The ship’s star drive had picked a bad star system to die in. It needed a base with repair and refueling facilities, but the ship’s sensors picked up no sign of orbital habitats or shipyards. That left a surface landing as the only option, and even there pickings were few. Of the star’s four terrestrial worlds, the first rocky planet was a roasted dwarf; the fourth one frozen and scarcely larger than the first.  Some ancient catastrophe had almost stopped the rotation of the second planet and turned it into a volcanic hell world. The third planet, the best of a bad lot, was over two-thirds covered with liquid water- which meant that if there was intelligent life in the system, the odds favored it being aquatic and thus without technology. 

(Space travelers invariably find dealing with aquatic natives annoying. They only care about sex and seafood, and they’re not only proud of it, they’re usually smug.)


Water or not, the third planet possessed an environment habitable by its sole passenger. Without a spaceport, the ship’s computer switched priorities from its own survival to that of the pilot. It limped and lurched its way towards the third world, plunging past the beautiful but deadly gas giants and their icy, irradiated moons.


Time passed, and the ship’s condition continued to deteriorate. Inside the orbit of the fourth planet a piece of hull plate broke off and drifted away from the ship. As the ship passed by the massive single moon of the water planet, the moon’s gravity pulled the loose plate curving down towards the cratered surface. By freak chance it slammed into the surface next to the remains of a primitive landing craft, where it obliterated a small experiments station, knocked over the lander, and sent a flag flying, floating back down about thirty kilometers away.

The ship’s computer, having more important problems than the destruction of historical sites, focused its attentions on finding a place to land without crashing. At first it detected nothing- or, rather, it detected a lot of garbage transmissions from a primitive, pre-starflight civilization, well short of the technological base required to make repairs. So, worse than nothing; this meant the ship would have to crash in a deserted area to both protect its occupant and avoid cultural contamination, another key priority. It made the occupant aware of this fact, to the latter’s annoyance and distress. No one likes the idea of being marooned on a world where it’s illegal, for very good reason, to contact the natives in any way.


Then, to the relief of both pilot and computer, sensors locked onto a faint, intermittent signal on a standard landing beacon channel. It came from a desert area in the southwestern quadrant of a middle-sized continent- far away from the web of artificial lights visible on the night side of the planet. The source’s isolation suggested a smuggler base or scientific observation post might be sending the signal. That would explain the irregular signal pattern and the weak signal strength. There might not even be anyone on watch to respond to the repeated calls for landing instructions… or, if the base was illegal, they might just be hoping the ship would go away.

The computer calculated the odds and decided, on balance, to accept the signal as a landing beacon. It so reported to the pilot, with an emphasis on the fact that this was the only possibility of leaving the planet after landing. The pilot accepted the report with ill grace and commanded the computer to prepare for final approach and atmospheric entry… as much as a holed ship with half its engines down is ever capable of preparing.

In this case, not much. It would be a very bumpy ride down. 


On a mesa in New Mexico, a young woman cast her eyes on the Universe and cursed.


For the fifth time Jordan Stewart, college junior and astronomy major, checked the coordinates on her telescope, adjusted for time since moonrise, and put her eye back to the eyepiece. The surface of the moon looked back. Yes, it was aimed at the right spot, which meant that the laser rangefinder attached to the telescope should be pinging the reflector grid on the Apollo 16 experiments platform. The rangefinder should be getting back a tiny, tiny return reflection. It wasn’t.


Jordan resisted the urge to slap the telescope. Without a successful ping- and several repeat pings over the course of the night- she’d fail her out-of-class project, and she’d probably fail Advanced Practical Astronomy and have to re-take it in the fall. The project was only make-work- measuring the distance between Earth and moon- but it was a project, it was technically scientific, it would get her at least a B, and it let her spend a week working on her OTHER, more personal, project.

The personal project sat a good fifty yards away from the telescope, where it wouldn’t interfere with the scope’s electronic tracking system. A complex transmitter system stood on a tripod over a massive stack of batteries, sending out radio signals in three different ways. One part broadcast by AM, amplitude modulation, on the frequency used by SETI before its funding ran out. Another part broadcast FM, frequency modulation, on a slightly different waveband. Jordan had set both these transmitters to frequencies that would carry long distances without being lost to solar interference. 


For the third part Jordan took a concept from Project Blue Book discussion groups and turned it into something approaching functionality. The idea went that the Reticulan Grays used a form of broadcast that modulated broadcasts by signal strength, not by frequency or amplitude. They simply turned the signal on or off in a sort of Morse code. (How this was any different from digital television broadcasts, or indeed AM broadcast, the Blue Book people failed to explain, but Jordan had taken an electronics elective, tried various things, and settled on a digital system set to an unused channel.)

The same signal repeated, alternately, on all three transmitters- a series of beeps, counting off the first ten prime numbers. A receiver monitored the frequencies used by the transmitters. At the first hint of a return signal, the broadcast would switch to a second program, a voice signal Jordan had recorded years ago. 


The rig had problems. It was almost certainly illegal. It was underpowered- the batteries would last only two hours, and nothing smaller the Very Large Array would hear it beyond about a million miles. In order for the contraption to work: (1) there had to be an alien spaceship close enough to Earth to see it as a disc instead of a dot; (2) that ship had to be listening for one of the three methods she was trying; (3) the ship had to be more or less overhead, not close to the horizon; and, above all, (4) its crew would have to give a damn about one signal out of millions and track it down to its source.


But, since Jordan didn’t have the time or energy or land to redraw the Nazca lines, the transmitter was the best she could do on student funds.

And besides, Jordan had chosen a location suitable both for amateur astronomy and for alien abductions- in this case the middle of the New Mexico desert. She had a horizon free of artificial lights, a clear, dry sky overhead, a beautiful full moon in the sky… and, apparently, no Apollo 16 landing site.

She took a look through the telescope eyepiece. She didn’t know why. The telescope wasn’t strong enough to see the Apollo descent stage, much less the flag or the experiment platform. Descartes Highlands looked the same as it always… wait… was there a new little crater there, northeast of Descartes Crater? Jordan would have to call an observatory to verify the find once she got back to the hotel- she had no connection out here on the mesa… 

Prompted by thoughts of her cel phone, she finally heard the tinny little voice coming from the transmitter project. A light flashed on and off on the receiver assembly. Something had actually responded to her hail, and her message was being played to the stars. 


“… please trace my signal to its source, I’m looking forward to meeting you.” *bchk* “Hello, my name is Jordan Stewart. I’m a human of the planet Earth. I’m sending this message to any beings from beyond Earth who might hear. If you hear this, please trace my signal…”


The ship’s navigation computer didn’t know what to make of the landing beacon signal. The signal strength kept wavering for some reason, sending no data that the computer could understand. The computer kept losing, then reacquiring the signal. It was almost enough to make the computer reclassify the signal as something other than a landing beacon and alert the ship’s sole occupant to the situation. (The ship’s communications systems didn’t look for voice transmission on that particular wavelength; it expected only a steady signal, and unsteady signals confused them.)

The pilot had her own worries, of which the computer knew enough to keep silent. The ship held together mostly through an ongoing effort of the pilot’s will. Any message from the computer caused a momentary lapse in that will, followed by something else breaking (or breaking off). The pilot had issued strict orders not to distract her until final approach or some new emergency. Uncertainty about the nature of the landing beacon didn’t count… quite. 

There were a host of other signals, almost all much stronger than the beacon. All of them came from a technological base which was clearly pre-starflight… but just far enough into spaceflight that there was a danger of cultural contamination. The computer activated the ship’s cloaking systems, which fortunately still worked perfectly. Even if someone or something looked directly at the ship, the observer would have serious trouble identifying just what they were looking at.

Checking its remaining maneuverability (marginal) and its structural integrity (laughable), the ship re-verified the source of the landing beacon-like signal, did a few calculations, and committed irrevocably to athmospheric entry. Thrusters fired, contragravity rotors ran up to speed (such as still functioned), and the vessel slowed and dipped towards the dark planet below.


A faint woosh of sound echoed through the hull as the first traces of atmosphere brushed the craft. Then the ship hit the atmospheric interface properly, giving the whole craft a small jolt. The pilot’s attention slipped momentarily, her will faltered, and something metal bent with a horrible mournful creak. 


The whole craft bounced upwards as a large hull plate carrying a certain vital power linkage sheared off and fell towards the planet’s largest ocean. The instant it tore off the ship every active contragravity turbine died. Deflector shields failed. Thrusters worked frantically to slow the craft, but in a fight between those thrusters and the gravity of quintillions of tons of planet, gravity had the home field advantage. 


The pilot restored her concentration. Light surrounded the ship, binding the wreck together through force of will. Held together only by that force field, the ship screamed towards the surface, leaving a streak of flame across the night sky behind it…


Jordan listened to the signal recorded by the transmitter- a series of electronic warbles. The signal light had gone out, but the system still sent her welcome message up into the sky. Possibly that should be corrected the next time she tried this rig. She didn’t know if what she’d picked up was some satellite, a spy plane, an alien, or VeriSprinT&T-Mobile Wireless… but she could hope. Oh, she could hope. 

She rushed back to the telescope and grabbed a pair of binoculars from the case, tracking around the sky for anything that looked out of place, anything moving in the near sky, anything at all. The full moon didn’t help in this regard- its light drowned out pretty much anything of magnitude 6 or lower. Nothing near the moon, nothing on the eastern horizon, nothing on the west-


Wait. Back up. Not far from where the moon shone overhead, a new point of light had come into existence, very, very bright. Jordan focused the binoculars on it. Little sparks flew off of the edges of it. The whole of the fireball- obviously it was a fireball, after a few moments’ observation- grew bigger and bigger. Funny, Jordan mused, it doesn’t seem to be moving much.


Jordan dropped her binoculars and took several pictures of the fireball before the reason why a rapidly growing fireball in the sky wouldn’t appear to be moving much sank into her head.


 She watched the moonshadows under the telescope and transmitter shift as the fireball grew brighter. She looked to the back edge of the mesa where she’d parked her rental car- a good two hundred yards away- and dithered, feet stamping back and forth, for three more vital seconds. 


Then she broke into a run, racing for the car far, far too late, as the thunder from the fireball echoed overhead.

The ship’s inertial compensators failed halfway into atmospheric descent, allowing eleven G’s of deceleration to slam against the ship’s frame- and the pilot. The pilot’s force field flickered for only a second, but that second gutted the ship. System after system failed, including several of the computer’s own internal functions. Error messages flooded what remained of the computer’s functioning circuits. The ship was dying, the computer was dying, and unless the source of the landing beacon had some guidance system or landing facilities the pilot would be dying as well.

The ship slowed, partly due to the few remaining thrusters, partly by atmospheric friction, but neither worked fast enough. The fireball surrounding the forcefield faded as the ship slowed below the speed of sound, as friction heat dropped below the atmosphere’s ignition temperature. The computer brought its remaining sensors to bear on the source of the beacon, almost directly below and getting closer far too fast. The landing site had no artificial lighting of any kind, but the light of that big, bright moon allowed exterior visual scanners more than enough light to capture the entire plateau below.


There was no landing site. There were no buildings. There were no other ships. 

The computer had never been designed to gibber in panic, but for a few moments it made a good hard run at it.


Near the center of the plateau there was a small electronic device- the source of the transmissions. Another device, smaller and not transmitting, stood a short distance away. Where the plateau met the plains a ground vehicle sat, engine cold, unoccupied. A bipedal creature ran from the devices towards the vehicle. Based on its clothing and the devices it carried, it was probably sentient, if not all that bright. 

It certainly wouldn’t clear the plateau before the ship plowed into it and (roughly 47% probability) exploded.


Dying or not, the computer had a strict code of laws and morals hard-coded into its most basic operating system. Electronic panic vanished, replaced by unthinking certainty.  The computer replaced the main screen’s system readouts with a live camera view of the surface below, bracketing the biped in bright red.

The pilot saw the screen, saw the native, and had a momentary lapse of concentration. The force field vanished, and almost immediately half the thrusters went BANG and shed debris into the air. With the debris went the last vestige of control the computer had over the imminent crash.

Then the pilot concentrated again, and the force field reappeared. Instead of holding the ship together, it reached towards the far-too-close surface of the planet, pushing the ship away through the power of one being’s will…


Jordan gasped for breath. The thunder and explosions overhead gave her a moment’s surge of adrenalin, but unfortunately not speed. She rounded the front of the car, lunging for the door, already knowing without looking up that she couldn’t start the car and drive away in time.

The mesa shook, throwing Jordan off her feet next to the car. She covered her head as she heard shards of metal impacting the rock-strewn top of the mesa. She picked herself up, looked back across the car, and gasped as a shaft of light slammed into the ground by her telescope and transmitter, shattering both. The shaft grew larger and larger, then rushed towards her. It plowed past her and the car at a distance of about fifteen feet, sending dirt and small rocks flying in its wake. One of the rocks struck the windshield, cracking it above the driver’s side.


A moment later, roaring overhead, a large craft of some sort, spouting flames from various points, flew past, spiraling like a misshapen metal football. Jordan watched the wounded spaceship tip its nose upwards and balance on the shaft of light. For a moment it looked as if it would make a controlled landing. Then something inside the ship went BANG, the light vanished, and the spaceship flipped up onto its back and collapsed hard, upside down, onto the ground.


Jordan jumped into the car, stuffing the key into the ignition before she’d got both legs through the door. The wreck was half a mile away, across country, but the car had good ground clearance, and Jordan was insured anyway.

And if there was a fence in the way, Jordan would drive the fuck through it. Nothing was going to keep her away from an alien spaceship wreck. 


Nothing.

*

The ship was split almost in two, on its back, still on fire in places, and alien… but that didn’t stop Jordan from climbing straight in first thing. 

It took only a few minutes to work her way to the ship’s control room and to get the door open just barely enough to squeeze through. She pulled herself through the gap and gasped as she took in the wreckage. Cracked viewscreens lined the walls. Parts of consoles lay smashed on what had been the ceiling. In the middle of the small chamber, pinned under a mangled slab of what had been the deck, was a… creature. An alien.

It wasn’t humanoid at all. Short brown fur, like a horse’s, covered its headless body. Its four legs ended in hooves, with a flap of flesh that hung down below the hoof sort of like a thumb. A ring of eyes surrounded the hump on its bac, which was pressed against the deck- what had been the ceiling. The eyes blinked slowly at Jordan as she approached. Some sort of harness looped around its central hump, then down around its torso near its legs; otherwise it had no clothing whatever. Something dark was oozing 

“Um… hello? I’m Jordan. Jordan Stewart. You got my message, I guess?” Jordan looked at the alien, which didn’t seem too eager to see her. “Um… are you all right?”

Those eyes facing Jordan all opened wide. Jordan looked into them, trying to figure out what that meant-

- and found herself standing on a sort of street, if streets were unpaved and covered in a grass that looked more like spinach leaves, or maybe bay leaves. Wigwam-like houses lined the streets. Everywhere there were the aliens, galloping like horses, huddling near each other, riding in strange vehicles, shopping by picking things up in their hooves and putting them in baskets slung under their bodies… 

… and then there was one more, wearing the strange harness, looking directly at Jordan. 


*A whole planet full of supposedly intelligent creatures, and I get you.* The voice echoed through Jordan’s head, a mixture of words, feelings, and mental images, but mostly scorn and sarcasm. *A female, barely adult, still indulging in fairy tales about magical creatures called ‘aliens’. Tinkering with technology you barely understand, just so you could say, ‘Here I am!’ to creatures which you believe have an unhealthy fascination with vandalizing grain fields and torturing bovine mammals. I find that especially disgusting, may I just say that?*

Jordan’s eyes glanced over at one of the other aliens. A strange pale furless stalk extended from its belly to the ground. It opened up at the base, took in some of the strange leaf-grass, and bit it off. Wet chewing sounds came from it.


*So, you flagged down an alien spacecraft without any thought of the consequences of success,* the alien thought pointedly. *For example, no consideration that the aliens might be hostile. Or clumsy. Or, you know, ALIEN.*


“It would be worth it!” Jordan snapped. “Just knowing that you’re real… that aliens exist, even if everything we think we know about them is wrong… even if I never get to tell another soul, even if you take me away or kill me now or whatever, it’s worth it just to know!”


*How ironic, then, which one of us is actually about to die.* It was amazing, how a creature without a face could sneer so effectively. *If you’d had anything like minimal landing facilities, or a bunker to wait in, or if you’d just been a safe distance away from your transmitter, I probably could have survived the landing, even if the ship didn’t. And, of course, if you hadn’t confused my computer with your stupid little toy in the first place, it would have determined this system was pre-starflight. I would have stayed in orbit, or abandoned ship and gone into hiding. Not pinned under wreckage about to die.*

“Die?” Jordan waved a hand at the alien. “You seem fine enough to me.”


*This is an illusion. I’ve brought you into my mind, not an easy thing for such a self-obsessed species as yours seems to be… or at least this particular example. In this dream-memory of my home I can communicate much faster. In the real world I have only moments left to live.*


“Moments left to live?” Jordan stamped her foot, not even noticing she’d done it. “That’s not fair! I’ve waited all my life to meet aliens, I build something to signal aliens, and when it finally works the alien I meet is going to DIE!”


*Yes. How tragic for you.* Sarcasm carried quite well through telepathy. *Obviously I came into your life for the sole purpose of dying at you. Very spiteful of me, I know.*


“Um, that’s not how-“


*That was EXACTLY how you meant it.* The tone softened a bit as the alien continued, *But you immediately realized how fatuous it was, and you honestly feel bad about it, so perhaps there’s some hope for you.* Bitter again. *There had better be, anyway. There certainly isn’t any hope for me.*


“Is there anything I can do to help? Maybe I could get you to a doctor or something?”


*Half my ribs are broken, I can barely breathe, and there’s a large piece of metal stuck halfway through my body. I’m bleeding out slowly, but if someone lifted this thing off me I’d bleed out almost instantly. And if not? Trust your ‘doctors’? Oh, YES, because I would love my dying carcass to be in the hands of pre-spaceflight medical science. Bring on the leeches and magic water. Rut THAT.*

“But… but there must be something I can do!”

*That depends,* the alien said. *Who are you?*


“I’m Jordan. I said that when I came-“


*No, that’s just a name. My name is-* Jordan had a flash image of a flower sort of like a red cabbage with its outer leaves extended into sepals. *You may have noticed I am not a small stinky flower. I have never been a small stinky flower. That stupid flower didn’t even grow on my home continent, but it’s a traditional filly’s name, so I got stuck with it. But the name is not the individual. I want to know… what is this being which calls itself Jordan Stewart?*

 Jordan felt dizzy. The alien world vanished, and in its place was her room at Mu Beta Epsilon House. She flopped back to sit on her bed and held her head in her hands. The alien stood in the center of the room, attention focused on her.


*Hm… studying the stars, to make them your profession. You seek the wonder of space, as told in your bizarre and twisted morality plays. You feel… resentful… that your body did not develop in an aesthetically pleasing way.*


“Understatement.” Jordan was flat-chested, skinny, and nondescript. She’d dated precisely once in high school- with a loser hoping for a mercy fuck. College had been, outside her sorority, a total social failure. And the worst part of it was watching total fools with big tits get the guys, the classes, the connections, the success… while she was off chasing stardust.

*There is a… challenge… seeking to change this. To find some method any female could use to sexually enhance their body.*


“Yes,” Jordan said. Stevie’s challenge, the presidency of Mu Beta Epsilon, the hope of a body to go with her mind…


*And, for some strange reason, you thought that your new magical alien friends would make you more sexually attractive just so you could win some sort of challenge with your friends.*


“Um… er… yeah. But I wanted to meet aliens long before the challenge.” Jordan didn’t feel especially proud of herself, seeing herself through the judgment of a dying alien. The presidency of a sorority, bigger boobs, getting it on with some likely boy… all of that seemed really petty now. 


*You believe you know better than most other people about practically anything,* the alien continued. *Your arrogance is mitigated somewhat by the fact that you are right more often than wrong.*

“Well, I do.”


*You are a self-centered, self-obsessed immature young female. But you have compassion. You have courage- the courage of foolhardiness, perhaps, but courage.* 


Jordan’s head ached as shadows of herself appeared around the room, studying at her desk, building the transmitter, eating a quick lunch while writing a term paper. 

*And when you set a goal, you commit yourself. You let nothing stand in your way, once you decide what needs doing and how to do it. You are capable of total concentration and intense focus. And you have a sense of justice. All in all, hardly the ideal candidate, but you’ll do, I think.* 


“Do for what?”


*You’ll see. Now listen. As soon as I die my ship will begin counting down to self-destruct. This will not be a long countdown, understand?*


“I think so.”


*This ship and everything around it will be destroyed. It will look like an impact crater, like a meteor strike. After all this is done, put a meteor in the hole. Make it believable. Understand?*

“Where am I going to get a meteorite?” Jordan asked. “I can’t just use any old rock! Meteors are vastly diff-“


*FIGURE IT OUT,* the mental voice shouted, and then much fainter, *I don’t have time to argue.* The dorm room blurred around Jordan and the alien. *I really don’t have time. Listen. This is the important thing. When this dream ends your hand will be on a brass pyramid on my harness. Grab it and pull- it’ll come away. Take it with you and run for your life. The device will tell you what to do after that.*

The world around Jordan and the alien faded into blackness, except for a brilliant circle of light. The alien began to fall away from Jordan, fading as the two drew apart. “WAIT!” Jordan shouted. “WAIT!!”


*I’ve told you… what I need to.* The alien’s voice sounded very weak and distant. *Anything else you’ll have to-*


“ROSE!” Jordan thought of the alien flower the alien had given for a name, then of a bright red rose in full bloom, overlapping the two images as well as she could. She focused on the image as hard as she could. 

As the circle of light contracted, and the alien’s image faded, Jordan heard a thought: *Yes. That would have been a better name. A flower that has thorns, yet smells lovely, and is a byword for love. Better…*


The circle of light closed, vanished, and all was black.


Jordan’s eyes blinked. The red lights of the ship’s control room blinked back. Her hand lay on a piece of metal on the alien’s body- Rose’s body. Rose’s dead body, she noticed with regret. She grasped the metal and pulled. When she did so, to her surprise the harness retracted from around Rose’s body, vanishing into the little piece of metal. 

Jordan looked at the little piece of metal. It wasn’t more than a couple inches across diagonally, a nearly flat little pyramid of highly polished brass. There wasn’t room inside it for even a little strip of the harness, much less all of it. How did it-

*This will not be a long countdown, understand?*


Jordan looked around the control room. There weren’t any viewscreens intact, but red flashing lights lined the room. A low grunting sound echoed just at the edge of hearing. The ship vibrated.


*It will look like an impact crater, like a meteor strike.*


Jordan shoved the bit of metal into her pocket and scrambled through the door.


The rental car bounced over a ridge of sand onto the trail from the mesa to the main road. Jordan turned towards the road and floored the accelerator, sending the car bouncing and sliding down the track. She was about a mile from the mesa when she saw a brilliant light in the side mirror. She slammed on the brakes, threw the gearshift into park, and ducked down in the seat, awaiting the blast.


It didn’t come. The light shimmered down on her from the rear-view mirror. Gradually she stuck her head up to look back across the desert at the crash site. A flattened sphere of plasma burned where the ship had been, a little blot of light bright as the sun, pushing back the night. Jordan watched in fascination for several seconds as the sphere glowed brighter and brighter, until it gave a blinding flash. She ducked down again, covering her head in her hands as the car rocked under the delayed shockwave. Stones struck the windows, breaking one, cracking the rear window. After a few seconds, one last rock smacked into the windshield, spreading the cracks across the upper center section of the glass.

Jordan picked herself up. The car was still drivable, even with a quarter of the windshield in spiderweb shards. She turned the car around and, much more slowly this time, made her way back to the crash site. Debris from the blast blocked the path she’d taken cross-country from the mesa, so she parked the car on the trail and walked the rest of the way, using the light from small brushfires touched off by the blast to find her way.


She stopped at the edge of a crater- a good-sized one, several times the size of the spaceship, over three hundred yards across at the least. The plasma had dug the crater quite deep as well, fifty feet or so at its center point. Moonlight twinkled on the bottom, where dirt and bedrock had been turned into glass, then shattered by the final release of the fireball. As Rose had said, not a trace remained of the ship.


Except the bits that had fallen off the spaceship and onto the mesa when it crashed, Jordan realized. She could remember the heavy pieces falling around her, kicking up dust, knocking her off her balance. 


The fireball would be investigated. By tomorrow the mesa, the crater, and all the surroundings would be covered with astronomers investigating the impact zone, looking for meteorite fragments. They’d find the metal. They’d know it wasn’t from Earth.


For a long moment Jordan was tempted: why can’t I discover the metal? I’m here. It’s here. The first documented proof of alien visitation of Earth! I’d be famous! My career would be made! The people of Roswell would invite me to MOVE there!


*You are a self-centered, self-obsessed immature young female.*


The memory struck like a slap across the face. Jordan slumped. If she did that, she’d be buying her fame with Rose’s blood, wouldn’t she? Rose hadn’t wanted there to be any evidence of her presence. That’s why her ship burned itself up- to destroy the evidence. She reached down to her waist, where her camera rode in its bag. Had she… no, she’d been too excited, too eager, too busy when in the ship to actually take any photos. She’d photographed the fireball it made coming down, but nothing else. Nothing to delete… but also no images of Rose.

Jordan let herself weep for a few moments, then blinked the tears away. Not now. Work to do. Get up to the mesa, get the metal and… do what? Stash it in the rental car. Maybe it would fit in the trunk. Then go somewhere and dump it before calling in the meteor strike to the astronomical society. 


The pieces of metal proved harder to find on the mesa than she’d expected. The plates were dark and non-reflective. Jordan stumbled around trying to find one in the moonlight, succeeding only after she salvaged a flashlight from the wreck of her telescope. Even with the flashlight it took several minutes before she spotted one, a large curved plate about three feet across and three inches thick.

Her first attempt to grab it, one-handed, earned her a couple of scraped fingers. A two-handed grip on the broader side of the plate barely shifted it in the dirt. Too heavy, Jordan thought. Then, because she didn’t like giving up, she squatted down on her heels, took the edge of the plate in both hands, and pushed herself upwards as hard as she could. The metal didn’t budge.


Something dug into her hip as she squatted. Jordan released the plate and stood up, digging the little pyramid out of her pocket. She looked at it in the moonlight, wondering: Should I throw this away too? It’s alien- very alien- but Rose wanted me to have this. She specifically told me to take this with me…


*The device will tell you what to do after that.*


“All right,” Jordan said to the little bit of metal in her hand, “tell me.”


Something slithered across her hand. Jordan yelped, nearly dropping the pyramid. She picked up the flashlight and shone the light on it. It had grown a short leather strap with a buckle, like a choker. She turned it over, looking to see where it was joined… and couldn’t find it. The pyramid wasn’t riveted to the strap; the strap literally grew out of the pyramid. 


*Put me on.* This mental voice wasn’t memory, and it wasn’t Rose. This mental voice was dry, precise, cold, matter-of-fact. When she hesitated, it said, *Put me on,* in precisely the same rhythm and tone, as if it were a recording.


Jordan looked at the thing once more before slowly, carefully, reaching up and wrapping the choker around her throat, the pyramid facing outwards. She slipped the strap through the buckle, fumbling a bit with the catch before it closed.


A buzzing sound/feeling echoed inside Jordan’s skull. Something rushed back and forth through her mind, using a lighter touch than Rose had… or, possibly, a more skilled touch than Rose had used. Suddenly the buzzing became words: *Testing… testing… vocabulary alignment complete. Prepare for aptitude checks. Testing… stand by.*


What is going on? Jordan thought. Am I hallucinating? Did Rose have a passenger?

*Selfishness within permissible limits. Fear response superior. Willpower superior. Moral baseline acceptable. Maturity level inferior but trainable. Overall assessment: worthy.*


“Was I supposed to hear that?” Jordan asked.


The new voice ignored the question. *You have been chosen to wield the Mark Nine Ranger Device. Your duty is to defend the helpless against those who would conquer or pillage them, helping to maintain peace in the galaxy. Among its other functions, this Device will advise you on potential threats and proper response.*

“Wait. What device? Defend who? What are you…” Jordan’s hand touched the choker. “You mean this pyramid thing is some sort of… you mean YOU are this ‘device’?”

*Affirmative. This is the Mark Nine Ranger Device. Please stand by for integration with memory.* 


“What does- EUUGH!” This time the rushing sensation was centered in one small portion of her mind. The closest metaphor she could come up with was someone blasting a firehose through a fire cabinet, with the water reading every page in every file as it blasted through. The process took only moments, which wasn’t much of a comfort. 


*Multiple errors detected. Wearer is a member of a pre-starflight civilization and has no knowledge of galactic civilization. Noninterference and nondisclosure protocols enabled. Stand by for imprinting of protocols.*

“Imprinting? Now wait just a-“


This time the thing in her mind HURT. It BURNED. Jordan’s brain cells were being shoved into compliance, storing data in the mental equivalent of letters of fire twenty feet high. 


*YOU WILL NOT REVEAL THE EXISTENCE OF ALIEN LIFE.*


*YOU WILL NOT IDENTIFY YOURSELF AS THE BEARER OF ALIEN TECHNOLOGY.*


*YOU WILL NOT REVEAL YOUR OWN IDENTITY AS A RANGER TO THE PEOPLE OF YOUR WORLD.*


*YOU WILL NOT INTERFERE WITH ANY RIGHTFUL RECOGNIZED GOVERNMENT, NOR SEEK TO OVERTHROW OR SUPPLANT ANY GOVERNMENT.*

*YOU WILL NOT USE THE POWERS OF THIS DEVICE FOR YOUR OWN MATERIAL GAIN, BEYOND THAT NECESSARY TO CONTINUE YOUR DUTIES AND FULFILL YOUR OBLIGATIONS.*


The words faded, but didn’t quite go away. Jordan’s head ached. She sat on the slab of alien metal and held her head in her hands. 

*These protocols will be removed if and when your world makes formal, open and regular contract with an interstellar civilization,* the voice said in its normal voice.


“shut up,” Jordan whimpered, the fire in her brain still raging.


Once the pain had settled to a dull migraine, the device spoke again. *Stand by for body alteration.*


“Wha… wha… wait,” Jordan moaned. “What does my body need altering for?”


*The Mark Nine Ranger Device acts as a conduit for the manipulation of cosmic energies. To achieve full function the wearer’s body must be reconfigured to act as a storage facility for reserve energy. Additional: nondisclosure mode requires a markedly different appearance for the wearer when fulfilling the duties of a Ranger. Body alteration will help in this regard.*


“What kind of alterations are we talking about here?”


*Analysis of physical system complete. Fatty tissue identified as nominal storage location for energy. Scanning for ideal depository-*

“WAIT a minute!!” Jordan shouted. “I don’t want to be fat!”


She flinched, expecting a mental sigh in the voice, but it bore no trace of emotion or impatience. *Select preferred aesthetic form,* it said with all the patience of a phone-tree. 

Jordan tried to sort this out in her mind. She couldn’t, not at once. Things were moving too fast. With all the monkeying around in her brain, she couldn’t form a coherent answer. Instead vague images passed through her mind; images of superheroes, of fantasy figures from the Internet, from various women she was jealous of on campus, to herself with throw pillows shoved down her shirt, to-

*Preferred aesthetic form extrapolated from conflicting data.*


“What?”


*Initializing body alteration.* The voice paused, then added in a slower tone, *Calculations indicate that the differences in mass between current form and preferred aesthetic form will produce severe discomfort and major damage to clothing. Disrobing is strongly recommended. One minute to body alteration.*


“What? Disrobe? Do you know how cold it is-“

*Six degrees Celsius by your measuring systems. Fifty seconds to body alteration. Disrobing is strongly recommended.*


Jordan’s jacket came off in moments. Her sweater took a bit longer when her hair got caught in the wool. Shoes- off, after a struggle. Pants- off, stepped out of, done. She shivered in her underwear. The wind had picked up, and the desert in March at roughly two thousand feet above sea level felt colder than the temperature the device had given.


*Further disrobing is strongly-* The mental voice shifted back to its faster, pre-recorded tone. *Body alteration initiated.*


Something pressed against Jordan’s throat, and something else tickled just under her skin. A slow warmth built through her body, spreading down and out from her throat, then back up through her head to the top. Her muscles went limp, and she swayed on her feet for a moment before something she couldn’t see caught her and held her upright. She felt stretched from within, stretched beyond physical limits, pushed and poked by the warmth filling her body.


The probing heat worked her inside and out, but it focused on two areas in particular- her chest and her hips. Pulses of heat radiated from her nipples out and around her ribcage. More heat worked underneath the ribs, sliding around and occasionally through organs she’d never had reason to sense before. To a lesser extent the heat focused on her hips and butt, probing it in smaller waves of warmth.

In moments the heat had spread throughout her body- except her brain. Thank goodness, Jordan thought; she’d had more than enough monkeying around in her head.


*First stage completed. Cellular structure modified to accept energy input. Second stage: physical optimization initiated.*


This HURT. Something forced Jordan’s body to take gasping, gulping breaths. Her bones creaked and shifted, muscles and ligaments stretching out of sync over them, producing intense stabbing, ripping pains. Her body felt heavier by the moment, even held in the grip of… of whatever was holding her up. Her angle of sight changed slightly- she couldn’t quite tell how at first, until she saw her moon-shadow pass over a nearby rock. Something was making her taller…

… and as soon as she noticed, it stopped. 


*Second stage complete. Stress and pain responses detected in bearer. Body modification paused to allow recovery and assimilation.*


The force holding her up released her, and Jordan barely kept herself from falling over. Pain faded as muscles and bone settled into position. Carefully, testing her balance on her feet with every motion, Jordan looked down at herself. Things seemed a bit… blurry. She reached up to check her glasses… yes, they were still on. 


When she took them off, she gasped. Her body looked… fit. The embarrassing paunch on her belly had vanished, replaced by a flat, smooth surface. Her stick-thin arms now had shape and form- not muscular or ripped like a bodybuilder, but fuller and firmer than ever before. Likewise her legs had grown, calves filled out, thighs tightened up considerably. 

And her chest… well, the bra she wore mostly out of wishful thinking now contained something, if not all that much. What stretched that bra painfully tight, though wasn’t her bust, but a powerful rib cage that only minutes before had been sunken and nondescript. It looked (so far as she could tell without a mirror) like her upper torso was now as wide as her rounder, fuller hips.


*Muscle tone and skeletal structure have been enhanced to maximum performance potential. Development of that potential will be up to the bearer. Prepared for final stage of body modification?*


That’s right. Jordan had forgotten there was more. She nodded her head silently, still taking in her new body- and the fact that she didn’t need her glasses to see it properly.


*Third stage: initial empowerment begins.*


The skin around that spot on her throat prickled again, and then a torrent of heat poured into her body. Again something unseen held her in place as her body convulsed with heat. There was no pulsing, no probing, nothing but the uncontrolled flow of power through every single cell. 

Which was not to say that all cells took the power equally. Far from it. The vast majority of the fire permeating Jordan’s body stopped at her chest, swirling around in circles just under her skin. The majority of what didn’t stop there seemed to flow around her hips, especially her bottom. In both places the growing pressure within her body intensified, pushing, pressing…


… and condensing.


Jordan could feel her chest pushing against her already tight bra, stretching it tighter still. She looked down to see flesh forming, two lumps squashed together under the cups of her bra, swelling and pushing back against the fabric. In moments the hems began forming creases in her skin as more and more tissue formed, seeking a way out from captivity.


Breasts, she thought, I’m growing honest-to-God breasts. 


Surprisingly there was no pain. She could sense the bra digging in, straining to contain the rapidly growing mounds. She could feel her new assets straining back, seeking to grow larger still. It should have hurt like hell having a bra now six sizes too small on, and yet it felt more like… an inconvenience… as if she could just inhale, like so, and-


POP. The front clasp of the bra ripped its seams, and the cups flew apart. Jordan’s breasts surged forward, filling out almost into spheres, round and perky and quite satisfyingly large. Released from the bra they spread apart, continuing to swell and grow until they spread wider than her recently enhanced torso. 


With the pressure of the bra gone Jordan noticed a lesser pressure, as her new round, plump, but firm ass stretched her panties into a wedgie. She reached a hand down to adjust the waistband, and to her surprise her grip ripped apart the undergarment, snapping the elastic and ripping the fabric. 


The surge of heat faded to a dull warmth. *Body modification complete,* the device’s mental voice reported. *All power stored in internal capacitors has been transferred to long-term high-density storage in the bearer.* After a pause, the device said, in a completely unconnected tone, *Are you ready to begin tutorial mode?*


The force released Jordan, and she stood on her own feet again. She ran a hand down her body, giving special attention to the two wonderful round objects on her chest. She lifted them up, pushed them together, caressed them slowly. They’re everything I could ever have dreamed of… oh, thank you Rose, thank you… 


*Are you ready to begin tutorial mode?* The device’s voice said the words precisely the same- a programmed prompt, Jordan thought idly. 


“Not yet,” she muttered. I need a minute. An hour ago I was me, ordinary Jordan Stuart from Ames, Iowa. Now I’m a beautiful, voluptuous woman with great big tits and an ass and…


… and no clothes. No clothes out in the open in the middle of the desert just before spring solstice. “CLOTHES!!” she shrieked, lunging for the pile she’d made of her own when disrobing. 


*Stand by…* The device’s tone changed and slowed as it continued, *Cultural nudity taboo detected.* The choker shook slightly, and two new leather-like straps rushed out of the device, racing down her body. The straps ran down each breast to cover the nipples, then curved back down to form a single strap that ran down the crotch, merging with a third strap running down her back. In moments Jordan was just barely descent for European beaches, but definitely not for Iowa or most other places.


“Device, this,” she said, tugging a little at one of the straps, “this does not count as ‘clothes.’”


*The fabrication capacities of this unit are limited by design. Currently at 82% capacity. Remaining function reserved for nondisclosure mode.*


“Reserved? Reserved for what?”


A bit of the leather-like material flapped up into Jordan’s face, wrapping itself around her eyes. Transparent sections allowed her to see out.


*Fabrication capacities now at 100% utilization.* Then, back to the old tone, *Are you ready to begin tutorial mode?*


“No!” 


*Standing by.*


Jordan shook her head, noticing that the straps that connected the mask to the choker stretched along with her skin, as if they were a part of her. She could pull a strap away from her breast with her hand. When she replaced it and just tried nudging it, it stayed in place. She shook her torso, sending her new huge boobs bouncing (BLISS, she though), and the straps stayed in place. How does it do that? Wait. No. Not important now. Proper clothes needed.


She picked up her sweater and tried to put it on. The sleeves just barely stretched enough to admit her arms, but her newly majestic breasts simply refused to squeeze into the top. She gave it up and tried the jacket instead. The sleeves were a bit snug and a couple inches too short on her arms, and the front wouldn’t zip up more than an inch above her navel. She pulled and tugged at her pants until the waist made it up in the general vicinity of her own. The button refused to come within a mile of actually closing.


She tried to take a step, and the jacket split up the back while the pants split through the crotch. 


The ruined clothes went back into a pile, joined by her now-useless glasses. Jordan sat down on the hull fragment she’d tried to lift before. Disgust took the place of wonder. She was in the desert with practically no clothes on and no way of getting more without taking a half-wrecked rental car back into town to the hotel.


She SO did not want to meet a policeman looking like this.


*Are you ready to begin tutorial mode?*


“Shut up.”


*Standing by.*


After a minute of sulking, Jordan allowed other thoughts to enter her head. She looked like a sex bomb- like a superhero, though certainly one of the sexist fantasies of the modern era, not the more respectably clothed ones from Saturday morning cartoons. She felt like a million dollars, as if she could go running for days and never stop. Her body felt lighter than she could ever recall, even with the added mass (and added masses). 


Why? What for?


Rose had definitely not given her the device, the little brass pyramid on her neck, so she could get a sexy body out of it. This had been very important to Rose, so important that the alien had sought out the mind of the being which, from Rose’s point of view, had just gotten her painfully and messily killed. Under the circumstances she wouldn’t be doing Jordan any unnecessary favors at all.


Slowly, carefully, Jordan ran through every moment of the dream conversation. She then went on to the device, recalling-


*Are you ready to- standing by.*


-recalling the things it said, including (ouch, it still hurt) the directives burned into her brain like God giving her the commandments Moses couldn’t carry. The other facts found space in her mind around where the directives had been drilled in and finally sunk into place.


“Device,” Jordan asked slowly, “repeat that introduction thing- the Mark Nine Device thing.”


*You have been chosen to wield the Mark Nine Ranger Device. Your duty is to defend the helpless against those who would conquer or pillage them, helping to maintain peace in the galaxy. Among its other functions, this Device will advise you on potential threats and proper response.* Pause. *Are you ready to begin tutorial mode?*


“Defend the helpless…” Jordan mused.


*Non sequitur. Please restate.*


Jordan ignored the device. I’m supposed to fight evil. I’m a Ranger, whatever that means in the alien culture Rose came from. Which means Rose was too. And she had to pass this on when she died. That… sort of made sense.  And, presumably, I’m provided with some means of fighting evil. Besides whopper tits and a warm inner glow which is SO welcome because that wind is CHILLY. 

“Right,” Jordan said. “Now for the big question: what do you DO, exactly?”


* Are you ready to begin tutorial mode?*

Jordan took a deep breath and let it out. “Fine.”

After a few seconds, the device said again, *Are you ready to-*


“YES!”


*Tutorial mode engaged. Motor control override.*


Jordan stood up. She hadn’t thought about it. She hadn’t told her body to do it. It did it by itself. She tried to raise a hand to her throat… and couldn’t move her arm. “Hey!!”


*Tutorial mode may not be interrupted once begun.* 


Jordan’s feet left the ground. She hadn’t jumped. Her body hadn’t jumped either. She just floated up. As she rose, she noticed a faint glow surrounding her body.


*The Mark Nine Ranger Device converts the wearer into an energy storage and manipulation system that can project and use energy in a wide variety of ways. In addition, the Device is equipped with a broad spectrum of sensory equipment well in advance of over ninety-nine percent of all known galactic civilizations, past and present.*


Jordan’s body began to accelerate, rising up and across the dark desert. *The Device has a number of automated systems to assist the wearer in a number of basic applications of the Device’ systems. One of the most basic systems is flight. A tiny amount of power provides acceleration, while a secondary power tap provides an environmental field and shield against micrometeorites. The Mark Nine Ranger Device has been upgraded to include a failsafe system for flight mode to prevent asphyxiation or crashes in case of the unconsciousness of the wearer.*


“Well, that’s good to know,” Jordan said, looking down as the moonlit earth moved past faster and faster, farther and farther away… and then stopped. Did the device have something else to show her?


The device raised Jordan’s right arm, and her fingers spread out. A ball of light surrounded her hand and then leapt out to form a translucent wall of light in front of her. *The Device is primarily used for the absorption, storage and manipulation of energy. This energy can be used to project fields of force. Basic shielding automatically takes a spherical shape. Other modes, including pressor, tractor, or other fields, may be invoked according to the concentration of the wearer.*

The fingers closed, and the force field became a beam of light, striking out at a mountainside. Rocks and boulders flew from the impact site. *Energy projection can also be employed as a weapon of force. This use is limited to estimated nonlethal force except under condition of direct defense of life.*

Jordan’s arm was lowered, and the lights vanished except for the glow around her body. This glow expanded slightly as the device continued, *The Device is equipped with the capacity to transmute energy into atomic elements of atomic weight forty and below within the body of the wearer. These elements are then assimilated into certain tissues to be used as energy storage.* Pause. *High-density carbohydrate and lipoprotein compounds appear the most effective in your species, so that method was chosen.* 


Pause again. *The same transmutation process is used to provide a breathable atmosphere while flight mode is engaged or when the Device detects a hostile environment. Capacity is limited; this function may not be used for commercial production of materials.*

Lights flickered in front of Jordan’s eyes, showing a vague grid. Her body turned itself in the air to face the starry sky. A host of arrows and tags appeared in her vision as satellites in her field of range were picked out. *The Device has full sensory and extrapolation apparatus independent of and in addition to the wearer’s own senses. By combining its own capacities with that of the wearer it can detect and identify potential threats and targets at long distances, presenting them either in the tactical display you see here or by other means.*


Jordan’s body turned itself the right way up again, and the glow around her body flared brightly and became a more solid-looking field around her. *The Device automatically produces a limited buffer field that acts as armor in case of hand-to-hand combat. It does not stop heavy ballistic projectiles, although a consciously projected field may be imbued with sufficient power for that purpose. 

*Finally, the Device provides accelerated healing functions in the case of minor or significant injuries. However, it is not proof against major or catastrophic injuries. Caution is advised.* 


The glow of the field faded around Jordan’s body. *This concludes the briefing of the functions of the Mark Nine Ranger Device. You are strongly encouraged now to explore these functions at your own pace. The Device will provide instruction and warnings as required.* Pause, then much more slow and cautious: *As your species is not naturally suited for flight, it is recommended that the flight function be explored first. You may now direct the course and acceleration of your flight. Absence of direction will produce hover for a few-“


Jordan looked up, and the earth fell away from her peripheral vision. The air pushed back against her, then yielded with a loud crack. Jordan’s hair didn’t even rustle. She put every ounce of her will to acceleration upwards, gaining speed, blasting up and out of the atmosphere in a couple of minutes. 


Multiple arrows popped up in Jordan’s vision as the device pointed out space junk and low-orbit satellites. Jordan avoided them with ease, flying upwards until she could see the sun edging around the horizon far, far, far below.

Coast, she thought, and then turned herself to look down on the mostly dark world below, a sliver of sunlit surface embracing a slumbering shadow. She’d seen it before in photos, in videos from the space shuttle or the international space station… but here she was, seeing it live, first hand… and without a spacecraft. 


She coasted upwards in free-fall and reveled in the moment. All the thoughts in her brain boiled down to YES YES YEEEESS! For a couple of minutes she was perfectly satisfied with that. 


Then she remembered… not an obligation, exactly, but quite definitely a debt. Rose’s final request. “Device, I need to find an asteroid,” she said. “The closest rock that, if it entered the earth’s atmosphere at a steep angle, would make impact as…. Er…” She did some quick guesstimates in her mind based on various craters she’d studied in classes. “I think eighty kilograms on impact will do. Solid, iron-rich type preferred- a rocky asteroid would explode before hitting the surface. And it needs to be close enough that we can get back to the starting point of this flight before dawn. Preferably long before dawn. Parameters understood?”


*Understood. Scanning.  Target identified approximately one hundred twenty-three thousand kilometers overhead.* A new bracket appeared in Jordan’s vision. A line curved off left and upwards to a second point marked by a green blinking X. 


Right, Jordan thought, and urged herself forward.


The meteorlooked more like regolith than iron at first. Dust covered most of its surface, but ridges of harder-looking material appeared here and there. She’d hoped for a heavy rock a bit bigger than a basketball. This one was as large as her whole body, including her new boobs. It tumbled slowly in space in front of her.


“Are you sure this will work?”

*Orbital motion extrapolation shows the object is a mixed rock-iron asteroid. Much of the regolith will burn off on atmospheric interface. The remaining mass will fall within your parameters.*


“Okay, then,” Jordan said, and concentrated. Light wrapped the meteor. She tugged at the rock with her mind, and she felt its mass resist, tugging back. Good. She turned to face the Earth, which at this distance looked only a bit bigger than the moon. She accelerated more slowly on the return trip, the inertia of the asteroid pulling backwards against her. 


It took only a few minutes to reach Earth’s atmosphere. Jordan willed herself to slow, and the asteroid zipped past her. Its inertia jerked the link between her and it hard, yanking her downwards HARD. The shock broke her concentration, and the light winked out around the meteor, replaced almost at once by the glow of atmospheric friction.

*You are off-course. Point of origin of this flight is nine hundred thirty-two kilometers north-northwest of your current projected point of impact.*


Damn, Jordan thought, and sped up again, zooming past the blossoming fireball. On the good side, this wouldn’t look like a second meteor hitting the same spot- this one would look like something burning up over Mexico. On the bad side, she now had tons of runaway space rock to stop before it DID burn up… or, worse, make its own crater somewhere. 

She stopped in mid-air well ahead of the shooting star. She focused her will, wrapped it around the asteroid, and filled her mind with STOP. She felt her power grab the meteor, felt its mass shove her backwards, thrust backwards herself to halt its momentum. Energy rushed through her and out of her. 


Five seconds later she felt her motion stop again. The flow of energy eased, but not back to normal. The meteor, now scorched and cleaned of its dust coating, floated in front of her, wrapped in a flickering energy field. For the first time Jordan noticed herself breathing heavily, as if she’d been lifting the weight herself. She felt tired, light-headed, wrung out- nothing like the rush she’d felt when she took off.

*Energy storage is depleting. Landing is strongly encouraged at-*

“Which way back to where we came from?”


Arrows blinked in Jordan’s view, directing her to turn around, then pointing north across mountains and deserts. Towing the meteor behind her, she followed the arrows. The ground blurred underneath her as she flew. A couple of cities flashed by below on either side. Then the arrows pointed downwards, and Jordan saw the crater below, her rental car, the smashed remnants of her telescope and beacon.

The arrows winked out, as did the field around the meteor. *Energy storage exhausted. Now operating on emergency reserves. Safety override engaged. Time to land.*


The meteor crashed unceremoniously to the ground, dropped on the edge of the blast crater, wobbled, and rolled unsteadily in. Jordan didn’t crash, but she did fall the last ten feet or so without power. Her legs folded up, leaving her on her butt in the dirt road in front of the rental car. 

Jordan stood up and dusted herself off. There was much less of her now to dust off, she noticed. The breasts that had grown so huge in the power transfer had shrunk back down to nothing. She reached behind her and felt a flat, hard, muscular butt, no longer rounded or padded. When she looked down, she saw her body ripped and defined, every muscle clearly identifiable, veins standing out, not a spare ounce of fat visible anywhere.


“What happened to my tits?” she asked.

*Energy storage is depleted. As systems recharge, energy will gradually be stored in those areas selected by your mind- in your case the buttocks and breasts primarily, with limited storage elsewhere in your body.*


“Oh,” Jordan said. “So the more energy I have, the bigger my boobs and ass will be.”


*Correct.*


“Okay, that’s good to- waaaait…” Jordan had a sudden mental image of how big her new “batteries” might become. She didn’t like what she saw. “So… how big could I get, technically?”


The voice took several seconds to respond, and when it did the words came very slowly and reluctantly. *Uncertain. Insufficient data on your species leaves open the possibility of no upper limit on storage.*


“No upper limit? You mean I could end up with tits big as a house?”


*Unknown. Possible.*


“Wonderful.” She imagined herself flying through the sky with boobs that equaled the mass of the rest of her body. Strangely, this time the mental image didn’t seem so bad. Much bigger than she’d wanted, true… but better than being flat… 


Later. Time to rejoin the rest of the world. There was an honest-to-god meteorite in that crater now, and-


The loose debris. Still up on the mesa. Need hiding.

*Insufficient energy reserves for flight or levitation.*


“Fine,” Jordan grumbled, and jogged up the mesa. 


The slabs of metal were still heavy as hell, but with her enhanced body Jordan could lift and carry them one at a time. The piece she’d tried lifting before putting on the device turned out to be the largest and heaviest. The device highlighted the other pieces in her vision, making them easy to find in the fading moonlight. There were sixteen pieces in all- the smallest ones light enough for the new, optimized Jordan to carry one in each hand. They all fit in the trunk of the rental car, though they did leave the suspension suspiciously low.

I can dispose of it later, she thought. Stash it in the hotel room until nightfall. Eat some really fatty food in the meantime. Then send it all flying into the sun. Nothing simpler. All I have to do is get back to the hotel without looking too conspicuous.


Time to rejoin the rest of humanity.


This time the sweater went on- just; it was most uncomfortably tight. The jacket slipped on over it, even with its split back. Pants on; yes, the crotch was split, but if she stayed in the car until she got to the hotel, then dashed in, nobody would notice from a distance. Glasses in jacket pocket- so. “Lose the mask,” she muttered, and the device retracted the leather back into itself. 


There. Jordan Stuart, secret space ranger, was ready to rejoin the human race. She climbed into the car, started it, and drove into the twilight before dawn, back to the hotel to report the meteor strike, eat breakfast, and change her pants.


Not in that order, though. 

Space and time twisted again, and a small starship appeared near a nondescript yellow star. It slipped past gas giants unseen and undetected, focusing at once on a mostly water-covered rocky world closer to the system’s primary. After a quick scan of the planet it altered course slightly, parking itself behind the planet’s single large moon, concealed from direct observation.


A glowing figure emerged from the little starship. It streaked through the lunar sky, pausing briefly at a fresh crater with bits of metal scattered around one edge. It then soared away from the moon’s surface, following a trace of ions invisible to anything else, until the trail vanished in the ionosphere of the planet below. 

The glowing figure stopped and allowed itself a moment of self-satisfaction. Its quarry had gone to ground here, somewhere on the surface of this pre-starflight world. If dead, its device would be abandoned or, at worst, in the hands of some primitive, untrained native. In any case, the chase would soon end, with victory absolutely assured.

With a flash of light, it descended to the planet turning below, as the line between dark and dawn crept across its surface.
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