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Prologue

“As we feared, Mister Mayor, the aliens have broken out of the Red Zone.” The

general’s chest puffed out as he spoke and his strut across the mayor’s carpet was

reminiscent of a rooster’s performance in the chicken yard. “Their vehicle—dare I

call it a ‘war machine’?—is bound straight for this city.”

The mayor’s round face was bright red. He seemed to be glued to his chair. “What

can we do? There are two million vote—people! How much time do we have?”

“The damn thing’s in no hurry. At its current speed, we forecast tomorrow evening

at the latest. It appears to be some sort of ground-effect vehicle, so the terrain will

be of little or no consequence.”

The city comptroller was a small man with a nervous disposition. He faced a large

map of city that had been hastily pinned to one wall, wringing his hands endlessly.

“Evacuation is simply not possible,” he cried. “We would need days to move even

a portion of the population out through the secondary routes.”

“Goddamn aliens,” the mayor growled. “They would have to land smack in the

middle of the biggest highway through this valley! Why couldn’t they arrive down

by the old mill, or the old quarry or wherever, like normal UFOs?”

The general stopped his pacing. “Did I hear you right? Am I to understand that

this city has experienced landings of this sort before?”

“Well… no.” The mayor’s hands were shaking as he toyed with the official seal; a

circular stamp inscribed with an outline of the state and a stylized rooster, to

reflect the city’s historical industrial base. “There are always stories, of course.

Tall tales, perhaps. But they do seem to feature places like old mills and

abandoned quarries, don’t they? I’m sure they do.”

“Are you out of your mind?” The comptroller waved at the map. “When that thing

gets here, two million people are gonna—going to be—what, assimilated? Forced

into slave labor camps? Turned into chicken feed? Don’t you get it? We are effing

doomed!”

The mayor’s arm shot out and his forefinger took aim at the comptroller. “You’re

not helping, Darnell. Sit down. And while you’re at it, calm the hell down.”
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“Gentlemen, please. Calm yourselves.” The general resumed his pacing. “Perhaps

I should have led with this, but all is not lost.”

“But—didn’t you just tell us that the aliens destroyed the people who were trying

to make contact with them? Their camp, the soldiers… all gone?”

“Yes, I did. Vaporized, in fact. Nothing left but dust. We have it on video. Aerial

reconnaissance. Quite good resolution, I must say. On the bright side, it was over

quite quickly. They didn’t suffer.” He paused for breath. “But we have their

findings. Scientists here in the city, and elsewhere, have studied everything the

first contact team did, everything they learned.”

Darnell squirmed in his seat. “It didn’t do them much good…”

The general ignored him. “They made little progress with the creatures’ language,

so unfortunately there is always room for misunderstanding—when you can’t get

into your opponent’s mind.” He tapped the side of his head. “But to their credit,

the aliens were able to pick up English rather quickly. Or their computers did. We

never did get a look at the critters, so it’s hard to know.”

Darnell pounced, figuratively speaking. “Not so fast, general! So everything you

think you know about them is what they chose to tell you. What good is that?”

The general glared. “Well, there is that. Nonetheless, we have little choice but to

proceed as best we can. The aliens,” he told the mayor, “appear to be bi-gendered,

as we are. By that I do not mean bisexual.” He cast a sly glance at the comptroller.

“I mean that they possess, and indeed require, two radically different genders in

order to reproduce themselves.” He produced a red-and-white handkerchief and

mopped his brow. “Where they do seem to differ from us—rather substantially—

is the way they ‘express’ their gender.”

The mayor’s face got redder. “What in God’s name are you talking about, sir? My

city is about to be wiped off the map and you’re talking about gender?”

“Yes sir, I am. And if you can both contain your excitement, I’ll tell you how your

city might just survive contact with these creatures.” The general strolled over to

the window, which happened to face due south, although the alien ‘war machine’

was not yet in view. “From what our people could glean of their history, the aliens

once enforced a very rigid distinction between the sexes. They dressed, acted and

socialized in very different ways. In fact, by the sound of it they rarely met. For

procreation of course, but little else. This led to misunderstandings, disputes, even

wars. Frankly, it’s rather amazing they survived to tell the tale.”

Darnell stared at the floor. “Are they male or female?” he asked.

The general looked surprised. “Beg pardon?”
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“The ones who are attacking us—are they male or female?”

The general scratched his head. “Darned if I know. Like I said, we don’t actually

know what they look like. But I don’t think it matters.” He paced back to the

middle of the mayor’s office. “The compromise they reached, it would seem, was

to stop enforcing that rigid distinction between the sexes. They told us they don’t

all dress alike—which would be silly—but that the males are no longer allowed to

dress and act purely as males, and females can no longer dress or act purely as

females. Everyone, regardless of gender, has to in some way blend what they once

considered to be male and female ways of dressing and acting.”

Darnell swallowed hard. “So, does that mean that a member of one gender would

not be allowed to, er… ‘present’ themselves as if they were the other gender?”

“That’s no problem. Because underneath you’d have the equipment of the other

sex, right? They have scanners that can detect that sort of thing, very nearly

instantly. It’s when your outward appearance matches what you’ve got between

your legs, or in your mind—that’s what they don’t permit. Rather violently, as it

turns out. That’s what got our people killed.”

“Good heavens,” the mayor cried. “Do you mean to tell me that all those people

were killed, simply because the men dressed like men and the women dressed like

women? Where’s the sense in that? Where’s the humanity?”

The general looked irritated. “Well, that’s just the point—they aren’t human. They

don’t think like us. Should we expect them to? Of course not! They come from a

planet, a star, nearly fifty light-years away. And, I might add, they made the trip in

mere weeks. Do you know what that means? They have technology that allows

them to sidestep the speed of light—subspace or warp speed or what have you.

Need I emphasize how important it is that we get our mitts on that stuff?”

“Of course. Of course. But at the moment,” the mayor, his face in his hands, “I’m

more concerned about surviving the next day or two.”

“One goes with the other, Mister Mayor. Hand in glove, as it were. If we can stop

these creatures, if we can make friends with them, then your constituents will live

to vote another day and the United States of America will become the founding

member of an interstellar ‘federation of planets’ or some such. Yes…” he mused.

“That has a rather nice ring to it, don’t you think?”

Darnell pleaded, “What does this have to do with anyone’s gender?”

“Ah, yes. There’s the rub. It would seem that these aliens intend to ‘cleanse’ the

city, as it were, of its plague of strict gender stereotyping. Their words, not mine.

They’re quite serious about this sort of thing. Women may, or may not, be at risk;
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it’s hard to know. But the males will be targeted; we’re certain of that.”

“How does this help us?” The mayor’s voice was muffled by his hands.

“Our strategists agree that our best bet is to send out a squad of—shall we say,

gender ‘blended’ individuals—to intercept the war machine tomorrow afternoon,

before it can reach the city. They have the best chance to defuse the situation and

hopefully convince the aliens to return to the Red Zone.” The general lifted his

hand. “Please, I know what you’re thinking. Why not just send a whole pile of

women out to meet them, wearing pant suits or jeans or whatnot. That wouldn’t

work, I’m afraid. The aliens already know that females on our world can wear

whatever they damn well please. The squad must be composed entirely of men.”

The mayor grabbed the edge of his desk and staggered to his feet. “Am I hearing

you correctly? Your plan is to send a bunch of skirt-wearing fairies in high heels

into combat against the deadliest foe mankind has ever encountered?”

“Precisely! I’m told that roughly one percent of the male population have a strong

inclination toward wearing women’s clothing.” He cast another sly glance toward

the comptroller. “In this city alone there must be several hundred of them, all no

doubt deeply ensconced in the closet. But I’m sure we can scrape together a

couple of dozen for this mission.”

Darnell buried his face in his hands. The mayor moaned something to the effect of

everyone and his dog being doomed. The general strode to the door, yanked it

open and called to his Chief of Staff. “Lieutenant, round up the men and tell them

to get their sorry asses out there. Fan out across the city. Check with the police,

nightclubs, wine bars, dressing services—leave no stone unturned. We need cross-

dressers, asap, and lots of ‘em!”  �
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One

Grayson Hibblewhite was bummed. Military types had taken command of the

city, and they had imposed a 24-hour curfew that limited movement even in broad

daylight. That meant no going to work, but also no going out to see his friends or

to shop or hit the clubs or for any other reason. He was stuck at home.

Normally, what that meant was an opportunity to ‘dress’. Over the previous few

years, since escaping the house he was raised in—which was where he acquired

his deep appreciation for figure-hugging lingerie and long wigs and little black

dresses and generally looking as feminine as humanly possible—he’d become

quite adept at imitating the appearance, and even the mannerisms, of a young

woman born and bred. After considerable trial and error, and a few close calls, he

was able to pass uncontested on the street, even during the day—and to cut a

reasonably attractive figure doing so. That didn’t extend to dating as a woman,

which he wasn’t sure he was at all into—although the thought of being treated as

female, all the way to its logical conclusion, was certainly enticing. But his male

self was still part of the workforce, and he still dated honest-to-god girls now and

then—mostly the blind dates his friends kept throwing his way—and to be honest

he hadn’t quite figured out if he was truly a woman on the inside or just a male

wannabe. Typical cross-dresser angst, he thought. Same old story.

He sighed, staring out the window. The question, as always, was simple: to ‘dress’

or not to dress? In this case, when the half the US Army had been brought in to

stop him from getting out. What on earth could possibly be going on, in that no-go

area outside town, to warrant this kind of manpower? He chewed his lip. Dressing

was always worthwhile, even back when it was just him and he wasn’t yet daring

show his femme face in public. But he was so good at it now, and passing was so

much fun, it had been over two years since he’d last been able to resist venturing

outside; even in the rain or snow, or for a late-evening drive, or for a quick and

largely pointless promenade around the block. How far, he wondered, could he

push it with soldiers stationed on nearly every street corner? To them, he’d just be

a pretty little piece of tail—conservatively dressed; no point pushing his luck—

and of course ‘she’ wouldn’t have heard about the curfew…

To be treated as a real girl by soldiers. A shiver ran down his spine.
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Cross-dressing is all about pushing the envelope. You’re driven to go the extra

mile, whatever the cost. Longer hair, the more authentic the better; ideally your

own, or extensions, or at least a human-hair wig. Better breasts, the more real the

better; preferably something that merges seamlessly with your chest for cleavage

that can pass inspection. Makeup that a real woman might wear; not your average

girl-on-the-street either, but one who likes wearing makeup, is adept at using it

and looks good to boot. Nicely fashionable clothing, of course; something to

flatter the figure and call attention to its undeniable femaleness. Cross-dressing

isn’t like drag; the name of the game is passing as the real mccoy.

To be the only ‘real’ woman on the street, under the watchful eyes of dozens of

young soldiers who probably hadn’t seen a well dressed lady in months. Oh yes.

Grayson Hibblewhite bit his lip and dared himself to be that woman.

Then there came a knock at the door. That in itself was odd. He lived in a full-

security apartment with an intercom at the front door. His friends, and on occasion

family members, used that to be buzzed up. When he was dressed, answering the

buzzer was a conundrum, because the front door was eight floors down and on the

wrong side of the building, so he had no way of knowing whether or not it was

someone acquainted with his alter ego. However, no such problem existed now

since he wasn’t dressed and hadn’t yet even opened his closet.

It was probably just the super, with news about the curfew.

It wasn’t. Two soldiers stood on the threshold. “Grayson Hibblewhite,” one of

them barked. It didn’t sound like a question, but Grayson nodded. “Stand aside,”

the soldier said. “You are wanted in connection with—”

“Come now, Corporal. There’s no need to be like that.” A slightly older man,

obviously an officer, hove into view from the direction of the elevator. He flashed

a practiced smile. “Mr. Hibblewhite. It’s a pleasure. You are not ‘wanted’ in the

way the corporal implied, I can assure you. Might we come in?”

Given the circumstances, and the curfew, Grayson didn’t feel he had much choice.

Nonetheless, it was nice to be asked. He stood aside.

“Thank you.” The officer strolled into the apartment, hands clasped behind his

back. “Lovely place. Very tasteful. You have an eye for color.” The soldiers closed

the door behind them and took up stations in the short hallway that led to the

living room. Escape, Grayson realized, would not be an option. He offered the

officer a seat on the couch and a choice of refreshments.

“No, no. Nothing like that. Time is of the essence. My name is Lieutenant Bolero,

but let’s keep this informal. Call me Morris. Might I call you Grayson?”
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He nodded, feeling his knees buckle as he sank onto a footstool. What could these

men possibly want? Was this even official army business? Or something more…

personal? Both soldiers were armed, although their guns were holstered.

“Excellent. It’s very simple, Grayson. Your country needs you. Hell, your whole

planet needs you. It’s hard to emphasize the significance of this situation without

sounding, well… comically over the top. But the lives of every man in this city—

and possibly the women and children as well—depend specifically on what you

and others like you are able to do in the next twenty-four hours or so.”

Grayson stared at the officer, open-mouthed. “I really… don’t see what I can do

that…” He shook his head. “I suppose this has something to do with the curfew

and why the army is here, but—”

Morris held up his hand. “Perfectly understandable. Allow me to explain.” He

sighed and ran his tongue around his teeth. “I’m never quite sure how to put this,

but here goes nothing. Do you remember the movie First Contact? I’m talking

about Star Trek; the ‘Next Generation’ crew to be precise. That was where Picard

and his crew followed a Borg ship back in time, and they came into contact with

people from our own time, more or less, and they got to witness the moment when

human beings first met the Vulcans.” Grayson nodded.

“Well, that’s sort of what happened,” Morris said.

“Huh? You mean, people from the future are here? Vulcans? The Borg?”

“Uh, not exactly. Just ‘first contact’, that’s what I’m talking about. Aliens.”

“Oh my God. Is that what’s going on outside town? Aliens have landed?”

“Yep. And they’re headed this way. That’s the problem.” He went on to describe

what had happened to the contact team in the Red Zone, and why it happened, and

the nature of the threat to the city. There was no time, he emphasized, to evacuate.

The alien ‘war machine’ was scheduled to arrive that very evening.

Grayson went pale. “What’s all this got to do with me?”

Morris sat back and chewed on his lip. “Grayson, your ‘unique talent’, shall we

say, is all that stands between ourselves and certain destruction. Like I said, your

country needs you. We all do.” His gaze bore into the smaller man. “To be frank,

my family needs you. I have a couple of young kids back in Portland who might

never see their father again if this scenario goes tits-up, pardon the expression.”

Grayson nearly gagged. “But what makes you think—”

“We know you’re a transvestite. We have membership lists from every club in

town that caters to the cross-dressing scene. Your name is on several of them.”
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“But—I was given to understand…” His lost his wind. Of course, the lists were

confidential. But when it’s the army that’s asking, and the government…

“Don’t be too hard on them. We didn’t give the owners much choice. And it surely

is a matter of national security, if there ever was one.”

“Yeah, sure. But…” A lifetime of denial kicked in. “I’m not the only Grayson

Hibblewhite in town, you know. I never—”

“The lists included your address, and your cell phone number.”

“Well, sure. I mean, I’ve been to a few of those clubs—you know, now and then,

when somebody else wanted to go there. But I—”

“Why do you guys always do this?” Morris sighed. “Rhetorical question. Look, if

I were to go into that bedroom—” He pointed. “What do you suppose I’d find? A

closet full of skirts and high heels, that’s what. Now—are you going to make me

walk all the way over there and open that closet? Is that really necessary?”

Grayson swallowed hard and shook his head.

“All right. Sorry to put it so bluntly, but the time is now for you to ‘man up’ and

admit that you enjoy dressing up like a woman.” He waved his hand. “No, no, I’m

not going to make you say it out loud. I’m not a monster. But let’s just stop pussy-

footing around the truth, okay?”

Grayson took a deep breath. “I guess it’s nothing to be ashamed about.”

“Absolutely! I know where you’re coming from.” Again he flashed a smile. “I’m

serious. I can’t say that I share your unique interest in ladies wear—but we’re

about the same age. The same generation. I can remember growing up back in

Canby—that’s a little town outside Portland—and if we figured some other kid

was into the girly stuff, well… That kid would not have an easy time of it. You

know what that means. I never hit anyone myself, but I saw it happen—and did

nothing to stop it. I feel bad about that now, of course. But back then, I was just a

kid. None of us knew any better.” He gestured toward Grayson, palm up. “So I get

why you guys don’t like talking about this stuff, at least in public. I get why

you’re still ‘in the closet’, so to speak. It’s not that you’re ashamed or anything;

you’re just worried about how other people are gonna react.”

Grayson shrugged. “I guess so. But I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel some shame.

Now and then, at least. We all have weak moments.”

“Sure, sure. It’s because of all that baggage you’ve had to drag around—no pun

intended—since childhood. Whatever shame you might feel, it’s all because other

people made you feel that way. You yourself—you did nothing wrong.”
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“Okay… But what’s that got to do with aliens?”

“Well, like I said, the science boys figured out that our team in the Red Zone was

attacked because they were ‘presenting’ as the gender they actually are.”

“So the men were dressed like men, and the women were dressed like women. Not

exactly a capital offence. For that matter, I bet the women there weren’t even

wearing dresses. They’d be in pants and stuff, just like the men.”

“There were only two women on-site. Both of them were doctors or something,

and frankly I don’t know what they were wearing. You’re probably right, though.

But, you see, with women it doesn’t matter so much. They can wear pretty near

anything and no one bats an eye. So the aliens probably didn’t scan them as being

‘cross dressed’, because that’s not how those women saw themselves.”

“Okay, so you need real cross-dressers. Christ, why would these aliens even care

about something like that? It’s just so… strange.”

“Well, they are aliens. Can’t expect them to act like we do. You’ll be briefed on

this later, in more detail, but—long story short—something in their history caused

them to react violently to same-gender presentation.”

Grayson squirmed in his seat. “I still don’t know what you want me to do.”

Morris sighed heavily. “I did mention that there’s an alien vehicle headed our way,

right? Arrival time, pretty damn soon?”

“Yeah. You called it a ‘war machine’. That sounds scary.”

“It is. We want you to go out and intercept it.”

Grayson blinked slowly. “You want me to intercept an alien war machine?”

“Not by yourself, of course. You and every other cross-dresser we can round up.

Naturally, you’ll be well armed. Semi-automatic assault rifles. Very simple to use,

when you don’t have to worry about cleaning and loading. Point and shoot.”

“And this is something… the US Army can’t do for itself?”

“Oh no. We’d be wiped out. To the last man. They’ve got some kind of death ray

that vaporizes people on the spot. Vzzzt! Nothing left but dust.”

“What makes you think a bunch of heavily armed cross-dressers won’t be?”

“Weren’t you listening? The Red Zone team was wiped out because they were

each presenting as a single gender. You won’t be. The consensus among the brainy

types is that the aliens might not attack because you guys are more like them.”

“… might not attack?”
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“Well, there’s no guarantee. You want a guarantee, buy a refrigerator. No wait,

fridges have warranties. But that’s a sort of guarantee, right?” Morris waved both

hands. “Never mind that. We need to wrap this up asap. What you need to focus

on here is the opportunity you’ve got.”

“The opportunity to be vaporized.”

“No! To change the world.” He leaned forward, elbows on knees. “This isn’t just

about saving the city. It is about that, but there’s more. For all we know the aliens

might go on to wipe out the rest of the world as well—so, yes, this is about saving

every last human ass on the planet. But it isn’t really about that either. This is

about changing the future.”

“Sure, a future with or without people. That’s a change, either—”

“No! Not just that. I’m talking about attitudes, man. My attitude, their attitude—”

He pointed at the soldiers in the hallway. “We talked about how cross-dressers feel

all that shame, right? Because of how other people make you feel. Well, what do

you think is gonna happen when you and your buddies go out and stop this war

machine? You talk to them, right? You make ‘em listen. You make them see that at

least some of us are like them, in a way that’s important to them.”

Grayson’s mouth went dry. “You mean, we’d be… heroes?”

“Damn right you would. Or heroines. No—you’d be both. No one on this whole

goddamn planet would ever look at a cross-dresser the same way again. Save the

world and no one will ever look at gender the same way again. Hell, cross-gender

presenting could become the norm! Me and the boys could wind up wearing skirts

and heels, and marching on parade in quinceañera dresses.”

Grayson smiled wanly. “You probably don’t have the legs for it.”

“Probably not. That’s why we need guys like you.” He shook his head. “You do

realize, we’d be doing this ourselves if we could. I know for a fact that the military

strategists and the psychologists did consider putting us army guys in skirts and

prom dresses, and even full makeovers, but they decided that wouldn’t be enough.

You can’t just wear this stuff, you have to want it as well. You have to come by it

honestly. The aliens have scanner beams and—well, we just don’t know how deep

the scans go, do we? Maybe they can see right into our minds. We can’t take the

chance. Not when we’ve only got one shot.”

Grayson rose and paced over to the window. As before he bit his lip, staring out

across the lake. He’d wanted to dress for the soldiers anyway, to validate himself

as a woman in front of them, and that was only half an hour ago. So why not?

What did he have to lose, besides the obvious? And his life hung in the balance
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regardless of what he chose to do. He pushed the thought of facing an alien war

machine out of his mind. That was the sort of thing that would take care of itself

when the time came. He turned his back on the lake and stood silhouetted against

a flood of late-morning sunshine. “Okay, you got your man,” he announced. Or

your woman, or your cross-dresser. Or all three.

“Excellent.” Morris stood up. “As for the next step… ahhhm, what do you usually

do first? When it’s time to get dressed, I mean. In ‘that’ way.”

Grayson smiled inwardly. “I need to shave. That can take awhile.” He rubbed his

chin. “It pays to be thorough. I need to shave my legs as well.”

“Yeah, sure. We’ve got a few hours before the deadline. The general wants us to

muster the squad by sixteen hundred hours.” He consulted his watch. “That’s less

than five hours. Think you can be ready?”

Grayson nodded. “When I push it, I can be ready in an hour.”

“Good. Whatever you need, we’ve got people standing by.” Morris began pacing

back and forth, his former calm breaking down. “Salons all over the city are fully

staffed and ready to style your hair, fit you for a new wig, and apply makeup.

Whatever it takes. Likewise, we’ve contracted with a wide variety of ladies wear

stores, which stand ready to provide you with whatever clothes you might need.

Just say the word.”

Grayson shrugged. “I’ve got my own wig and I’m pretty slick with a blush brush.

I’ll just dress here, if that’s okay.”

“Of course. I should add that none of the civilians involved in this effort have been

informed about the alien threat. So if you do come into contact with anyone not in

uniform, please be circumspect about what we’re doing. The last thing we need is

a bunch of panicked civvies running around.”

“Sure thing. I’d be panicking myself if I had any sense.”

“Excuse my haste, but duty calls.” He moved toward the door and gestured at one

of the soldiers. “I’ll leave Private Stumbleton here to escort you to the rendezvous

point.” He paused. “Should I not see you again… Grayson, thank you for what

you’re going to do. As far as I’m concerned, you’re already a hero. Or a heroine.”

He saluted and left the apartment. The remaining soldier closed the door and stood

with his back to the exit, his face impassive.

Grayson Hibblewhite turned to his bedroom. It was time to ‘dress’.  �
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TWO

Grayson Hibblewhite shaved like he’d never shaved before. Once to remove the

hair from his face, legs and the bikini zone he didn’t usually bother with; twice to

impress the soldier standing watch at his front door; and three times because his

life might depend on his flawless presentation as a woman. Then he moisturized

all over, pinned his hair up under a nylon cap and taped around the edges with

double-sided surgical tape. The wig would stick to the tape and tiny combs under

the rim would slide under to keep his crowning glory from blowing off; a useful

precaution for any cross-dresser preparing to enter a combat zone.

Unlike most men Grayson had equipped his bedroom with a low dresser, topped

with a wide mirror. Dual strips of full-spectrum LEDs were affixed to both sides

of the cheval glass. With a swivel stool set in front, the dresser doubled as a vanity

table, although he did have to keep his legs turned to one side. The left-side top

drawer, which he kept open while working on his face, was packed with a

comprehensive selection of cosmetics. A round mirror on a fluted pedestal

provided a magnified view for close-up work.

“Daytime makeup,” he muttered, with a glance at the clouded sky outside. Rain

was in the forecast, but not for today. No, for this particular day, unlike any other

in the history of the world—or so one would assume—the forecast was all about

aliens and their war machine, the arrival of which might or might not portend the

end of mankind’s reign as top dog on planet Earth. Mankind, and men in general,

stood helpless; their guns and peckers rendered ineffective against an enemy with

overwhelming power. Yet there was still a chance that a man dressed as a woman

could turn the tide of history—and change the future.

Primer came first; a thin coat, nothing more. Although not strictly necessary, it

would help the other makeup last longer. Given that he had no idea how long his

encounter with the aliens would take, it seemed prudent to assume the worst—or

at least the second worst. The worst didn’t bear thinking about.

A siren wailed in the distance. A fire perhaps? An ambulance? The hospitals must

be fully staffed, and the fire halls. All hands on deck for an emergency unlike any

other. But besides army trucks and jeeps the streets were deserted.
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Foundation—with perhaps the empire to follow. His favored product was Kiko’s

‘Second Skin’ liquid; a lightweight formula that was able to create the sort of

flawless complexion you see on models. The color was ‘Cool Rose 20’ to match

the ‘cool’ undertone of his skin. He used a small sponge to smooth a thin layer

across his face and throat, hiding blemishes that for the most part existed only in

his mind. A honey-tinted concealer covered the slight discoloration beneath his

eyes; he used his forefingers to delicately spread and blend it with the foundation.

For contouring, he applied the same product to the bridge of his nose and above

his eyebrows. Finally, he dusted his features with ‘Invisible Touch’ fixing powder,

using a soft thumb-sized brush; back and forth, up and down, until the liquid was

dry and no powder remained visible.

Someone with a bullhorn drove past his window, eight storeys down, harshly

warning people to stay indoors. Not everyone, of course. Certain people, here and

there across the city, had been invited to come out. “Just do what you can,” he said

to himself, touching up his cheeks with blush. “And if that means turning yourself

into a woman, so be it.” He used a smaller brush to blend the rosy powder into his

skin and eliminate any abrupt changes in color. It didn’t take much, he thought, to

bring his cheekbones to prominence. They were, after all, his mother’s. Not for

the first time, he was grateful to have taken after her so strongly; in both the

structure of his face and his stature.

Some guys have all the luck. At least, when their goal in life is to ‘femulate’ with

perfect acuity, as opposed to rescuing people from burning buildings or punching

the football into the end zone from one yard out.

Grayson felt his face warming. This often happened after a spell under the lights.

The fact they were LEDs helped. What didn’t was the blood that by this time was

pounding through his veins. He sat back, fanning himself with both hands.

Time for a break. He rose, drifted over to his closet and took down a box from the

top shelf. Inside was his crowning glory: a brunette wig with long loose waves,

curled tips and subtle highlights for added depth and definition. It was, he often

fancied, what his mother’s hair—or for that matter, his own—might have been if

she’d grown it out and had it styled in a modern way.

He tidied the wig, first with his fingers, then with a wide-toothed comb. Then he

tilted his head back, tugged the wig into place overtop the nylon cap and slid the

tiny combs under the surgical tape. He adjusted his hairline and tamped down the

edges. A quick shake of his head and the thick brown mane settled into place over

his shoulders, spilling the appropriate foot or so down his back. The brushing that

followed, with a wide paddle brush, wasn’t strictly necessary, but was an activity

he always found reassuring.
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When he returned to the dresser, it was Grace’s sweet countenance that greeted

him in the mirror. His alter ego, more or less; the ‘yin’ to his yang. She didn’t

amount to a whole new personality, distinct from Grayson, but he had to admit

that it sometimes felt as though she was a different person. And it was always at

this particular moment, when her hair was in place, that she arrived.

“Daytime makeup,” she murmured, with a glance at the cloudy sky. She could

stop right now, she knew, with her smooth skin and perfect complexion, not to

mention her mother’s rosy cheeks. However, she decided that an encounter with

an alien war machine called for a somewhat bolder look.

She applied a thin layer of cream primer to her eyelids, from base to brow; a touch

darker than ivory. To that she added a light brown eyeshadow to the lid itself, from

the inner corner to the center, and for depth, a slightly darker brown to the crease

and outer part of the lid. With a tiny sponge she blended the colors together. A thin

line of liquid liner, in a neutral brown, added definition to her eyelashes. And

finally, a brown-black mascara. She wiggled the mascara wand through her lashes,

base to tip, then dusted them with baby powder and repeated the process. She also

touched up her lower lashes, but only once.

At last she came to her lips. Daylight called for a light touch, usually in the form

of a subtle red or fleshy pink not unlike her natural lip color. But this encounter

did threaten to spill over into the evening, so perhaps a bold color would not be

amiss. Victory, it is said, comes to those bold enough to grasp the steer by the

horns. Grace opted for her favorite cranberry cream. There’s something to be said

for doing what pleases you, especially with a mouth this pretty.

It was done. She rolled her lips one over the other and blotted. When the mouth is

female the mind and body can only follow, like lambs to the slaughter.
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She stood and let the robe slip from her shoulders, although her arms kept it from

falling. She paced over to the closet, revelling in the gentle flux of long tresses

across her shoulder blades. Of such feelings and sensations are a woman made.

“I really must hurry,” she said to herself. “I shouldn’t keep the poor man waiting.”

She smiled at the thought, that for the first time in her life a suitor of sorts was

waiting for her to get dressed. But some things cannot be hurried.

She removed the Divine Aphrodites from their box, peeling each in turn from its

protective mount. She applied the self-adhesive back to her bare chest. The breast

forms were color-matched to her skin and came equipped with rosy areolae and

semi-erect nipples. A daub of foundation here and there, properly blended, served

to conceal the remaining seams.

Grace stood by the window, holding her breasts and gazing out across the water. It

was past noon and the wind had risen, throwing the lake into a light chop. It would

have been a nice day to walk the lakeside path, letting a breeze from up north flow

through her hair and cool the ardor she felt from simply being a woman. But that

was not to be. Duty called; to her city, to her country, and to her planet. The fate of

the future lay in her hands; in the firmness of her breasts, in the muted waves of

thick hair cast over her shoulders, and in the skill she brought to transforming her

face. “What does one wear,” she sighed, “to convince a being not of this Earth to

not kill you?” It was a tough choice, straight out of the Twilight Zone.

She floated back to the dresser and sifted through the lingerie drawer. A brassiere,

of course. Full support, to avoid any surprises; black. A gaff, and she tucked what

was left of Grayson well out of sight. Panties, also black. Nude pantyhose.

She returned to her seat. Gold earrings and a gold chain; nothing ostentatious. The

aliens were unlikely to be impressed by the price of anything. A simple gold band

for the ring finger of her right hand. But what perfume to wear? She had several

choices, but which would be best for the situation at hand? Ahh. Of course. There

could be only one choice: Fracas, by Robert Piguet. It was expensive, although

she’d acquired it at an after-Christmas sale, but given its intoxicating symphony of

jasmine, tuberose, and gardenia notes—not to mention the name itself—what

better scent for a date with destiny?

But clothing was another matter. She knew what sort of dress was appropriate for

afternoon wear, or for an evening out with friends, but what should one wear for

an encounter with aliens? Nothing in her closet seemed to fit. Then she recalled

what the Lieutenant had said. Shops all over the city stood ready to provide the

recruits with whatever they might need. Who was she, she mused, to turn her back

on an offer like that? The sale of the century beckoned. And she had time.
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For now, she slipped into a classic ensemble of knee-length black pencil skirt,

with a kick pleat in the back, and white silk blouse with a scoop neckline. She

shrugged into a wine-red blazer and sent her hair spilling over the collar, then

stepped into a pair of black kitten heels. It would do the trick, she told herself with

a final glance at the mirror, until something better came along.

Grace Hibblewhite packed a small handbag with the essentials, including her alter

ego’s wallet—because you never know when some alien might came along and

demand proof of your true gender—and went to find her soldier.

He was young, barely out of his teens (if that), with curly black hair, an armband

that read ‘MP’ and a holstered sidearm on his hip. His eyes grew wide when he

saw Grace, but he managed to stammer, “Red—ready to go? Uhm, sir?”

Grace wagged her finger. “Rule number one when addressing the transgendered,

soldier—whether it’s full-timers or the-best-of-both-worlds types like myself.

Always use the pronoun that matches the gender we appear to be.”

His eyes grew even wider. “Oh! I’m sorry—uh, ma’am. Ready to go?”

“I surely am. You can call me ‘Grace’, by the way. What’s your name?”

“Me? Joseph Stumbleton, ma’am.” He opened the front door and followed Grace

out. She paused to lock the door, gracefully bending at the knee.

“I’ll bet your mother calls you ‘Joey’. Your girlfriend too.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He averted his eyes and stabbed at the button for the elevator.

On the ride down she pursed her lips and mused, “You know… I seem to recall

that Morris said something about ladies wear stores being open. All over the city.

And they’ll let me have whatever I want, for free. Is that true?”

He agreed that it was so, as his eyes darted from side to side. “Do you, ahhm…

require a change of clothing? We could go ba—”

“I do, actually. Can you imagine anyone facing down an alien threat to the whole

world while wearing a plain-jane skirt and nothing but primary colors? Well, this

girl certainly can’t, and nothing else in my wardrobe will do the trick either.” She

pretended to mull it over. “Let me see… is Nordstrom on the list?”

“I’ll check, ma’am.” The soldier consulted an iPhone and scrolled down. “Yes,

ma’am. It’s here. Is that where you’d like to go?”

Her lips curved up. “Make it so, Joey.”

*



14

Nordstrom was a big store, made that much larger by virtue of there being no one

in it. Almost no one, Grace noted, as there were several people wandering around

in ladies wear and one bored-looking salesgirl in cosmetics, who hopped to her

feet when Grace and her soldier entered the store, only to slide back into her seat

when she realized her services were not required.

As they passed through perfumes and ventured in amongst the dresses, blouses

and prom gowns, Grace noticed her escort becoming increasingly ill at ease.

“Calm down, Joey. It’s just clothing; they won’t bite. Didn’t your mother ever

drag you through ladies wear when she had shopping to do?”

He made a face. “Yes, ma’am. Kicking and screaming.”

She smiled. “We all deal with fear in our own way. I was focused on keeping a

low profile. I was afraid my mom would see how much I liked this stuff.”

He shook his head. “Not me. I jus’ didn’t want my buddies to see me.”

“What if they did? It’s not the end of the world. They’d be in the same boat as you,

wouldn’t they? Unless they were secret cross-dressers, like me.”

“Not these guys, ma’am. They all ended up in the military, or on the police force.

Or in jail,” he added thoughtfully.

“You never know. My people come from all walks of life.”

Joey shrugged. “By the way, ma’am. None of the staff here know about the, uhm,

threat to the city. The general wants to avoid all-out panic, so if you don’t mind

please try not to mention it.”

She laughed. “Nothing to worry about. I’m used to keeping secrets.”

There were two other cross-dressers browsing ladies wear. One of them Grace

knew, but the other was a stranger and apparently fairly new to dressing, at least in

public. A saleswoman hovered near each one, every so often darting in to offer

advice. Keeping an eye on all of them were a pair of military policemen. They

exchanged nods and eye-rolls with Private Stumbleton.

Grace strolled over to the girl she knew, who was sporting a swept-back updo and

better makeup than she usually affected, but was otherwise dressed head-to-toe in

drab. “Hi, Lainy. Awesome look. Is that ‘do all you?”

“It sure is. Just got my first perm.” With a shy smile she tugged on her hair, which

immediately bounced back into place. Her smile faded, replaced by a worried

look. “But all this, well… It’s beyond belief, isn’t it?”

“It is that.” Grace decided against mentioning the aliens out loud.
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Lainy glared at the nearest saleswoman, who leapt back a few paces like a nervous

bird. “I have to admit, I’m scared.” She eyed Grace searchingly.

Grace rolled her shoulders. “Me too, but we won’t be out there alone. We’ll have

each other.” She glanced at the other cross-dresser, who was wearing a T-shirt and

yoga pants while posing in front of a mirror with a black-and-white cocktail dress

held against her body. “Just make sure you get all the lingerie you need,” she told

Lainy. “Pantyhose, briefer, slip—the works. Don’t keep anything male, if you can

help it. It might be important. In fact, I’m pretty sure it will be. Plus it’s on the

government tab, so why not?”

She gave the girl’s hand a quick squeeze, then moved off into the racks. Only

seconds later a third saleswoman signalled her approach. She was a middle-aged

lady, carrying somewhat more weight than the other employees and obviously the

senior member of the group. She introduced herself with a hint of a Dutch accent:

Ursula. “What can I help you with?”

“I’m Grace. This could be a bit tricky. I need something that’s both feminine and

practical. Not too short, but not too long either. Not too tight, because I have to

walk quite a ways, but not too loose either. The last thing I need is a skirt flying up

in my face at the wrong moment. I’ll be outdoors.” She checked on the unknown

cross-dresser, who had swapped one frilly cocktail dress for another, and shook

her head. It was going to be a motley crew.

Ursula nodded briskly. “Business dress. You are looking for a dress, I take it?”

Grace confirmed as much. Ursula led the way to an upmarket section of the

department, delineated by taller racks and fancier mirrors. Joey brought up the

rear but hung back, trying to disassociate himself from all things feminine.

“This as our executive area,” Ursula said, with a wave of her hand at a series of

dresses that hung face out so they could be viewed in their entirety. “It’s all about

power dressing. A short skirt and no one will take you seriously. A long skirt; too

formal or too bohemian. The sweet spot is just above the knee. And like you said,

not too tight. You don’t want to hobble yourself.”

Grace nodded approvingly. “A kick pleat in the back.”

“Absolutely. You know your frocks.” She eyed the skirt Grace was wearing. “As

for the bodice, you’ll need something form-fitting. Frills get in the way. Things

like puffed sleeves are not to be taken seriously. You could get away with a gentle

draping in the neckline, but otherwise let it cling.”

“Not too clingy,” Grace said. “It should only hint at what’s underneath. And no

cleavage. That would draw too much attention away from what I have to say.”
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Ursula’s eyebrows lifted. “Good call. If I may say, you seem rather different from

these others. More polished, more sure of yourself. I wouldn’t have pegged you

for…” She bit her lip. “You’ve been doing this for awhile?”

“Since I was old enough to sneak into my mother’s closet, same as everyone else.

As far as going out in public, it’s only been a few years.” She glanced at Lainy.

“Some of us can only dress in private; at home, or at a hotel if we’re having a

meet-up. It depends on your body type. I got lucky and took after my mom. But

there’s no point judging a girl based on how femme she can look.”

“Oh no! Of course not. It’s just—” Ursula waved her hands. “I only meant to say,

you really do look quite lovely. Grace, you said? One of these dresses should suit

you wonderfully. Did you have a color in mind?”

“I tend to favor black. Slimming and all. But I’m open to suggestions.”

“You don’t need to worry about your figure, for a ma—” She gulped and turned

toward the rack. “I wouldn’t call you overly ‘hippy’ either, so to speak, but in any

case that isn’t the style nowadays.” She threw Grace a sidelong look. “You know

what? I bet you could really rock a red dress.”

Five minutes later Grace was ensconced in a change 

room with four sheath dresses, all in various shades 

of red. The first three didn’t appeal, but the fourth 

hit the sweet spot. She stepped out of the room, 

found a mirror with some natural light and an 

audience, and struck a pose.

Ursula had her turn around twice. “Good fit,” 

she murmured. “That dress was made for you. 

It’s a bodycon, which means it conforms to your 

curves. The braided waist gives the dress a casual 

touch, without taking away from its basic elegance. 

The asymmetric neckline tells me that you’re your 

own boss. You’re willing to go your own way and 

to heck with what everyone else thinks.”

Grace nodded. “You’re good. I’ll take it, of course. 

And I’ll wear it out, if that’s okay. But I’ll need a full 

slip to go with. The bodice catches on my bra.”

“Certainly. I can walk you over to intimates and 

sleepwear right this minute, if you’re ready.”

“Are you kidding? Just try and stop me.”
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On the way they passed Joey who was sitting slumped in a padded chair, staring at

the floor. “Back in a flash,” Grace said. “I’m nearly done. Better get your credit

card ready.”

“It’s a chit,” he replied, sounding resigned. “They fill it in. I sign it.”

“You’ll need shoes as well,” Ursula said. “Those simply don’t go with the dress.

It’s a different department but I can put it on the same receipt.”

Joey shrugged. “Just get it done. We got to go.”

“Something practical,” Grace said thoughtfully. “You know, walking around,

being outdoors. But it has to be dressy as well, to go with the dress.”

Ursula nodded. “Three-inch heel with a wide base and good arch support. Closed

toe but fairly flat, so your piggies don’t get jammed together. Tight strap across

the instep, so it won’t fly off—like a Mary Jane, but styled more like a pump. In a

nice ruby red, of course, like Dorothy.”

“You know your stuff. Would the store stock something that specific?”

She smiled. “For a pretty little thing like you, we stock everything.”

When they returned to ladies wear, Grace was carrying an ice-pink silk slip in one

hand and a shoebox in the other. Ursula followed her into the hallway outside the

change room and caught the younger woman’s arm. “Listen,” she said in a hoarse

whisper. “I don’t know what’s going on here, but if you’re in any trouble I might

be able to help. Are those men making you do this?” She jerked her head toward

the three soldiers deployed around ladies wear, who all seemed to be trying very

hard to look at nothing in particular.

Grace looked puzzled. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

“Did they force you to dress up like a woman?” She tilted her head. “I mean, sure,

you’re knocking it out of the park. But maybe they just picked some poor shmoe

with the right figure. That doesn’t make it right.”

“Well, put your mind at ease. I really am a cross-dresser.”

Ursula nodded. “That’s good, I guess. They chose the right man. But why on earth

would they need armed guards, if force wasn’t involved? For God’s sake, there are

soldiers stationed outside every entrance to this store. Almost every entrance, that

is. There’s a back way out of here.” She pointed down the hallway. “The loading

bay is locked, but the access door next to it opens from the inside.”

Grace shook her head. “I know how this must look. The army swoops in and locks

down the whole city, and then they round up a bunch of cross-dressers and fix
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them up with new outfits, makeovers, the whole nine yards.” She laughed softly.

“I wouldn’t know what to make of that either.”

“Are you hearing me? You can escape right now! I’ll go out there and distract the

guard, while you—”

“Please. It’s all right.” She touched the woman’s hand. “But thank you.”

Ursula rolled her eyes. “I don’t get this.”

“If I could tell you, I would. But I can’t. And if you knew what I know, then you

wouldn’t want me to tell you either—if that makes any sense.”

“It doesn’t.”

“Well, it’ll have to do.” Grace stepped into the change room. “This may be hard

for you to believe, but… It’s like this. Everyone looks down on cross-dressers,

right? It’s been that way my whole life. We’re strange, different. We don’t fit in.

We don’t quite measure up as men or women. But here’s the thing… for once,

there’s something happening in this world that only a cross-dresser can handle,

and it has nothing to do with rocking a gorgeous red dress. It’s about doing a job

that the whole freaking US army couldn’t get done on their best day.”

Ursula backed up a step. “Ah, sure… whatever you say.”

“Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to slip into a slip.” The door closed.

“The customer’s always right,” Ursula muttered as she eyed the other two cross-

dressers rifling through racks of fluffy quinceañera gowns. “Even when they’re all

batshit crazy.”  �
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Three

The rendezvous point was an old Lutheran church on the outskirts of town. Here

the highway ran straight and true through farm country, no more than eighty feet

from the front steps. A military town car entered the parking lot and glided to a

stop in the shadow of the steeple that towered over the entrance. Two soldiers

emerged from the front seat. One of them opened the back door. Three women

emerged, led by Grace Hibblewhite, followed by a young private.

“Funny place to meet up,” Lainy said. She was wearing a black cocktail dress, the

pencil skirt of which was its one nod to practicality.

“It’s near the road,” Grace said. She gazed down the sweep of asphalt, past acres

of fields to where the interstate emerged from a wooded area near the base of

Mount Flyaway. Nothing unusual was in view, but no traffic was getting past the

turnoff to the church. Dammit, she thought. That meant walking, and lots of it.

“We should go inside.” The third cross-dresser, who had taken the name Tiffany

on a bar bet three months before, didn’t bother waiting. She hiked up the ruffled

skirts of her purple-and-white quinceañera gown and darted up the stone steps.

Grace shook her head. Lainy rolled her eyes and held her nose. Then they too

entered the church. Inside, the pews had been pushed against the walls to clear an

open space, which was crowded with khaki-clad soldiers and fashionably dressed

cross-dressers in various stages of instruction in the weapons they were to carry.

Tiffany had just been handed a short-barrel semi-automatic rifle, which looked far

too dangerous for anyone in a quinceañera gown to be carrying. Another soldier

took Lainy aside.

A squat man in a sergeant’s uniform approached Grace. “Ma’am? This is a short-

barreled 12-gauge shotgun. The safety is right here.” He pointed to a switch on the

handle, next to the trigger. “This is how you hold the weapon.” He demonstrated,

then thrust it toward her. “Now you try.”

Joey appeared beside Grace. He nodded to the sergeant and jerked his head toward

Grace. The other man shrugged, handed him the gun and wandered off cracking

his knuckles. Joey turned to Grace. “It’s simple, really. Just put your hands here…

and here.” He held the shotgun with one hand and pointed.
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Grace placed her slim hands on the weapon and slowly accepted the weight of it.

“Thank you, Joey. That man… he was a little intimidating.”

“Sergeants are like that,” Joey said. “They have to be.”

“I suppose so.” She looked around the nave of the little church. She and Lainy had

apparently been the last to arrive. All the cross-dressers now had guns, and were

practicing how to turn the safety on and off, and sight along the barrel. The

possibility—or the likelihood—of a catastrophic accident never felt closer.

“Try the safety,” Joey said softly. “You’re probably gonna need it.”

Grace nodded and flicked the switch; on and off, just that fast. A chill sank down

her back. The briefest squeeze of the trigger, right then, and the gun could have

fired a dozen rounds—if not more. People would have died. Hang around here too

long and she herself could be shot at any moment.

Grace felt cold. Goosebumps rose on her arms and a pair of semi-sheer pantyhose

was not enough to save her legs from the same fate. She gave her head a shake.

Her hair shifted, softly, and the warm weight of it against her neck reassured her

that all was well. Or as well as could be, given the circumstances.

“Ladies! May I have your attention.” It wasn’t a question. Everyone in the room

turned to face the raised chancel where a man in an officer’s uniform stood next to

the altar, one hand on a mammoth bible for support. It was Morris Bolero.

Lainy stood beside Grace. “He’s kinda cute,” she whispered, “don’t ya think?”

Grace eyed her with disbelief. The end of the world was right around the corner,

quite literally, and the girl was worried about her next booty call? “He’s married,”

she said, “with kids.”

Lainy shrugged. “Whatev. I wasn’t looking for commitment.”

Morris raised his voice. “You’ve all been briefed as to the nature of the threat we

face. The aliens and their vehicle are about eight miles away, in the forest to the

south. I say ‘vehicle’ because I’ve been told that it may not, in fact, be an actual

‘war machine’. I called it that in the past because of its size and weaponry, but we

do not specifically know that it was built with the intention of waging war. Please

keep that in mind when you encounter the aliens.”

Terrific, Grace thought. Cross your fingers and hope the thing was built with the

clear intention of waging peace. Then again, their intention could just as easily be

planet-wide human genocide. Take your pick.

Lainy leaned closer. “I guess you know this guy, huh? Can you, like, introduce

me? It’d be nice to have something to look forward to, when this is all over.”
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“Are you out of your mind? We could be dead when this is all over.”

Lainy shrugged. “Hope for the best, plan for the best.”

Grace nearly gagged. The worst, for God’s sake, plan for the worst!

Morris continued: “At the rate the vehicle is travelling, and taking into account

your own likely marching speed—in heels and all—you should intercept them

shortly after they clear the wooded area. Hence, the engagement will take place in

open farmland. There will be no cover, so don’t worry about trying to conceal

yourselves. There’s really no point, since we know the aliens can detect and scan

us through any obstacle. Use this knowledge to your advantage.”

Tiffany looked gobsmacked. “Can you believe this guy? How are we supposed to

‘use’ the fact that we haven’t got a hope in hell of getting away or even hiding?”

She fell silent as the others glared at her.

“I speak, of course,” Morris said, “of the importance of holding formation in the

face of the enemy. To put it another way, it’s rather important that you keep your

dignity out there. I can’t image any alien would be impressed by the sight of you

lot scrambling around trying to save your pretty little hineys when the going gets a

bit dicey. Try to keep that in mind as well.”

“I’d like to hear his definition of ‘dicey’,” Tiffany muttered darkly.

Morris paused, his eyes shifting from side to side. “This may sound like an odd

question, but who among you is the senior cross-dresser? I don’t mean the eldest

in terms of age. I’m talking about the highest rank. Forgive my ignorance, but is

there such thing as ‘rank’ in the cross-dressing community?”

There was much shuffling of feet. The cross-dressers looked at one another.

Morris chewed his lip. “I suppose that was too much to hope for. All right, let’s do

it this way. You!” He pointed. “The lady in the red dress—you’re in charge.”

Me? Grace’s eyes darted from side to side. Everyone was staring. “Uhm—”

“All right, let’s do this,” Morris said loudly. “Please move outside and form ranks

in the parking lot. And please make sure the safeties are on, ladies.”

A series of loud clicks followed, and then soldiers and cross-dressers alike began

filing through the front door. Joey drew Grace aside and nodded toward the altar.

She followed his gaze. Morris was heading her way.

“Sorry to put you on the spot,” he said. “But I had to make a quick decision, and

you do appear to be a bit more self-assured than the others. I can’t emphasize how

important it is that the leader at least appear to be confident.”
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Grace managed a smile. “That’s all right. Better me than some.”

A startled look crossed his face. “We’ve met, haven’t we? Good lord… aren’t you

Grayson Hibblewhite? I didn’t recog—”

“It’s Grace. Rule number one for addressing the transgendered, Morris. Always

use a name that matches the gender we’re presenting as.”

“Of course. Grace.” He closed his mouth and swallowed. “My apologies.”

“None needed.” She turned toward the door. “I should go.”

He followed her outside, to the top of the stone steps. “I wish I could tell you what

to do out there, Grace. What to expect. But nothing like this has never happened

before, and to the extent that it has it didn’t go too well.”

“I know. It’s seat-of-the-pants stuff. Or seat of the skirt.” She wiggled her hiney.

“Yes. Quite.” He stepped back and tossed off a salute. “Good luck out there,

ma’am. And maybe don’t open fire unless you really have to.”

Grace smiled. “That would be a very masculine thing to do, wouldn’t it?”

Morris watched her descend the stairs and join the others. “Grace,” he muttered to

himself. “The world could use some of that.”

*

The formation lasted until it had to make the turn onto the highway, whereupon it

quickly dissolved into the ragtag band it was. Not that anyone was or should have

been surprised. Cross-dressers sashay where soldiers fear to march.

The sun was well past its zenith, casting the shadows of telephone poles and a few

towering sassafras trees across the roadbed. A bracing breeze from the northwest,

cascading over the flanks of Mount Flyaway and sweeping across fields of corn

and winter wheat and concord grapes, cooled what otherwise would’ve been

sweaty work. In spite of the tight skirts Grace and some others effected, none of

them was really dressed for the outdoors. Maybe that was the whole point.

They walked—or pranced, strutted or minced—with guns slung casually over one

shoulder, purses over the other; long hair and skirts flowing with the wind. They

were in no hurry to meet their fate. As their nominal leader Grace took the

opportunity to touch base with as many of her charges as she could. Their female

names, how long they’d been dressing, whether or not they were comfortable

being seen in public, whether family and friends knew of their cross-dressing or

had met their feminine alters. She had plenty of time.
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Most of them, it seemed, had at least one foot in the closet. Some few among their

circle of friends and family and co-workers might know of their cross-dressing,

but most did not. All that would soon be over, Grace thought, trying to imagine

how her own estranged parents might react when they discovered that the woman

in the red dress was their oddball son. There would be no place to hide; not now,

and surely not when this was over. A dozen drones attended their progress, at

various distances, taking care not to get too far ahead of the troop, and they all

came equipped with high-res video. Their own weapons, they’d been informed,

were miked for audio transmission. So the whole world—assuming that it

survived—would someday know what happened here, and their feminized faces

would be as familiar as the stars of screen and stage. The stuff of legend, she

mused. Everyone would know who and what they all were.

There was Lainy, who Grace had met two years past in an off-strip drag club.

Neither of them were overly interested in drag, viewing it as a very different thing

from cross-dressing, but the club served as a useful place to meet. “We’re

‘femulating’,” Grace often said. “The whole point is to pass in public as a genuine

woman. If you don’t pass, then at least be comfortable presenting yourself to the

world as a woman. I’ve got nothing against drag queens—most of them look

fantastic—but they’re entertainers. They aren’t trying to be women.”

“Easy for you to say,” Lainy would respond, “you’re friggin’ gorgeous.”

There was blonde Tiffany, thin as a rail and somewhat effeminate, yet still firmly

in the closet. Everyone she knew, she claimed, assumed that she was gay when in

face she wasn’t. Ironically, it was easier to let them believe that than to admit her

fondness for wearing skirts and dresses. She was guarded as to what she did for a

living, but did admit that her work involved interacting with the mayor fairly often

and having a certain influence in civic affairs.

There was big-boned Latasha, who was taller than anyone else and had been given

a bazooka to carry. Her shoulder bag was stuffed with anti-tank missiles. She wore

her hair in shoulder-length curls and a black leotard with a draped skirt fastened

about her hips. “Been dressin’ for long as I can recall,” she declared. “People

don’t mess with me, ya see.” She eyed Grace appraisingly. “I seen you around the

clubs. Little white girl who’d be better off hangin’ out at the mall, with all those

Gossip Girl types. Dunno why that joe put you in charge. Not that it matters,

though. Them aliens are gonna use us to mop the floor.”

Grace shrugged. “I think it was the red dress. Kinda makes me stand out, right?

Especially in a church. You’re probably right about the mall, but that whole scene

is too superficial for me. I’d rather hang with real people. People who don’t judge

me based on the way I dress.” She smiled and moved on.
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There was the somewhat dowdy Mary-Beth, who probably couldn’t ‘pass’ in the

middle of a cloudy night during a total eclipse. She was a high school chemistry

teacher, forty-three years old, and Grace was shocked to discover she knew her.

“Of course, I remember,” she exclaimed. “I wasn’t in your class, but everybody

knew Mister—ahm… You had a beard, didn’t you?”

“Shaved it off this morning,” Mary-Beth said, “before they took me to the salon.

Up until now, best day of my life. I always had to do this at home. Didn’t dare go

out, as I’m sure you could guess.” She waved her finger. “I remember you too,

young lady. No bigger than most of the girls, perfect facial symmetry, cheekbones

high as a kite. All wasted on you, I thought. On someone who didn’t dress.”

Grace laughed. “My mother taught me to never let food go to waste. Why should

all this be any different?” She glanced down at her bosom. “In that sense, I’d like

to think she’d approve. If she could get past the whole ‘freak of nature’ thing.”

“I hear ya. My generation was way too uptight about this stuff. Not as much as

their own parents, but still… no one in my family knows about me.”

Grace squeezed her hand. “Let’s give them something to be proud of.”

There was Theresa, a young lawyer articling at a downtown law firm. She had

never dressed in public either, but was surprisingly good at it. “If we survive, I’ve

got it made,” she said. “There’s bound to be all kinds of work when cross-dressers

come out of the closet and demand to be allowed to dress however we please.

Unlawful firings, housing discrimination, family issues—the next few years are

gonna be busy for sure. I’m so looking forward to arguing my first case in court

wearing a slick skirt suit and a sweet pair of suede pumps. Just imagine the heel-

toe clickity-click when I stroll past the bench!”

There was Bethany, who was still in college and played recreational soccer. “I’m

too small to play with the guys anymore,” she complained. “They all grew up and

I never did. Not enough. But imagine if I could play in the women’s league, with

girls my size. I wouldn’t even mind wearing a bra with inserts, just to make it fair,

and even growing my hair and playing with a ponytail. I’d totally do that! You

think maybe when we save the world they’ll let me play as a girl?”

There were many others; thirty-one in all, including Grace herself. Someone

pointed out that this was a prime number, and therefore somehow auspicious, but

no one could think of a reason why it might matter. Among their number, Grace

discovered, were four pre-op transsexuals the military had apparently deemed to

be sufficiently ‘mixed gender’ to be included in the squad, even though they all

looked like the women they saw themselves as and none of them were in the

slightest danger of being outed as male.



25

There was Shawna, a willowy girl who worked mostly outdoors for the parks and

recreation department. She was clad in a full-length evening gown, with her own

hair coiled atop her head in an elegant updo, because, as she put it, “I never done

this before and maybe there won’t be another chance.” There was Danica, a

twenty-six-year-old grade school teacher who had no difficulty understanding the

kind of confusion and angst her teenage students were going through, regardless

of their gender. There was Madison, whose parents had disowned her when she

announced her intention to transition, and who had lived rough for a spell before

hooking up with an elderly great-aunt with an open mind. And there was Evelyn, a

middle-aged divorcée with two teenage kids, who had thankfully managed to stay

on good terms with everyone in her family, including her former wife. “I’m doing

this for them,” she said.

Grace could only nod. She clasped hands with the woman, then drifted back to her

position at the front, a step ahead of everyone else. We are the most heavily armed

and nothing-to-lose gang of cross-dressers the Earth has ever seen, she thought

fiercely. Those aliens better mind their manners.

*

The alien ‘war machine’ hove into view while it was still within the forest. It was

three storeys tall and spanned the entire highway, including both shoulders. The

front was a wide curve, like the bow of a tugboat; windowless and canary yellow

in hue. The rest of the vehicle, from what they could see, was likewise smooth and

tinted in a variety of primary colors; red, orange, sky blue and lime green, like a

misshapen nursery toy blown up to gargantuan proportions.

As it inched its way clear of the tree line, Grace could see that it wasn’t touching

the ground. Highway signs were pushed over and uprooted, trees and bushes near

the road were shoved aside, but the roadbed itself gave no hint of the thing’s

immense weight. “I can’t see any wheels,” Lainy said, shading her eyes and

squinting. Nor was there any sign of the cushion of air that a hovercraft would

need to keep itself airborne. The vehicle seemed to move in defiance of gravity

itself.

Grace came to a halt when the vehicle was a hundred yards away; the length of a

football field seemed close enough. Everyone else took the hint and stopped as

well. The resulting formation looked more like a crowd of onlookers gawking at a

road accident rather than anything remotely military.

The vehicle itself, needless to say, kept coming. A nervous ripple ran through the

squad. Grace raised her voice. “Let’s just see what it does, okay?”
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Lainy unslung her semi-automatic. “What if it keeps coming?”

Grace shook her head. “It won’t.”

Lainy looked curious. “You don’t know that. How could you know?”

A grim smile. “I have faith. In the future.”

It took nearly half an hour before they knew for sure that the alien vehicle was

slowing down. Finally, in complete silence, it coasted to a stop some twenty yards

away. A pale yellow dot, like glass lit from within, appeared at the center of the

bow. From it emerged a weak, nearly translucent beam. It came to rest on Grace,

illuminating the dark tresses that cascaded from her crown. She willed herself not

to flinch.

“Don’t worry,” she called out. “It doesn’t hurt. They’re just scanning us.”

The beam began with her head and swept downward, the length of her red dress,

then shifted over and did the same to Lainy. It proceeded from one member of the

squad to the next, until all thirty-one had been scanned. Then it clicked off. The

yellow dot faded.

“What now?” Lainy muttered.

“We wait,” Grace said. “They need to understand us. We want them to talk.”

Scant moments later another beam lanced from the vehicle, very different from

the first. Narrow, blood-red, more intense… and targeted. It struck here and there,

and here, and elsewhere. And four of the thirty-one fell into dust.  �
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Four

The squad trembled, like a puppy facing a pack of wolves. Grace spun around to

face them. “Stand your ground,” she cried, with one arm in the air. “Remember,

the world is watching!” A drone drifted by, its camera swivelling to focus on her.

Grace knew they would all be judged on what they did next.

“Screw that noise.” Tiffany unslung her semi-automatic rifle and hurled it into the

ditch, then turned and ran. One of the drones tagged along as she double-timed it

back up the highway, capturing her fleeing skirts in high-resolution video for all

the world to see. Grace cringed at the thought. She fully expected the blood-red

beam to reduce Tiffany and her purple-and-white quinceañera gown to a cloud of

dust, drifting on the wind. But that didn’t happen.

The squad was backing away, guns at the ready. They couldn’t take much more.

Grace knew the whole pack was a hair’s breadth away from bolting, and if that

were to happen… all was lost. Disgrace would come upon the transgendered all

over the world. The city would fall. Thousands, millions would die. Civilization

itself might come crashing down. The stakes, as they say, were rather high.

Grace felt strangely calm, as if she alone commanded the eye of the storm. She

scanned the faces before her, trying to remember their names. Who had been hit?

She searched her memory for what felt like hours but could only have been mere

seconds. Evelyn. Evelyn was missing, the divorcée who was on such good terms

with her family. And Shawna, the girl in parks and rec who had chosen to wear an

evening gown for the first (and last) time. And Danica, the teacher who would be

sorely missed by her students. And Madison, who was living with an elderly

great-aunt while going through her transition…

Grace froze. Her eyes glittered. She knew what had happened.

{{{Children! Do pay attention. This is the moment your future was forged.}}}

“Cross-dressers—stand fast!” she yelled. “You won’t be harmed.”

“Are you crazy?” someone yelled back. “They just done killed a bunch of folks!

You wanna stick around and get yourself frazzled, that’s a fine by me—”

The woman’s voice faded, lost in a torrent of angry words and clattering heels.
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Grace lifted her arms, palms facing out. “Don’t you see? It was the pre-ops they

killed—only the pre-ops. Why? Because they were women. In their own minds

they were female to the core, and they were ‘presenting’ as women as well. As far

as the aliens knew, they weren’t trans-gender at all.”

Lainy stamped her foot. “But they were men, weren’t they? Dammit, you know

what I mean—male! Where it counts.”

Grace stepped closer to Lainy but addressed everyone. “Whatever was between

their legs, the aliens didn’t give a damn. In their minds they were women and they

were dressed as women. The scans proved it. That’s why they were killed. But

dammit—they died as women.” Her voice deepened as it rose in volume. “The rest

of us—we are the truly cross-gendered. Masculine and feminine in the same body.

The aliens scanned us—they know. I say to you, we will not be hurt!”

She did a volte-face and glared at the alien vehicle. “I am male, damn you, and I

happen to enjoy dressing like a woman. And if your scans didn’t prove it, maybe

this will!” The 12-gauge semi-automatic leapt into her hands and she cut loose,

striking the war machine smack in the middle of its canary-yellow face.

Someone screamed “Fire at will!” An instant later the air was thick with tracer

bullets, countless rounds of steel-jacketed ammo and one anti-tank missile. But

not one projectile struck the target. Within an inch of the surface, each was robbed

of its momentum and fell to the ground, rolling across the roadbed like a flood of

discarded cigarette butts. The bazooka round dropped into the ditch and exploded

in a tower of mud and filthy water. It rained down upon the squad, staining their

skirts and gowns and ruining their makeup. It splashed onto the side of the alien

vehicle as well, but the long streak of sludge slid off like grease from teflon and

left the surface unblemished.

The barrage faltered as the cross-dressers plucked at their clothes. Grace grimaced

at the black stains on her red dress. “So how about we not fire the bazooka again,

okay?” Latasha glanced back, shrugged, and returned the missile in her hand to

her purse. The gunfire stuttered to a stop.

Silence. Lainy turned to Grace. “What now?”

“We made our point. Now we wait.” Grace flicked the safety on her weapon and

slung it over her shoulder, its muzzle trained on the sky. It had served its purpose.

She knew it would not be needed again. Most of the squad followed her lead while

others continued to hug their guns to their bosoms, as if to prove to anyone who

might be watching that they did indeed embody both masculine and feminine

traits. With their free hands, they straightened rumpled skirts and smoothed their

wind-tossed hair as best they could.
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Several minutes passed. Then a horizontal line appeared on the front of the alien

vehicle. It lifted into a rectangular opening and a ramp slid out, angling down at a

shallow angle until it touched the road. As one, the squad took a step back. Grace

took a deep breath, and one step forward.

A creature moved into view, its silhouette luminous in the golden light that spilled

out from the inside. It paused at the apex of the ramp, perhaps curious as to what

reception it might receive. Grace stood motionless, as did everyone else. Only the

wind blew, and discarded bullets rolled listlessly into the ditch.

The creature was humanoid—according to the standard pattern of two arms, two

legs and a head—but was more bird-like than mammalian. Its body was covered

with what looked like short fur but would turn out to be a fine layer of feathers, in

the same bright colors as their vehicle. It had two large eyes that rarely blinked,

long eyelashes, a rooster-like crown, and a narrow but prominent beak. Its arms

were slim, with delicate four-fingered hands and what might be described as an

opposable dewclaw. Its legs were stocky, with dark scales instead of feathers, and

it had size-fifteen feet with three splayed toes and painted claws.

It’s Big Bird, Grace thought, gaping at the creature.

{{{Commentary. Big Bird: Television character of the late Twentieth Century,

acted by a man in a costume that resembled a large yellow flightless bird.}}}

Grace heard the drones moving in for a closer look. Several of the tiny aircraft

hovered directly overhead, but none dared to come any closer.

The first creature started down the ramp and another appeared in the doorway.

Then another, and another after that. When they reached the ground, all four gazed

down upon the humans from a height of no less than seven feet. Big birds indeed.

The aliens weren’t naked. Each wore a long feathered cloak in canary yellow, split

down the front but fastened at the throat with an elaborate red ribbon. They wore

twin sashes, one draped over each shoulder, emblazoned in a rainbow of primary

colors, as well as what might be termed a utility belt, festooned with gadgets—any

or all of which could be weapons, tools, or decorative kitsch. Notably, there was

no indication of what their physical gender might be.

A barrel-sized mechanoid trailed the last creature down the ramp. It resembled a

cartoon version of R2D2, rendered with very few surface features and no wheels.

Instead, it moved on a cushion of whatever the hell was holding the alien vehicle

off the ground. It drifted ahead of the flock as they goose-stepped toward the

humans, until the entire entourage stopped a few yards away.

“Calm down,” Grace called over her shoulder, sensing the tension behind her.



30

The robot emitted a twittering of birdsong. The first alien, Big Bird, answered in a

similar voice; a high-pitched chirping that sounded like no avian on Earth—but in

some ways like a mash-up of all of them. It was a complex vocalization, with far

more information content than any terran bird could manage.

The robot spoke again, in a distinct but child-like voice: “Calm down.”

Oddly enough, it worked. Nervous energy drained from the squad like water from

a flaccid hose. “Oh sure,” Grace muttered, “you’ll listen to them.”

Big Bird spoke again, at length, and the robot barked, “Statement of self. Genetic

base: male. Organic construction: male. Brain pattern: male. Costume: female.

Cultural paraphernalia: mixed. Gender presentation: mixed.”

The robot fell silent. Everyone—perhaps the majority of the human race—was

staring at Grace. She sighed and addressed the robot. “Statement of self,” she said,

feeling utterly absurd. “Genetic base: male. Organic, uh, stuff inside: male. Brain

pattern: male. Clothing: female. Cultural doodads: female. Presenting as female.”

The robot twittered in response. The Birds exchanged glances and wagged their

beaks up and down. “I think they like you,” Lainy muttered.

Grace shrugged. “That could mean anything.”

Big Bird emitted birdsong, again at length. The robot said, “Good it is. Humans of

blue planet. Humans not all single-gender-deviant. Pleased we are. Proceed now

to place of dwellings.” A pause. “To your city we go. To cleanse city of single-

gender-deviant. Careful to not damage mixed-gender-normals.”

It took Grace a moment to untangle what they meant. Cleanse the city… Her mind

reeled, and for a moment it sounded like a slice of heaven. A city—no, the entire

planet—with nothing but mixed-gender individuals. People who considered them-

selves neither male nor female, but a blend of both. The best of both worlds. No

more persecution. No more hiding in the shadows, being the odd man out. Gender

bending would be the new norm, enforced by alien fiat. But a boot with a high

heel, forever stamping on a human face—is no less a boot. Or a jackboot.

Cleansing the city meant mass murder. Her family, people she’d grown up with,

went to school with, worked with—all gone, merely for the crime of ‘presenting’

themselves the wrong way. Like Evelyn and Shawna, and Danica and Madison.

No one deserved to die for being true to themselves.

Grace stepped toward the robot. “We cannot allow you do that.”

Lainy dogged her from behind. “Grace! Are you out of your mind? They like us.

They’re gonna let us go—don’t mess that up!”
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Grace addressed the squad. “These visitors intend to destroy anyone and everyone

in the city who is not like us—who isn’t like them. Are we going to stand aside

and let them do that? Could you live with yourselves? Ask yourself, what kind of

world do you want to live in?”

Lainy’s eyes went wide. “But—we can’t stop them. You saw what happened.”

“We can die trying.” She faced the four aliens. “Destroy us if you must,” she said,

“but we will not yield.”

The robot translated her words, then twittered back and forth with Big Bird. Then

it chirped “All die?” in a voice that managed to sound hopeful.

Grace took a deep breath. “All my life, I’ve lived in the shadows. I have lived

among people who didn’t understand me and didn’t even want to. That goes for all

of us,” she added, addressing the aliens but speaking to the cross-dressers behind

her—and to everyone else on the planet. “We have endured ridicule, and pity, and

verbal abuse—even physical attacks. In spite of all that, we will not abandon our

fellow human beings simply because of the way they choose to dress. Were we to

do that, we would be no better than those who have abused us in the past. Our

choice is to stand together. For a better world.”

The robot sang at the Birds. As it did so, there was a clatter of high heels behind

her. Grace glanced over her shoulder. Lainy was there, standing at attention. Next

to her was Latasha, grinning, her bazooka slung casually over one shoulder. And

Mary-Beth, who was blinking back tears; Theresa, who gave her a fist-pump;

Bethany, who looked terrified but stood glaring at the aliens; and so on throughout

the entire squad. They chose to stand with Grace, facing what many of them must

have believed to be their final moments. Grace herself felt a surge of pride. For the

first time in her life, she was proud to be a cross-dresser.

Big Bird twittered a burst of birdsong. The robot spoke. “Pleased we are not.

Cleansing of single-gender-deviant humans will proceed. Remove yourself.”

Grace shook her head. “Humans stand together. There will be no more sexism, no

more bigotry between the genders. No more conflict. For ourselves—and for your

people as well,” she added, as inspiration struck.

“All will die.” Big Bird turned and goose-stepped toward the ramp. Two of the

other birds followed—but the third did not. Instead, it loosened the ribbon at its

throat and cast its yellow cloak to the ground where it sprawled across the asphalt

like so much roadkill. The Bird stalked toward the robot, twittering as it went.

“Statement of self. Genetic base: male. Organic construction: male. Brain pattern:

male. Costume: male. Gender presentation: male. Male. Male.” The sashes the
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Bird wore joined the cloak on the roadbed. It plucked a tool from its utility belt.

Big Bird wheeled about, twittering madly. The robot struggled to keep up. “Good

is not. Pleased we are not. Unlawful presentation. Single-gender-deviant. War.”

Big Bird grabbed a tubular object from its own belt and aimed it at the uncloaked

Bird.

Grace ran toward them, her heels clicking on the pavement. The wind tumbled a

long sweep of hair across her face. Clawing at it desperately, she shouted, “Stop!

You don’t have to do this. The war is over!”

Big Bird sang. “Gender conflict is natural. Mixed presentation is necessary.”

“No! You don’t have to live like that anymore. You can learn to coexist, no matter

what gender anyone is, and no matter how they choose to express themselves. You

can learn that from us!”

The robot translated. Then it said, “Learn from you.”

“Give us a chance,” Grace said. She wheeled to address the squad, and the billions

watching in silence. “We can live together in peace. Just watch!”

The uncloaked Bird lowered its weapon and twittered, then returned the tool to its

belt. The robot said, “War is over.”

Big Bird sheathed its own weapon and sang. The robot said, “Think on this we

will. Return to zone of landing we will.” The creature stared pointedly at Grace,

and extended a feathered hand, palm up. “Speak of this again we will.” Then it

goose-stepped back up the ramp, followed by the others.

The ramp retracted, the doorway closed and slowly, painstakingly, the war

machine began to move. Back toward the forest. Away from the city. The cross-

dressers crowded around Grace, cheering. Overhead, as evening grew from the

ruins of the day, the first stars emerged from their long sleep.  �
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Epilogue

As they neared the old Lutheran church on the edge of town, the cross-dressers

were greeted by a throng of soldiers. The men were in high spirits, having just

been spared Judgement Day in the form of an unstoppable alien war machine.

Gently, and respectfully, they relieved the squad of their weapons.

Private Stumbleton accepted Grace’s 12-gauge shotgun, checked the safety and

then shook her hand. “Ma’am. You got guts, if ya don’t mind me sayin’.” He

lapsed into a grin. “I got a cousin, you know. Kind of an odd duck. People in the

family always figured he was one of those guys who liked to ‘dress up’. Me and

the boys never picked on him or anything. We just kinda left him alone.” He

shrugged. “I figure I’ll give him a call. Tell him… you know, that it’s okay. What

he does.” He looked embarrassed.

Grace gave his hand a squeeze. “Thank you, Joey. I know he’ll appreciate that.

And so will ‘she’.” With a smile, she drifted away. A moment later she found

herself staring straight at Tiffany. Her quinceañera gown was ruined, her hair was

a rat’s nest, and her makeup wasn’t far behind. It was apparent she’d been crying.

“Grace,” she said, in a voice that suggested begging for mercy. “I—I’m so sorry. It

was just—” Her voice broke. “I thought—”

Grace embraced her. “It’s all right. I didn’t think we had much of a chance either.”

She pulled back, but held the blonde woman by the shoulders. “But if we didn’t at

least try, I just figured there wasn’t much point living in the kind of world we’d

wind up with. So I had nothing to lose.”

Tiffany nodded, staring at the ground. She took a shuddering breath. “I guess I’ll

just have to live with what I did. You—” She studied Grace’s face with awe. “You

were amazing. I don’t know how you could—” The air wheezed out of her. “I—I

work in the mayor’s office, Grace. I’m the city comptroller.” She stifled a grunt of

laughter. “So I… on behalf of his Honor, and of all the citizens of our fair city, I’d

like to thank you for saving our collective asses.”

She collapsed into Grace’s arms, her body wracked with an odd mix of hysterical

laughter and uncontrollable weeping. Grace waited until the other woman had

calmed down.
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“Later on,” she said, as they walked toward the church, “when you’re feeling up

to it, I want you with me when I go to the Red Zone. To talk to the aliens.”

“Me?” Tiffany’s eyes went wide. “But—I’m the last person anyone would want

out there.” Her jaw trembled. “They—they saw me run. The aliens.”

“That’s why I need you.” Grace took her hand. “To explain to them why you were

afraid. And why you aren’t afraid anymore.”

Tiffany gulped air. “I’m not?”

“Of course not. You’re not afraid now, right?” She swept her arm to encompass

the parking lot and highway beyond it, which held a crowd of soldiers and

military vehicles. A dozen or more drones hovered overhead, most of them with

lenses pointed their way. “You and I and any of the others—we’d have been

terrified at the mere thought of being cross-dressed with all these men around—

right? I know I would have. But not anymore. There’s a new world out there, and

it’s watching. Waiting to be born.” She pointed to a video camera loitering nearby.

“For people like us, the old fears are gone. The aliens need to know that. They

need to understand what changed.”

Tiffany nodded, her eyes wide. “I’ll do my best.” Grace turned her over to Joey,

who led her into the church where tea was being served.

She then found herself face to face with Morris Bolero. “Grace, by God you made

us right proud out there,” he exclaimed, taking her hand and pumping it like the

handle of an antique water well. He looked her up and down with a wry smile.

“Guess I made the right choice, eh? Putting you in charge like that. That might

just level me up to colonel, or even major.”

Grace plucked at her skirt. “It’s the red dress. I never wore one before, but it really

does give you confidence.” She laughed. “You might have to pin a medal on one

of the sales ladies over at Nordstrom. Ursula. Without her, I would never have

thought of wearing something so bold.”

Morris nodded, his face serious. “You, me, Ursula… Seems like an unlikely chain

of events, doesn’t it? But it saved our bacon.” He gazed down the highway, across

fields thick with wheat and corn, to where the ribbon of asphalt vanished into the

distance. “And maybe it’s given us more than you’ll ever know.”

Grace lifted her face to the splash of stars blazing across the sky. Music erupted

from the air itself and rose to surround them. “We’re going places, Morris. You,

me and the rest of the human race. Places you and I can’t even imagine. But what

I do know… is that it’s going to be wonderful.”
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The image vanished. For a moment the holosphere was dark, and then the edge of

the dome glowed with soft light, showing them the way to the exits. The class

filed into the foyer, chattering about what they’d seen.

One little girl put up her hand. “Ms. Stellarite? Was Grace a real person?”

The teacher smiled. “Good question, Janey. There are a lot of people in history

that we really don’t know much about. Their names, certainly. Their general role

in the events of their time. But specifics are hard to come by, so we can’t put too

much stock in what the old records say about precisely what they said, or exactly

what their actions or teachings might have been.”

A boy said, “But there were cameras in the holorama, weren’t there?”

“Yes there were. That’s why we know exactly what Grace looked like on the day

of First Contact. The Big Birds made their own recordings as well, so what you

heard her say during that encounter was very close to what she really said. Edited

slightly for clarity, of course. Does anyone know why?”

Janey said, “Because what people really say is all full of uhm and ahhs and other

stuff, like stops and starts and people repeating themselves?”

“That’s right. The dialogue in the rest of the holorama was made-up, of course.

But it’s true to what we know of her. And some of it comes from interviews with

the other people involved. Like Darnell, the city official, and Morris Bolero.”

“And Lainy too? I liked her. Her name sounds kinda like mine.”

“Yes, Lainy too. And some of the other cross-dressers.”

A boy wearing a pencil skirt and kitten heels said, “I never heard that word before,

Ms. Stellarite. Cross-dresser? Why is it ‘cross’? It’s all just dressing, isn’t it?”

“It certainly is, thanks to people like Grace. But back in her time it was an odd

thing to do, so they added the ‘cross’ to distinguish it from normal dressing. What

was considered ‘normal’ at the time, that is.”

The boy shook his head. “That must’a been a really long time ago.”

“Indeed it was. Nearly four hundred years.”

“Ms. Stellarite?” Janey again. “Did Grace ever become an actual female? I know

it doesn’t matter now, but wouldn’t it have mattered way back then?”

The teacher thought for a moment. “It might have. But the truth is, we simply

don’t know. We know that she appeared as a woman in public—usually in her
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signature red dress—for the rest of her life, but as for how she might have lived

her life in private…” She shrugged. “That’s anyone’s guess.”

The boy again. “Did she ever come to this planet?”

“Oh, no. Athenia was settled long after Grace’s time. At least a century. She did

visit the Big Bird’s home world, several years after First Contact, and helped them

settle their own disagreements between genders, but as far as I know that was the

only time she left the solar system. Late in life she retired to one of the first Lunar

colonies, although the name of it escapes me. You can look it up later.”

“Ms. Stellarite? Is that why we call them the Big Birds? Because of Grace?”

The teacher laughed. “She was the first to do so, yes. After that, I suppose it just

stuck. The Birds themselves aren’t too fond of the name, I hear, but since they

aren’t physically able to speak our language I don’t suppose it matters much. The

machines that translate have learned to change ‘Big Birds’ into whatever they call

themselves in their own language. God knows what they call us.”

The boy in kitten heels said, “I think Grace was really important. If it wasn’t for

her, we wouldn’t even be here, would we?”

“Indeed we would not. Or anywhere else, in all likelihood.” She checked the time.

“And we have to be somewhere else in half an hour. Out through the big doors,

children. The hoverbus is waiting.”

The great arc of stars that was the Milky Way, vastly more impressive this close to

the galactic core than it would have been from Earth, shone through the afternoon

sun and the thin atmosphere of Athenia. As the class filed into the hoverbus, one

little boy in a skirt and pigtails lifted his face to the stars and gave thanks—for

sending Grace to the human race.  �



Bonus Caption

nothing to do with the story, just a palate cleanser…

Men are easy to fool. Mothers, not so much. Many a cross-dresser 

has rummaged through his mother’s closet, trying on tight skirts 

and lovely dresses, and shoes with enticingly high heels, and silk 

slips and push-up bras, and so on. And a long wig for the ultimate 

touch of womanhood! in his youthful naïveté, he believes that he 

put back every last item precisely where he found it. Uh-uh. Not a 

chance. Your mother knows all, doofus, and if you’re lucky she’ll 

keep mum about it. If you’re even luckier she might help you polish 

your womanly image. But if your luck isn’t right up there with the 

irish, she’ll blab it around the neighborhood to whoever happens 

to be listening. When that happens, get used to wearing a skirt.  �


