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 Introduction

I absolutely love short stories. Always have. It’s
really a passion of mine. As great as Stephen Kings’ epic novels
like Cell, Bag of Bones, and The Dark Tower
saga, capture the mind and tantalizes the soul, his short story
collections such as Skelton Crew, Four Past Midnight, and
his latest, Just Past Sunset, have always been my favorites
of his work.






I routinely visit websites with speculative fiction
short stories and seek out magazines with excellent short story
content.






Through the years, I’ve written several short
stories, none of which I ever pursued to have published. I had
always focused on my novel length fiction, while the short form
works just sat on my computer, never seeing the light of day.






After completing Rise of the Ancients –
Annuna, I realized how much I truly missed writing short
stories. As I reader, I always loved the beginning, middle, and end
of my entertainment, to be wrapped up in short order. I loved the
concise razor thin simplicity of writing a short-form work, knowing
that if I wasn’t careful, there was a chance that the story could
become too long and eventually have to be saved as a later novel
invention.






Unlike the Horror master, King, I didn’t just write
Horror. I touched all the different sub genres of speculative
fiction. I enjoyed writing space opera, as much as I took pleasure
in a toe-curling horror opus. I loved dabbling in fantasy and the
occult, as much as I enjoyed monsters.






Still, Nightmares from Eberus is perhaps my
darkest work. At times this collection seems to have elements of
pure evil just dripping from its pages.






I enjoy scaring you, dear reader. I love making you
think, What if? I take delight in challenging what you believe to
be true while taking your mind to places where you don’t want to
go. I realize that sometimes you don’t want to go where I may want
to take you. I know that some of these stories may not sit well
with you. Some may anger you or make you feel as if I’ve gone too
far.






This is fine, my beloved reader, because as an
author I’m always seeking a response – whether positive or
negative.






I just hope you know that while it is my goal to
entertain you and challenge you, I never meant to offend you or
your beliefs. They are your own, and I dare not say you shouldn’t
believe in what you truly believe. No fiction story should change
or challenge that.






At the end of this collection, I’ve included
After the Nightmare, which gives you an idea of where all of
these ten stories came from – the how, when, and why.






While this is my first short fiction collection, I
can assure you, God willing, it won’t be my last.






I’d like to thank you, dear reader, for joining me
on this journey through my darkest nightmares. I hope you have fun
and at the very least they give you a jolt. I tried to include
something for everyone in this collection; Science Fiction,
Fantasy, Horror, and the Supernatural. All are among these ten
stories. If you don’t like one type of genre, feel free to skip to
another story. I’m sure there’s something here you’ll enjoy.






Thanks for reading and I look forward to the next
time we can get together. Now, grab a cup of coffee, position that
lamp just right, check your E-reader for power and don’t fall
asleep - for you’re about to embark on Nightmares From
Eberus.






JC De La Torre

June 26, 2010, Wesley Chapel, Florida




Continuum Force – The New Guy


Dannard wondered who in the Air Force he had
pissed off to get this assignment. After ten years of running
special ops in Iraq, Afghanistan, and in South America, he was
stuck in the back of an unmarked sedan and freezing. It was sixteen
below outside, as it normally would be on the outskirts of Great
Falls, Montana in the dead of winter, and they were headed to
Malmstrom Air Force base – or as some of his buddies called it,
‘Nowhereville’.

Two days ago, Dannard was basking in the
sun-drenched confines of Pearl Harbor, using some of his
well-earned R&R, after fierce battles with drug lords in
Nicaragua. With Dannard’s dirty blond hair, athletic physique and
piercing blue eyes, he rarely had any trouble finding a lady
friend. Relaxed, with this new lady, poolside was when he received
the two line commu-niqué;

MALMSTROM AIR FORCE BASE, MONTANA

IMMEDIATELY REPORT FOR ASSIGNMENT –TOP
SECRET

Lt. Col. Connor Dannard wasn’t one to
question orders; he followed them to the T. Still, Malmstrom was an
old ICBM refuge, a product of the cold war that housed empty silos
that once contained the destruction of the world. He saw combat in
Iraq and Afghanistan during their top-secret missions but he had
never been shot down. He provided air support as the ground troops
sifted through all the hiding spots looking for Saddam.

He received many accolades and was quickly
promoted, embarrassing him slightly because he was a modest man. He
thought he was just doing his job and he did it well.

“So, what do you guys do for fun around
here?” He joked with the rock-jawed driver, who gave no
response.

His mind fought through what he possibly
could have done wrong to deserve this assignment. Malmstrom was
where the Air Force put you when there was nowhere else they would
have you. He thought back to some of the women in Nicaragua he had
diddled with – they were all locals – no General’s daughters.

He achieved his mission, assisting in
shooting down planes belching from all the drugs interred in their
stomachs and keeping them from hands of children in the US. He
didn’t deserve to be punished.

If it wasn’t a punishment, what could the Air
Force have at Malmstrom that would fit his abilities, maybe a
downed UFO? Yeah, right. In all his years in the Air Force, he’d
never seen one – although others he knew claimed to.

They briefly stopped at the
guard station where the MP waved them through without so much a
check of identification. “That’s
odd”, Dannard thought to himself. The car
continued down the primary thoroughfare of Malmstrom, Goddard
Avenue, past a collection of planes, large and small on the right,
and several barracks to the left.

The Air Force has a lot of bad apples. The
car continued past large buildings, parking lots and more barracks.
It took a left on a street called Flightliner Drive, then a right
on Malmstrom Air Force Base road, continuing to follow the road
until the base was gone and all that lie ahead was the snow-covered
hilly terrain. They drove for what must have been an hour before
finally settling on a small remote building in the middle of
nowhere. Bumfuk, Egypt.

“Get out,” the driver said stone-faced, as he
brought the car to a stop.

Dannard complied and the driver peeled away,
leaving him standing alone in the subfreezing temperature. A few
seconds later, the front door to the small structure creaked and
cranked, like a paranoid man unlocking fifty locks to allow a guest
in, and four MP’s with automatic weapons emerged from the opening
doorway.

“State your business,” One barked
forcefully.

“I am Lieutenant Colonel Connor Dannard. I
was -”

“Please follow us Colonel Dannard,” Another
interrupted.

Dannard followed the MPs into the small
structure, which held a few desks, office furniture, a PC and a
small armory in the back. The building held two small rooms and in
the back there was a large silver door with a keycard lock.

One of the MPs slid an access card and
pressed his thumb against a scanner. A light green light made his
thumb glow until the device prompted him to ENTER CODE. The MP
quickly typed a series of fifteen numbers that were in no
particular order. The door made a large KA-CHUNK sound as it
unlocked an unseen massive bolting mechanism and slowly opened,
revealing an elevator.

“This is our stop,” The MP said as he looked
back at Dan-nard. “Hit the lowest level I12 and it will take you
where you need to go. They’re waiting for you there.”

Dannard thanked the MP and followed his
instructions. The elevator whirred to life and he could feel it
rapidly descending, losing gravity for just a moment. In seconds it
reached its’ destination and pinged an announcement of its’
assignment, separating the doors and revealing two individuals.

The man was a four star general, in complete
military uni-form with reddish but graying hair and a pronounced
handlebar moustache. The female was attractive, slightly older with
dark braided hair tied in the back and silky mocha skin. Her large
lips fit well among her smaller nose and dark brown eyes.

“Hello, Colonel Dannard, I am General Killian
O'Shaugh-nessy,” the General saluted. He returned his
salutation.

“Lieutenant Colonel Connor Dannard, reporting
for duty, sir!”

“At ease, Colonel.” He smiled and turned to
the woman, “Allow me to introduce you to Doctor Osumara Alala.”

“Ma’am.” Dannard nodded.

“Hello Colonel Dannard,” her voice was loud,
but not ob-noxious – commanding confidence and respect, “The
General has told me great things about you and I believe you’ll
make a great addition to the project.”

“The project?”

“Yes, Dannard,” O'Shaughnessy continued.
“Your skills with Special Ops are legendary, as well as your
patriotism and heroism.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Your superiors forwarded
your achievements to me as an addition to this project – a civilian
and military coercion we call Project
Continuum.”

The general motioned for Dannard to follow
and he did, for the first time taking his eyes off the General and
looking out at the expansive area that was buzzing with activity
from military and civilian personnel.

“What I’m about to tell you is TS/SCI Gamma,
unders-tood?”

“Yes, sir.

“In 1947 in New Mexico, a small unidentified
flying object crashed -”

Oh God, it is a
UFO.

“In the craft were three small beings that
appeared to be extra-terrestrial in nature. With me so far?”

“Yes sir, Roswell, right?”

“Yes,” the General continued. “The beings
died during the impact, so we learned little from them other than
their physiology. The craft though - gave us a bountiful assortment
of information.”

As they moved through the large open area
they came to stop in front of an object the size of a large bomber,
covered by a large tarp.

“We were obviously concerned that the
Russians had devel-oped a new weapon, so our scientist went to work
on trying to reverse engineer the craft.”

“What about the occupants, sir?”

“We didn’t know what to make of those,” he
replied. “Some of our squints thought they may be some type of
bioengineered human clone because they nearly had all our organs,
and our anatomy except for a discernable gender – they were just
vastly different in skin texture and muscle mass. They also lacked
voice boxes. We just weren’t ready to admit they were
extra-terrestrial.”

The general motioned to a soldier standing
near the object, and the tarp was pulled off to reveal the large
triangle-shaped craft with strange markings on the exterior.

“Holy -”

“Indeed,” the General chuckled, “my reaction
as well.”

“It looks like a Stealth.” Dannard
remarked.

“For good reason, this is the Stealth’s
daddy,” the General replied, “Many of our aircraft were developed
from this thing. But our most amazing discovery was in the 1960’s
by Dr. Alalas’ father.”

“Yes,” Alala continued the story, “It was
quite by accident, really. My father was a scientist that was
working on one of the internal instrument panels of the craft. He
inadvertently hit a button and for just a brief second – there was
a flash.”

“While his fellow workers outside the craft
insisted the craft was only gone for a second, he claimed he was
transported back in time. Instantly, he was in the Mesozoic era and
said they were there for several days.”

“Back in time?”

“Yes. Only, it wasn’t just him. Other workers
were also inside the craft and on top of the craft, when it
connected to what we call a cosmic string and yanked backward.
Those on the exterior were vaporized – or at least we believe
that’s what happened. No trace was ever found.”

“My father and his compatriots exited the
craft to find a vastly different Montana. After a brief time
exploring, they were chased back into the vehicle by a curious
Tyrannosaurus Rex. Unfortunately, one didn’t make it and was
devoured by the creature.”

“How did they get back?”

“After a few days of retracing his steps, my
father figured out a way to reverse the string, and it snapped them
back to our time.”

“From that moment,” the General added, “we
understood what we had.”

“A time machine?”

“We call it a CTC Device,” Alala
corrected.

“CTC?”

“Yes, a closed time-like curve device.”

“What is that?”

“A closed time-like curve is a material
particle in space time that is closed, returning to its’ starting
point. It is this particle that allows time travel. The device
initiates the curve at a designated location and time, and then
uses a cosmic string to rip it from our existence, to the
destination existence, and returns it again when completed.”

“So are they aliens or beings from the
future?”

“We’re not sure,” Alala replied.

“But I believe they are aliens,” the General
added. “I think that’s how they travel to our planet. Think about
it, traveling vast distances between galaxies is just impossible
with propulsion systems that we know of. It would take lifetimes
just to reach another star in our galaxy”.

“But what if you had the ability to control
time? You could plot a course, plug in the time you wanted to be
there, and presto! You’re there in a flash.”

“Makes sense.”

“That’s why we’re here, Dannard, to figure
out how to make the thing go presto. Anyway, come with us, there’s
some folks you need to meet.”

Dannard followed the General into a meeting
room where three older individuals were seated behind a big
boardroom-style table. The person farthest to the left was an older
male, light-skinned with gray thinning hair, bushy eyebrows and a
cleft chin. Seated to his right was a large woman with dark hair
with a constellation of freckles on her pale smiling face. The
third, was a short man in his fifties with white puffy hair. He was
a bit on the heavy side and sported a large bulbous nose.

“Colonel Dannard,” Dr. Alala said, “I’d like
to introduce you to the brains of Project Continuum. On your left,
you have Professors Eli and Shiran Herzberg, from Israeli
Antiquities and the University in Jerusalem.”

“Hello, Colonel, it’s a pleasure to meet
you,” Eli said.

“Yes, welcome!” Shiran added, “My husband and
I have been on this project for some time – it’s good to have some
new blood.”

“Sir, Ma’am. Good to meet you.” Dannard
acknowledged.

“To their left,” Alala continued, “You have
Doctor Archi-medes Antanassio.”

“Welcome Colonel, you can call me Archie,”
Antanassio greeted.

“Thank you, sir. Nice to meet you.”

“Eli, why don’t you tell our new Colonel what
it is you do here,” Alala continued.

“Ah yes, well, the wife and I are the chief
archaeologists on Project Continuum,” Eli explained. “I am part of
the departure team, while Shiran here looks at whatever artifacts
we bring back with us.”

“Back with you from where?” Dannard
asked.

“From another time, of course,” Shiran
interjected.

“But what about…you know…the butterfly
effect?”

“What in the world is he talking about,
Elijah?” Shiran looked puzzled.

“The butterfly effect, dear,” Eli replied,
“You know –step on a butterfly in the past and it has a huge set of
ramifications for the future.”

“Of course…I’m sorry Colonel, my age is
catching up to me.”

“Yes, well we are very cognizant of the time
paradoxes that can occur from our traveling through time,” Archie
added. “We do have a set of rules that govern our string
treks.”

“String Trek?” Dannard chuckled. “I guess we
have some sci-fi fans here.”

“Doctor Antanasio is one of our leading
String theory re-searchers. He helps you get where you have to go,”
Dr. Alala interjected.

“Thank you Professors, we’ll have more time
to debrief later. Son, I’d like you to follow me,” The General
continued. “I want you to meet the team you will be
commanding.”

The General led Dannard into another, larger
room that held workout equipment. Dannard’s trained Special Forces
eyes immediately scanned the room. On a weight bench was an older
gentleman with thin, grey hair and a scruffy beard.

To his left was curvaceous young blond on a
treadmill. Her bountiful bosom seemed to vibrate with every
connection of her foot to the track padding of the treadmill. To
her left working on a speed bag was a man with dark smooth skin and
close knit hair. He wore a jumpsuit and sports goggles.

“Folks,” the General interrupted their
trance-like training session. “This is your new commanding officer,
Lieutenant Colonel Connor Dannard.”

Almost immediately, the trio stopped and
fixed their gaze on Dannard.

“What the hell?” The gruff weightlifter said,
“This is sup-posed to be a civilian-led operation – now we got to
answer to this fly boy?”

“Colonel Dannard, I give you Buzz Borman,”
the General smiled.

“You haven’t answered my damn question,
General.”

“No and I don’t see the need,” The General
replied. “You’re to do as you’re ordered, otherwise you’ll be
terminated.”

“That’s not part of the damned agreement,”
Borman argued. “I told you air monkeys that I’m not answering to
any damned Top Gun Tom Cruise wanna-be pansy boys.”

“I hate Top Gun,” Dannard interjected, “and I
think Tom Cruise is a pussy.”

“Uh oh, testosterone levels on the rise,” the
female re-marked.

“Borman,” the General continued. “You either
do as you’re told or you’re off the project. That is the
arrangement. This is a military-civi co-op and Dr. Alala approved
this appointment.”

“Fine – but when he starts shitting his
britches at the first sign of trouble, I’m not going to take the
fall for him.”

“I don’t see that as a problem,” Dannard
chuckled.

Borman studied him, as if he were measuring
Dannard from head to toe.

“Yeah…right.”

“I’m Lesley,” the attractive female said as
she extended her hand, “Lesley Barber.”

Dannard acknowledged and greeted her warmly,
noticing the lack of a wedding band or engagement ring on her
finger.

“Dave Cox,” the black man interjected, “nice
to meet you.”

“Old Borman here is your pilot of the CTC
device,” the General continued. “He was a NASA pilot for one of the
early Apollo missions and flew the shuttle twice. Cox here is the
chief engineer and propulsion expert on the CTC device – he’ll get
you going. Miss Barber here is yet another of the leaders in the
field of CTC’s and cosmic string theory. If there’s an issue with
the science of the string, she’ll figure it out and get you
back.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet all of you,” Dannard
said. “I’m still not sure what we’ll be doing but I’m certain we’ll
make a great team.”

“Pansy fly-boy,” Borman muttered. “Try
strapping your candy ass to seven million pounds of thrust.”

“Come on Dannard, let’s show you the last
member of your team.”

Dannard followed the General into another
secured area that required a retinal scan, thumbprint, and voice
authorization to access. Once passed the door, they walked down a
long hallway. At the end of it sat another MP, armed with a sidearm
who studied them carefully.

He rose and saluted his superior officer.

“Okay, Salazar,” the General said to the MP,
“open ‘er up.”

Salazar complied and another huge blast door
removed its locking mechanism and opened into an enormous room. In
the middle of the room sat a large, cigar-shaped object. The
General continued to walk toward the device and as Dannard followed
he was able to gain an appreciation for the immense size of it.

“This is the CTC Device,”
the General smiled, “or as I like to call it, the
Continuum.”

“Amazing.” Dannard gasped at
the beauty of the Continuum. The exterior of the vessel
had a strange iridescence that changed color as the light hit it.
Pink, grey, and blue sparkled off the device like
diamonds.

Dannard slid his hand alongside of the smooth
hull. There were no juts of tile or rivets, but it didn’t feel like
metal.

“Whatever that material is,” the General
continued, “it’s not a metal known to this planet. We salvaged it
from the Roswell crash, plus a few other crashes throughout the
world, and figured out a way to form it to what we’d like.”

The General turned toward the vehicle.

“Sally,” he called out to thin air,
“open.”

“Voice recognition confirmed,” a synthesized
female voice replied, “Stand clear of the platform.”

The General stepped to his right, and out of
nowhere a piece of the hull separated and a loading plank descended
to the floor. O'Shaughnessy cracked a smile as he observed the
response of his new recruit.

O'Shaughnessy quickly went up the ramp and
beckoned Dannard to follow.

Inside the
Continuum, Dannard
scanned the bridge of the ship. The Commanders’ chair sat in the
middle of the bridge, while surrounding it in close quarters, was a
science station, engineering, a research station, and finally a
place for the pilot at the front of the bridge.

“It looks like the bridge of the Enterprise,”
Dannard re-marked.

“The Enterprise has nothin’ on this baby,”
the General quipped.

“Say hello to CTC Sally,” he then
ordered.

“Hello Sally,” Dannard complied, feeling a
little weird speaking into nothingness.

“Good morning, Colonel Dannard,” the smooth
sounding synthesized voice of Sally responded.

“Sally here is a prototype
of Russian artificial intelligence,” the General continued. “She
isn’t completely sentient – believe me – we’ve seen enough of the
movies to know the dangers involved in that case so she’ll never go
‘Hal’ on you. Still, she is the Continuum. She is the brain of the
ship and can let you know if there are any concerns. Without her,
nothing happens.”

“So the Russians are also involved in the
project?”

“No…not really,” the General smiled. “Let’s
just say one of the research facilities was in one of the republics
that broke apart when the Soviet Union went kaput. A republic that
was very friendly to the United States.”

“I see.”

“Sally, tell our new commander what this
bucket of bolts can do,” the General ordered.

“C-T-C-Dash-Zero-Zero-Zero-One CTC device, named
Continuum, is capable of
backward time travel to one billion, seven hundred and fifty
million years,” Sally began to rattle off. “The ships’ hull is
concentrate Roswellian metal alloy, flexible but extremely
resistant to damage, heat and cold. The ship can cloak to avoid
detection and has sleeping quarters located at both ends of the
vessel for missions of long duration.”

“What was that about cloaking?” Dannard
asked. “Do you mean stealth?”

“Incorrect.” Sally replied,
“Stealth means the ship is imper-ceptible to radar detection.
The Continuums’
cloaking device enables the ship to avoid being perceived by human
vision.”

“You have got to be kidding,” Dannard
remarked, “A true cloaking device?”

“Kidding is not part of my matrix,” Sally
responded dryly.

“Developed by two Japanese scientists,”
O'Shaughnessy added, “Brilliant guys - way before their time. They
actually developed a polymer that when activated, makes the vessel
invisible to the naked eye.”

“Unreal.”

“Continue, Sally.” the General commanded.

“There is currently no battery of weaponry on
the vessel,” she continued, “as the ship is strictly research
class. The ship is space-flight ready and contains enough thrust to
exit the Earths’ atmosphere. It has artificial atmosphere, gravity
simulators, and the exterior can resist re-entry. String treks can
take place in orbit of the Earth or on the surface with course,
trajectory and time properly entered. Duration of string treks have
not been confirmed; but are believed to be in excess of twenty-four
hours.”

“So can we string into the future?” Dannard
asked.

“Negative,” Sally replied. “It is impossible
to travel to events that have yet to occur. Calculations indicate
that the only future travel available is the P.O.O. – Point of
Origin.”

“In other words,” the General added, “you can
only get back to our time. And, if you don’t get back before the
string separates our times, you’re stuck.”

“So how do the E.T.’s pull it off?” Dannard
asked.

“We’ve yet to figure that part out.”

“So it is possible, just beyond this
prototype.”

“Perhaps,” the General turned his attention
to Sally. “Thank you Sally. That is all that is required for now.
Once we depart, please hibernate all systems and retract the
boarding plank.”

“Order confirmed,” Sally responded.

“Okay, well, we’ve got a lot of work to do,”
O'Shaughnessy continued. “We’ve got to get you trained for this
mission and figure out where the hell we want to go. You’ll have a
well trained unit for this project but none of them are military.
It’s going to be a challenge for you and the civi’s.”






***

One month turned into six before Dannard knew
what had hit him. He was trained in ancient history, expected to
assimilate cultures and customs of various time periods like a
scholar. His high intelligence scores on his ASVAB exam showed he
had the mental capacity to do it.

Dannard had the ten most crucial rules to the
time travel missions seared into his core.

1.Never approach figures of historic
significance. Anything you say or do can change the course of human
history.

2.Never leave any tech around that can be
found and later reverse engineered to change history.

3.Never interact with any person or animal in
the past unless mission parameters allow you to do so, and even in
such cases, do so with great restraint.

4.On field missions, never allow yourself to
be cap-tured.

5.Never forget where you left the CTC
device.

6.Never allow any person from the past know
your true identity or mission.

7. Never impersonate a deity, oracle, or
seer.

8.The Biff Tannen effect - never use your
knowledge of the future to change events in the past that would
provide you personal gain.

9.No matter the circumstances, never attempt
to change the course of history by trying to prevent an event from
occurring.

10.If you are stranded in the past, destroy
all evidence of the CTC device, be mindful of history and do
nothing that could possibly change it. Continue to live out your
life as a member of that time period.

For its maiden mission,
the Continuum and
her crew would just observe a historical event, collect rock
samples from the time period, and return within an hour of
departure.

The destination of where and when they would
go had yet to be set in stone.

General O'Shaughnessy called all the
principle members of the project into the large boardroom to decide
just that.

As Dannard entered, he saw an empty seat next
to Lesley Barber and took it. To her opposite side sat Borman and
Cox. On the opposite side of the table sat the Hertzbergs and
Doctor Antanassio. A few moments later General O'Shaughnessy and
Doctor Alala entered, taking stage at the front of the
boardroom.

“Alright,” the General said. “It’s been a
long time coming. Doctor Alala and I just got off the horn with the
President of these United States and we’ve received a go for
Operation McFly.”

“McFly?” Dannard smiled.

“He’s not really original,” Lesley whispered
back.

“Doctor…” The General turned over the floor
to Alala.

“Yes,” she continued. “So now we must decide
the safest point of entry to test this device and bring back some
historical evidence that we have indeed conquered time travel. Does
anyone have any suggestions as to a destination?”

“How about the alleged resurrection of
Christ?” Eli spoke up. “We can finally end the debate about
Christianity once and for all.”

“Doctor Herzberg,” the General replied. “You
know full well that the President has specifically said that we
will not visit any religious figures. Knowledge of that truth,
whoever is right or wrong, could destabilize the world and enter us
into chaos. Jesus is out.”

“I would suggest Atlantis,” Shiran suggested.
“Let’s find out if it truly existed and is the cradle of
civilization as some believe.”

“I’m afraid that’s out as well,” Doctor Alala
replied. “Our resources must be used to investigate known periods
and points in history. We can’t investigate myths or legends like
Atlantis, Mu and Shangri La.”

“Colonel Dannard,” the General looked toward
Con-nor.“Any thoughts”?

“Uh,” Dannard was caught a bit off guard. “I
defer to the expertise of those who know history much better than I
do.”

“Come now, Dannard, you’re leading this
hopscotch,” O'Shaughnessy replied. “Where do you want to go?”

“Um, well sir…I…I’ve always been fascinated
with the fall of Rome.” He stumbled. “I guess I would love to go
back and see it happen.”

“The only problem is, Colonel, the fall of
Rome wasn’t a singular event,” Antanassio returned. “It was broken
up gradually over time, three hundred and twenty years to be
exact.”

“True,” Dannard conceded. “It had been
conquered and reconquered a number of times. What I’m referring to
is the sacking of Rome by Alaric the first.”

“After the execution of the domesticated
barbarian magister militum Flavius Stilicho, the young Western
Emperor Honorius was left without his most trusted General. Alaric,
who had been beaten by Stilicho several times, attacked Rome again,
leading to its final fall.”

“410 A.D.” Eli added. “Brilliant. The final
fall of Rome by the Visigoths that ended Roman rule in the
west.”

“Yes, except for the Byzantine conquest by
Justinian,” Shiran interjected.

“Yes, but by then, Rome in all her glory was
dead,” Dannard replied. “It was never the same as before. By then
the Byzantine empire was so far from the glory of Rome it was an
entirely different Empire.”

“Rome wasn’t even the capital of the Western
Empire then,” Antanassio continued. “Honorius moved the capital to
Ravenna and hid there as it fell.”

“Yes, but Rome was still Rome.” Eli
countered. “After each victory over Alaric, Stilicho would always
hold a triumph and the party was always held in the main city.”

“I think it’s a splendid idea,” Doctor Alala
said. “I, too, would like to know more about the final sacking of
Rome.”

“Have we an exact date for the Visigoth’s
attack?” the Gen-eral asked.

“August 24th, 410,” Eli
replied. “It’s confirmed through three sources of ancient
documentation. On August 24th, 410, the Visigoths burst into the
city through Porta Salaria on the northeast side of the
city.”

“We’re positive of the date?” the General
asked. “We need to give something tangible to the President to pay
for the lights in this place. We can’t miss.”

“Yes,” Shiran replied. “We’re as certain as
we can be consi-dering the limited resources.”

“Very well,” the General replied. “Away team,
prepare for Operation McFly.”

The others glanced toward Dannard who had a
small lump in his throat. He swallowed hard. Could they really be
transported into the past or were they about to rip into the fabric
of the universe? Were they playing with forces they knew nothing
about?






***

“We are a go; a go for
string departure,” Borman’s voice boomed through the bridge of
the Continuum.

“Well, I guess it’s now or never,” Dannard
replied.

“Very inspiring,” Borman cracked. “Not
exactly A Small Step For Man, you candy ass.”

“Shut up, Borman.” Dannard ordered. “Lesley
is the time curve plotted?”

“Yes sir. We will travel back to August 24,
410 A. D., enter-ing in a low Earth orbit altitude two thousand
kilometers.”

“Cox, we green on all systems?”

“Yes, Colonel.”

“Alrighty then. Mark our current date and
time.”

“March 31st, 2011, 0900 hours.” Lesley
replied.

“Fire it up, Borman,” Dannard ordered.

“Finally!”

Borman selected a series of buttons. There
was a slight hum of a power surge, and then everything flashed
white.

August 24, 410 A.D

“Ah, wow, that was something,” Dannard
remarked as he struggled to regain consciousness. “Everyone
okay?”

There were a few murmurs of yeses through out
the bridge.

“Lesley, where are we?”

“Colonel, by star positioning, we have
reached the correct date. August 24, 410 A.D., approximated
oh-seven hundred Rome time.”

“Location?”

“As expected,” she smiled. “Two thousand
kilometers above the Earth’s surface.”

“Sally, any damage during the string?”
Dannard asked.

“Negative.” Sally responded.

“Confirmed, all green,” Cox added.

“Borman, open the primary view window.”

“Aye, aye, Mon Capitaine,” Borman
remarked.

The covered screen rose to reveal an Earth
without the combustion engine. Free of air pollution and satellites
- a virgin Earth.

“Okay, Eli, you’re on.” Dannard said. “Where
do we need to be to get to the best vantage point?”

“Sir, what is that?” Cox interjected.

Dannard glanced to the window. In the far-off
distance was a craft similar to a stealth fighter, with the same
Roswellian alloy they had.

“Bogey at six o’clock,” Borman confirmed.

“There is an unidentified
vessel two thousand kilometers from Continuum,” CTC Sally
reported.

“What the hell is that?” Dannard gasped.

“Aliens?” Eli asked.

“Let’s just call them Bogeys, for now,”
Dannard replied. “We don’t know what they are or their
intentions.”

A white flash signaled the exit of the
craft.

“Cox, did we get high def video on the
bogey?”

“Yes sir.”

“Good, we have a mission to complete,”
Dannard continued. “Engage the cloaking device and find a suitable
entry point into the Earth’s atmosphere.”

After a few minutes, Lesley had calculated
the best place to enter the Earth’s atmosphere without putting too
much strain on the outer hull. As they entered, there were violent
vibrations throughout the ship until finally they had reached
optimal cruising level.

“Okay, on to Rome.” Dannard said.

August 24, 410 A.D.1000 hours

The Continuum hovered over the city of
Rome. It looked run down, after decades of economic strife, fire,
and attack from various forces, the grand beacon of the Empire had
seen her better days.

The Germanic tribes of the North knew that
Rome was no longer the capital of the Western Empire, but it
remained its most valued prize. If Rome fell into the hands of the
Barbarians, it could be a death blow to the tyrannical rule of
their land and allow them to exact a measure of revenge. Destroy
all that means to be Roman – for how can you have a Roman empire
without Rome?

“There,” Eli said, “There’s the Visigoths.
Watch as they…wait a minute.”

“What is it?” Dannard replied concerned.

Something’s not right.”

“Explain.”

“Look at the guards at the gate,” Eli
replied. “They are wait-ing for them - as if they were tipped off
about the attack.”

“Maybe they’re traitors.” Borman replied.
“Ready to open the gates to the Barbarian horde?”

“No, I don’t think so.” Eli replied. “Can we
descend a little lower? I want to get a look at their
weaponry.”

“Do it,” Dannard commanded.

The Continuum dropped closer to the city,
hovering about one hundred feet above.

“My God,” Eli exclaimed as he stared at the
legion awaiting the Visigoths. “Are those rifles?”

“Can’t be,” Dannard exclaimed.

“They shouldn’t be here, it’s a thousand
years too early.”

The Visigoths attacked, as expected, through
Porta Salaria. As they entered the city, the Romans opened fire
with their crude rifles, cutting down the invaders before they
could get their weapons drawn.

Alaric was surrounded and turned a sword on
himself, refusing to become a Roman slave. Within moments, history
had dramatically changed.

“No! No! No!” Eli screamed. “This isn’t what
happened. This is all completely wrong!”

“Is there something we could have triggered
to cause this?” Dannard asked, “Some kind of paradox?”

“No,” Lesley replied, “We’ve had no effect on
the time pe-riod or environment. It’s as if we’re not even
here.”

“Then why is this happening?” Eli cried, his
eyes welling up.

“The Bogeys,” Borman interjected, “Gotta be
the Bogeys. They changed something.”

“Why, why would they do that?” Eli
exclaimed.

“There’s no way we can know the answer to
that,” Dannard replied, “But now we need to get back and see what
damage is done. Can we…get back?”

“Yes,” Lesley replied. “Departure point will
always be there as long as the CTC is still established.”

“Will it be what we left?” Dannard asked. “Or
will we be materializing into the surface of the Earth?”

“I have no idea,” Lesley replied, “but we
have no choice. If we go back, it must be to the same location and
time along the string.”

Dannard looked weathered, aging before their
eyes from the stress of the situation. He stroked his chin in quiet
contemplation.

“What’s done is done here.” He finally said.
“There’s no changing it. Even if we jumped to a time when the
Bogeys first arrived, they likely already have been here for some
time, showing the Romans how to fashion those early rifles”.

“We have no idea when that was. We have no
choice. We must go back and hope we still have a departure chamber
and friends that are expecting us.”

“Yes sir.” Borman replied, as he began to
make his adjust-ments to the instrument panel.

“Lesley,” Dannard continued, “Please prepare
us for string back.”






March 31st, 2011, 0901 hours

As they returned to consciousness, the crew
of the Conti-nuum drew a sigh of relief. They were alive.

“Return along the time string is complete,”
Sally reported.

“Status,” Dannard barked as he fought back to
clarity.

“We’re home and it looks normal.” Lesley
replied.

As they exited the vehicle, the General and
Doctor Alala awaited at the bottom of the platform.

“What the hell did you do?” O'Shaughnessy
barked.

“Why? What’s happened?” Dannard replied.

“We’re still gathering intel, but from what
we can tell, we’re all subjects of Rome.”

“I don’t understand.” Lesley replied.

“Rome remains in power, Doctor Barber.”
O'Shaughnessy continued, “According to our new history, Rome
defeated the Visigoths with a new weapon provided to them by ‘the
Gods’. Honorius used it to reunify the Empire and Rome again became
the power. They eventually conquered the entire planet.”

“From the weapons of the gods, they fashioned
new wea-pons, eventually and frighteningly all the way to the point
of harnessing the atom, hundreds of years before we did it.”

“What I’m trying to say is there is no United
States. We are now Americus – a Roman territory.”

“I don’t understand,” Dannard replied. “Then
why are we all still here?”

“It’s what we call residual string complex,”
Doctor Alala answered. “We are in a cocoon of time where whatever
we were before the CTC took place remains constant for a short
period of time.”

“So the entire base remains in our time?”

“Yes.”

“For how long?”

“Minutes, hours, days – we have absolutely no
idea.” Alala continued.

“Then we need to get back asap.”

“Get back to where? When?” Eli asked.

“First thing we’re going to do is debrief.”
O'Shaughnessy replied. “We need to know how the heck this joyride
went FUBAR.”






***

After the debriefing and acknowledgment that
the most likely cause of the disturbance in the time-line had to be
the Bogeys, the debate raged on what to do about it.

“Is it possible another country or private
entity has gotten their hands on a Roswell craft?” Dannard
asked.

“I don’t think so; our intelligence would
have sensed some-thing to that effect.” The General replied,
“Besides, our allies wouldn’t dare attempt this project. The Soviet
Union is broke and the Chinese – well, let me just say, we know
they don’t have a device.”

“Private corporations?”

“I think we would know something about
it.”

“Then we need to assume these are
extra-terrestrial.” Dan-nard continued. “So we must assume their
motives for changing our history are not in our best
interests.”

“The question that begs to be asked,” Shiran
added, “Is our history a true history? Was JFK really assassinated?
Did all the attempts on Hitlers’ life really fail? Did the North
really win the U. S. Civil War?”

“All we know is our history. That’s all we
can know.” the General replied, “We’ll bake our noodles considering
those possibilities. We have to get back to the subject at hand.
How do we stop the Bogeys’ manipulation of the Visigoth’s attack in
410?”

“I may have an answer,” Eli replied as the
room trained their eyes on him, “I have been studying the new,
modified history from its paradigm shift. It says here that ‘a
great light appeared in the sky’ above Ravenna on September 4th,
410. It goes on to say from their chariot of fire, the Gods
bestowed on the Western Emperor, Honorius the Great, the gift of
what they called the ‘riflius’. If we can meet that delivery and
prevent it from occurring, then all should be set straight within
our time line.”

“How do we do that, Elijah?” Shiran
asked.

“We have to destroy the Bogey vessel,”
Dannard interjected.

“Nothing can do that,” Cox spoke up. “The
alloy is too strong. It can’t be destroyed.”

“Perhaps not, but something has been bringing
down these ships,” Dannard returned. “It’s why we have this
material in the first place. We need to figure out what it is and
use it against the Bogeys.”

“This is classified information, on a need to
know basis,” the General quickly said. “It cannot leave this
room.”

Everyone nodded.

“We believe,” he continued, “the crashes
occurred due to electric surges as a result of lightning strikes on
the vessel.”

“Lightning?”

“Yes, most of the recovered crafts were
downed during tremendous storms.”

“So we need to create a weapon that can be
fired in low orbit that emits the electrical force of a lightning
strike?” Dannard concluded.

“And we need to do it quickly,” the General
added. “We have no idea how long before the string residual will
dissipate and all of this disappears.”






April 1st, 2010, 0830 hours

“The Romans have detected the base!” the
General announced. “There are forces moving in as we speak.”

“It is worse than that,” Doctor Alala added.
“The residual string has begun to break down. We lost twenty
percent of the base already. It has just disappeared, never
existing.”

“Mr. Cox, where are we on our lightning
maker?” the General asked.

“Sir, I’ve been able to generate a bolt from
this dispenser,” Cox replied. “However, it’s extremely dangerous to
use. For one, I don’t know if it will work in low Earth orbit.
Secondly, I don’t know whether we’ve adequately insulated the ship
from its’ effects. We could easily zap ourselves along with the
bogeys.”

“At this point, we don’t have a choice,”
Colonel Dannard interjected. “We need to move now or it’s going to
be…oh my god.”

Dannard’s eyes trained on Shiran Herzberg.
She just slowly began to dissipate until only her clothing
remained.

“Shiran!” Eli called out to his wife.
“Shiran, don’t go, don’t leave me!”

“Alright, that’s it. We gotta move now!”
Dannard ordered.

The group scrambled as
Dannard grabbed the shoulder of Eli, who held Shiran’s vacant
clothing tightly. Eli sadly looked up, nodded his understanding and
let go, following Dannard up the ramp and into the
Continuum.

Suddenly, pieces of the departure point began
to turn into rock. Dannard watched as he saw General O'Shaughnessy,
Doctors Alala, and Antanassio disappear and be replaced by
Earth.

“Sally! Emergency start up sequence alpha,
gamma, niner, five, three two!” Dannard screamed.

“Confirmed.”

“Lesley, get our course plotted.”

“Done, sir!”

“Borman! Go!”

“Way ahead of you, Top Gun!” Borman
screamed.

September 4th, 410 A.D.

The flash revealed a dark, star-filled abyss
above the infinite ball that was Earth.

“Everyone here?” Dannard called out.

“Yes,” Lesley replied.

“Here.” Eli acknowledged.

“Yeah, I’m good.” Cox said.

“Still tickin’.” Borman replied.

“Damn, that was way too close,” Dannard
remarked.

“So Lesley,” Dannard said, “Why are we still
here?”

“As long as we’re in the string, the time
curve will not change. Once we exit the string, it’s all over and
we’ll be transported to wherever we are in that time, merging with
our new selves.”

“If we exist at all,” Eli added, a tear
racing down his wrinkled cheek.

“The others…are they dead?” Dannard
asked.

“No, sir, if they exist I think they also
merged with their selves from the new time track.”

“How long can we remain here?” Borman
asked.

“Unknown,” she replied, “It really depends on
the strength of the string. Sally will let us know if it begins to
destabilize.”

“Time for destabilization of cosmic string,
ten hours, thirty-three minutes,” Sally replied on queue.

“So. We await our prey.” Dannard
remarked.

The minutes turned into hours, waiting,
watching. Once hour nine bled into hour ten, they began to
worry.

“Thirty minutes to cosmic string
destabilization,” Sally an-nounced.

Dannard scanned the stars. Where were they?
Could they have the wrong date?

More time passed.

“Five minutes to cosmic string
destabilization,” Sally relayed.

“Lesley?” Dannard looked at her as she shook
her head acknowledging what he already knew. They couldn’t go back.
They couldn’t stay here. They would just disappear like Shiran
Herzberg, the General, and the rest of the workers of Project
Continuum.

“BOGEY! TWO O’CLOCK!” Borman screamed.

“Unidentified vessel,
distance one thousand kilometers from Continuum.” Sally
confirmed.

“Cox, can we hit it from this distance?”

“Negative.”

“Borman, go after her.”

“Gunning it now!” Borman exclaimed.

“Three minutes to cosmic string
destabilization,” Sally said.

The ship began to move quickly, completely
undetected by the UFO, closing fast. The UFO began to skip along
the Earths’ atmosphere, like a rock skidding across a pond, trying
to find a breach that would allow them to penetrate.

“Dang it, this sucker is fast,” Borman
exclaimed.

“Two minutes to cosmic string
destabilization,” Sally re-ported.

“Distance to unidentified object, five
hundred kilometers.” she added.

Dannard looked toward Cox. He shook his head
and mouthed one hundred.

“Borman, we need more speed.”

“Well get out and push then!” Borman screamed
back.

The Continuum continued to close on the
UFO, but the Bogeys’ ship began to descend into Earths’
atmosphere.

“We’re losing them!” Dannard exclaimed.

“Distance to object, two hundred kilometers.”
Sally said, “Sixty seconds to cosmic string destabilization.”

Fifty-Nine….Fifty-Eight….Fifty-Seven….

“Come on baby, come on!” Borman cried
out.

“Sally, give all auxiliary power to
thrusters!” Dannard called out.

“Order confirmed. All auxiliary power to
thrusters.”

Forty-Five…Forty-Four….Forty-Three….

“Distance to craft?”

“Distance to object, one hundred and twenty
kilometers.”

Dannard fidgeted in his seat. He could see
the bright light fire of reentry begin to surround the UFO.

“Cox, FIRE!”

“But, Colonel -”

“FIRE DAMN YOU!”

Cox hit the button and a bolt struck out of
the lightning tube in front of the ship, hurling toward the UFO at
an unbelievable speed.

Thirty…Twenty-Nine…Twenty-Eight…

Suddenly, the
Continuum went dark; all
systems went off-line as every system seemed to drain itself from
power.

Dannard sat there in the dark for a second,
listening to the cries of his team. It seemed like forever, just
whimpers of fear and possible failure.

“Sally, restore power.”

“Sally, restore power.” he repeated
calmly.

“Suddenly, lights and systems roared back to
life.

“Ten seconds to cosmic string
destabilization,” she said.

Nine…Eight….

“Cox, can we confirm a hit on the Bogey?”
Dannard asked.

“Negative.”

Seven….Six…Five…

“Borman, any visual on the bogey?”

“Negative.”

Four…Three…

“Lesley?”

“Course plotted.” She replied.

Two…

“Borman, string us back!”

He hit the button as Sally uttered one.

The flash seemed brighter than usual, then
darkness.

April 1st, 2010, 0830 hours

Dannard came to before the others and stared
into darkness. He took a deep breath to confirm he was indeed still
alive. He scanned the bridge. All the instruments were dead and
their operators were slumped over their panels. With the window
shield up, there was no way to confirm if they were indeed back
inside the Project Continuum lair or if the materialized in the
middle of a hundred tons of Montana rock – entombed for
eternity.

“Sally, restore power.” Dannard commanded
again.

“Sally…restore power.”

“Sally?”

“She’s gone, sir.” Cox weakly said. “The last
string fried the circuitry. It was a miracle we even had enough
juice to pull it off. The feedback from the lightning weapon
transfigured into an electro-magnetic pulse.”

“Then how did we get back online?”

“Sally,” he said. “I think she sacrificed her
ion battery for us. It was unaffected by the EMP.”

Dannard checked on the others, all fine, and
then proceeded to the manual release of the plank. He hit it and
slowly it dropped down into the darkness.

“Give me some damn lights!” he heard someone
from outside the ship holler. It was General O'Shaughnessy.

Dannard made his way quickly down the plank
and saluted the General.

“Well done, boy. Well done.”

“We couldn’t confirm the kill.” Dannard
replied.

“We can,” the familiar voice from Shiran came
out of the darkness, “I’m here again, aren’t I?”

“Yes, indeed, we all are, Ma’am.”

The lights systematically
flickered on and illuminated the main hangar of the
Continuum. Dannard looked
back at his ship; it was scarred from the electrical shock wave
that ripped through the vessel. He watched as Eli and Shiran
embraced.

“Sorry, General,” Dannard said. “I think I
broke it.”

“Don’t worry about it, son,” the General
smiled. “We have the finest mechanics taxpayer money can buy.”

“Yeah, but do we really want to take another
chance like this?”

“It’s not a choice anymore, Dannard,” the
General said, “We have a threat now that we must be able to assess
and confront. “We now are obliged to insure what we know is our
history truly is our history and not another manipulation by the
bogeys.”

“Yeah, I agree.”

“You know the funny thing, son?”

“What’s that, General?”

“Rome in power,” O'Shaughnessy continued,
“seemed bet-ter. There wasn’t either of the World Wars. Hitler was
just a usurper who was put down by Emperor Churchillius.

There was never a dark ages, thus the world
just continued to progress. They had automobiles by the 1400’s,
flying machines by 1500’s, and the computer chip in the 1600’s.

There were no religious wars. Sure, there
were civil skirmishes as there always was with Rome, people trying
to overthrown them – but there remained mostly peace.

We were colonizing Mars.

One world, together, living the Roman way of
life.”

“Yeah, that sounds pretty nice,” Dannard
said. “But it’s not the world we live in. It’s not our world.”

“But it makes you wonder, son,” the General
replied. “Should we have repaired the time-line and returned us to
our destructive ways? In my Roman life, I was a rancher in what we
know as Texas. Maybe I was always meant to be that.”

“If we were meant for that life, it would
have happened that way. We wouldn’t have been manipulated by some
alien race. No, we are where we’re supposed to be. Like you said,
we can’t think of this stuff because it will bake your noodle. But
hey, we have our own reality to worry about.”

“Indeed, God Bless these United States of
America,” he smiled.

“Amen, sir.”

“So our men will get started
on the Continuum while you get prepped for surgery,” the General
grinned.

“Surgery?”

“Yes, we are going to install a language chip
into your brain. For your next mission, you’re going to need to go
into the field.”

Dannard watched as the General made his way
toward his four trillion dollar baby. The Generals’ words seemed to
haunt him. Did they do the right thing? Was it their right to take
a nearly utopian society away from the world – even if it wasn’t
meant to be that way?

That kind of stuff just
scrambles your brain, he thought to
himself.

It was time to focus on the next mission.







Tawney's Stars






"First call for shuttle 39 - to Zebra station
- Malgeneras sec-tor - Mars, First call for shuttle 39 - to Zebra
Station - Malgeneras sector – Mars,” the robotic voice blared over
the loud speaker.

Tawney stared out the window at the dark
lunar landscape. Her long, brown-black hair cascaded down her back
to her bottom. She could see her silhouette in the window. Her
dark-brown eyes peered out, as they had so many times before,
staring into her many boyfriends’ souls. She could make out the
‘Shirley Temple Dimples’ of her cheeks, and the creamy white of her
skin, which appeared soft, like the petal of a flower following a
steamy midsummer rain.

Her voluptuous frame with her beautiful
breasts and tight buttocks brought looks from men of all races and
species. Though many of them tried, none were able to win her
affection. Tawney Multain had only one love - her stars. The ones
she longed to be among since her birth. The same stars that
glistened outside the lunar shuttle station windows that her father
flew among and died with. Her stars.

“You look just like Betty Boop,” an elderly
gentleman said as he walked by.

“Betty who?”

“Ah, before your time I suppose, child,” the
old man smiled as he continued on.

Her father, the great U.C.E. Star Force
fighter pilot, could’ve been an admiral if only he would’ve been
willing to leave space. He refused many promotions to remain a
squadron leader, swearing he would reside there until his death.
The thought of his sanctuary being taken from him drove him to new
heights of interstellar warfare, making his achievements the stuff
of legends.

The death of her mother during childbirth had
hastened his departure to the Star Force. He struggled with the
demons associated with her death and taking his aggressions out on
the enemy which seemed to ease the pain. The cause became his
morphine, numbing the evil spirits and transforming his aggression
into deadly precision. Without it, he feared he would become a
sobbing idiot, so overcome by grief that he would have to be
institutionalized.

Complications from her mothers’ pregnancy
affected Tawney throughout her childhood. Often sick, she was a
regular at the Illness Institute, the only hospital that remained
in the New California area. With vaccinations and treatments having
been discovered for nearly every illness known to man, the need for
hospitals had decreased dramatically.

The huge buildings of the Illness Institutes
with their assortment of Illnessists (scientists who studied the
history of medicine) and nurses took care of your typical health
needs.

From birth, Tawneys’ illnesses were short,
but always turbu-lent. She became a national headline as the first
child in almost twenty years to develop asthma. To treat her,
Illnessists had to search their databases for long, forgotten
treatments. They quickly were able to recreate a 20th century
device that asthmatic patients used to ease their problem during
attacks.

The ‘Pumps’, as they were called, served
Tawney for two years until the asthma serum A88b was recreated.
After a series of treatments, her health came up to par with the
rest of the world, leaving her only ailment for the remainder of
her teenage years, the occasional broken heart.

"FINAL CALL FOR SHUTTLE 39 - TO ZEBRA STATION
- MALGERNERAS SECTOR – MARS," the robot voice blared. Tawney took
one more glance at the lunar landscape, gathered her belongings,
and made her way to the shuttle.

When the Bora system (a tiny system of four
planets sur-rounding a midsized star in the constellation of Orion,
discovered in 2016) was discovered to have life, many of the
Earth’s countries feared attack. U.S. President Emmanuelle Valisio
was the first to suggest that the countries of the world unite. Her
famous line, "A divided world is a conquered world," eventually
became the motto of the U.C.E.

Only two countries opposed the unification.
Cuba, the only remaining communist country on the planet, and
Puerto Rico, which recently gained independence from America and
feared its’ independent rights would be compromised. Ultimately,
the U.C.E. (the United Countries of Earth), after years of
political and military conflict, was formed. During the wars that
prevented a smoother unification, the Borans made their way to
Earth.

Boran technology allowed them to travel at
speeds beyond human comprehension and cover great distances,
(millions and millions of light years) in a matter of days. The
Borans’ pentagon- shaped ships were commonly observed in the
nights’ sky on Earth as they surveyed the landscape and
inhabitants.

Communication between the two worlds in the
following years did little to ease the minds of the U.C.E. leaders.
The information transmitted between the planets pretty much
resulted in the Borans telling the Earthlings that the universe is
filled with life-worlds and that they had been studying the Earth
for centuries. They also informed the U.C.E. that they were not the
only species that had been monitoring the progress of Earth. These
other species, they warned, were much more warlike and were
prepared to conquer the planet at a moments’ notice.

Ultimately, the warlike species would be the
Borans. They knew they could have taken Earth at any time they
desired, but instead used it as sort of a test world. Similar to
the way scientists use lab rats in tiny mazes. By watching the
humans develop, Boran scientists were able to develop techniques to
deal with worlds at any specific point of evolution.

After they realized they had been discovered,
all research projects on the humans were terminated. Fearing that
any further delay would allow an opportunity for a stronger
resistance, the time had come to take the tiny blue planet in the
name of Bora Major I.

On December 25, 2029, the Borans struck.
Sending thou-sands of fighters from large starships, they attacked
without warning, hitting major metropolitan areas and capitals of
all the countries around the globe. Humans raced to their defenses,
using primitive rockets and missiles to fend off their would-be
conquers. The Borans’ first strike dealt the planet heavy losses,
but remarkably, the resistance to the invaders remained strong.

After months of battle and millions of
innocent deaths, the Boran retreated to regroup, leaving what was
left of the Earths’ surface to burn from the laser fire.

While many humans were busy reconstructing
what had been destroyed, the U.C.E. was busy creating a worldwide
military. This military would not be a typically weak UN
Peaceforce-type; it would have all the technologies on the planet
combined. The "Every country for themselves" defense had failed
miserably, but with the Earth unified, it could defend itself from
its would-be conquerors.

A downed Boran fighter enabled the Earths’
scientists to reverse engineer the technology for more competitive
U.C.E weaponry. With the information salvaged from the wreckage,
countries banded together to fund and build monstrous space
battleships and squadrons of fighter ships, as well as more
advanced weaponry. Although the ships of the U.C.E. would not be
able to move as quickly as their counterparts, they would still be
able to cover outrageous distances at speeds never dreamt possible.
All that remained for the Star Force was the recruitment of
soldiers and pilots.

The great Jerrod Multain, who had been in
every branch of the service at some point in his military career
(being decorated in each), was the first to report to training.
Being considered a legend in the art of warfare left him so
valuable to the U.S. military, his duties to his country prevented
him from ever realizing his true dream of becoming an
astronaut.

After his wife died at childbirth and his
newborn baby girl was safe in the arms of her grandmother (his
mother-in-law who hated him with a passion), Multain realized the
opportunity that was in front of him. He had a chance to combine
the best of both worlds - the military life he so dearly loved and
space - the dream he had held on to since his childhood. It was an
opportunity he was not going to waste.

Jerrod was a lean, tall man. He lacked a
large physique, but that did not tame his competitive fires. His
brownish blond hair and stunning blue eyes accented his trim, yet
fit frame. As many women stated at the time, he was the picture
perfect ‘gorgeous fly boy’. To the dissatisfaction of the hearts
that fluttered at his glance, Jerrods’ heart had been captured
years before by Cynthia Rodriguez, marrying her after a three-day
romance in Cancun.

Rodriguezs’ beauty was legendary in Mexico,
as she was often called the Mexican Helen of Troy. Her small frame
was accentuated by her olive skin and her dark sensuous eyes; with
her long black hair extended all the way to her gorgeous bottom.
Her sweet fragrance was like a bouquet of roses.

Her glance made his heart race like a fighter
in full throttle and her touch made him melt as if he were butter
under the hot Mexican sun. She made love to him like a mustang, and
afterward he was so sore that he could barely walk. Jerrod loved
her like he had never loved another.

When Tawney was born and Cynthia died, Jerrod
threw himself into the war. He had a passion, a veraciousness that
he never had before. As the war with the Borans continued on year
after year, Multain led his defense squadron to stunning victories.
His talents made their pilots look foolish and gave his squadrons
confidence to achieve at new levels of warfare, performing feats
they had never before dared to attempt.

His kills became the stuff of legends. In
three years of war-fare, a remarkable three hundred thousand Boran
fighters met their fate in the crosshairs of Jerrod Multain.
Thousands more would follow. If there was a suicide mission, he
would volunteer. When the odds were against him, he’d challenge
them. He was called "Captain Crunch" by his fellow pilots for his
propensity to come through when it was ‘crunch time’.

When the chips were down and all seemed lost,
Multain somehow, some way, came through. He knew though, that
sooner or later his luck would run out.

For that reason, Jerrod often e-mailed
Tawney, telling her of the days’ events and how much he missed her.
Every e-mail would end, "I’ve got to get back to your stars,
Tawney. They are your stars."

She cherished every e-mail from her father.
She would look up in those stars and dream of one day soaring
through the heavens with him. She knew she wasn’t too far from
realizing that dream, with her Star Force training a year away from
completion.

It would never happen.






***

A couple of Boran scout fighters entered the
solar system forcing Jerrod and his squadron to be called to
action. The scouts, realizing they had been detected, retreated
hastily with the defense squadron in pursuit. When the scouts
reached the edge of the solar system, one of his men broke the
silence.

"Okay, Captain, they’re breakin’ out," Lt.
Johnny Stanson crackled on Multain’s intercom.

"Yeah, well, let’s make sure, John," Jerrod
replied.

"Captain, they’re breakin’ out! We can’t go
out too far; we don’t have the firepower to combat a whole
squadron. We got to -" Stanson stopped when he saw it.

The Boran battle cruiser was huge, largest
any of them had ever seen. With its’ gray Boran metal glistening in
the darkness of space, it dwarfed the fighters that buzzed around
it like a hive.

"FRAG ME," Stanson screeched, "It’s the Death
Star on acid!"

"Okay, boys, it’s show time. We’ve got
ourselves a big frick-in’ problem here," Jerrod said to his five
fellow pilots.

Multain watched as the first squadron of
Boran fighters deployed from the Acid Star and moved into attack
position. The Earth had never seen an enemy battle cruiser of this
magnitude. Someone had to get back to warn of its impending
arrival.

"Okay, gentlemen, I’ve got to know," Jerrod
said, "Who’s stayin’ with me and who’s goin’ for help? Not all of
us can make it back. Whoever stays is gonna die right here with me.
Those who go - get back to Earth. You’ve got to tell the U.C.E.
what’s comin’. So who’s stayin’?"

"I’m wit ya, Cap," replied McMichael.

"So ‘em I, Cappy," said Sims.

"Me too," interjected Dawson.

"Yo man, I’m in," added Washington.

"I’m going down with ‘Captain Crunch’," said
Stanson.

"Not this time, Lieutenant," Multain replied
to Stanson.

"What? No way, I’m stayin’ right here."
Stanson screeched.

"Listen, John. We don’t have much chance of
surviving this. One of us has to get back to Earth and warn the
U.C.E. If this thing gets to Earth it could very well be curtains
for us all." Multain said as he watched the approaching fighters
get into their standard V formation.

"No way, Captain," Stanson replied, "I can’t
leave you guys like this. I’m sorry, I just can’t."

"You don’t have a fricking choice,
Lieutenant. One of us has to get back and I choose you. If you
disobey my order, I’ll blow you out of the fricking stars myself.
You can be a martyr another day, son. Today you’re gonna get the
hell outta here and get back to Earth so that our lives aren’t
wasted, got that?” Jerrod angrily ordered.

"Yes, sir."

"Okay, now get your ass movin’, boy, that
squadrons almost here.” Jerrod ordered.

Stanson turned the ship around and broke for
the Mars space station, leaving his five fellow pilots to fend for
themselves. "Damn it, Jerrod. I should be with you.” He tearfully
thought to himself.

"Okay, men," Multain began, turning his
attention to the approaching fighters, "We’ve got to keep these
monsters busy until Stanson can get a safe distance. Keep your
plasma bursts controlled. Once your cannons are out, go to energy
flares. When those are gone, make your peace with God Almighty and
take one of them motherfuckers with you."

"Captain," Dawson interjected, "We’ve got
twelve bogies dead ahead."

"Okay boys, we’re on," Jerrod said, “and
watch your asses, we’re outnumbered more than 2 to 1."

The Borans came in on a straight line and
broke two on each U.C.E. ship, while two stayed back and
freelanced. Brilliant bursts of green laser light lit the darkness
of space. Multain immediately blew away the first two fighters he
faced and proceeded after the roaming fighters.

He took care to control his plasma bursts to
make sure he didn’t inadvertently blast one of his own with the
combatants twirling and spinning at unpredictable angles. Several
of the Boran fighters burst into flames in minutes. Just a couple
of minutes later, the remainder followed suit.

"WOO!” exclaimed Washington, "Hey, Cappy, let
‘em all come, they ain’t no match for the U.C.E.!"

"How’s your power supply, boys?” Jerrod
asked. “I’ve got about 30% left on my laser cannons and the full
allotment of energy flares."

"I’ve got 20% and full," piped McMichael.

"I’ve got 10% and full," said Sims.

"I got 21% and full," said Washington.

"Captain, I’m down to 5 percent on the
cannons and the full twelve flares.” Dawson relayed.

"Okay, okay, here comes the second wave!”
replied Jerrod.

Twenty Boran fighters raced through the stars
firing their full allotment of weapons. Explosions and bursts of
energy erupted around Jerrods’ fighter. As he maneuvered away from
the blasts, he was able to see out of the corner of his eye that
one of his fellow fighters wasn’t as lucky. The wings of the
F-16-like fighter separated from the fuselage and disintegrated in
seconds.

"Shit! Dawson! They got Dawson!” screamed
Washington.

Multain maneuvered behind the killer Boran
fighter, lined it up, and blew it out of the stars. Then he moved
in behind another. The blasts sent this one spinning like a top and
colliding with another. Both exploded with blinding brilliance.

"Captain, I got one on my ass!” screamed
Sims. “Captain, help me! He’s got a lock! He’s got a frickin’ lock!
I can’t shake him! Oh SH-AAAAAAH…"

Silence followed Sims’ plea.

Multain had his own problems to worry about
as he at-tempted to outmaneuver five fighters at once. He swung
left, just avoiding a hail of laser fire. He swung right, again,
just in time. Multain returned fire with his weak back cannons, but
all the blasts seemed to do was drain the already dwindling supply
of power.

He pulled up just as another hail of laser
fire approached. His fighter was much more capable than the enemy
of completing a three hundred and sixty degree turn. The three
pentagon-shaped Boran fighters that attempted to follow, lost
control and began spinning like marbles in a tornado. The other two
stayed put and Multain pulled in right behind them. He fired -
annihilating the first one. He smiled as he lined up the crosshairs
on the second.

The second ship had twirled around and was
heading toward him with its cannons blazing. Blue-green blasts
exploded near Multains’ fighter. He continued on - in sort of a
space ‘chicken’ game - waiting for just the right moment to fire.
Multain quickly tapped the red "CANNONS" button - CLICK! He smashed
it again - CLICK! CLICK! Multain looked down at the weapons
console. It read - CANNONS DEPLETED - in huge red letters. Multain
looked up just in time to see another blue-green blast rip through
his wing and send him spiraling out of control.

Meanwhile, McMichael and Washington continued
to battle for their lives. Both of their cannons were depleted and
they were nearly out of energy flares.

"Oh shit!” Washington exclaimed, "I think
they got the Captain! Oh shit! Those bastards just got
Multain!"

"Washington, look out!” screamed
McMichael.

It was too late. The Boran fighter that had
sent Multain into a spinning spiral swooped in and destroyed
Washingtons’ fighter in seconds. McMichael fired his last energy
burst, missing the target. He was left one-on-one with the Boran
fighter that killed Jerrod Multain and Jeremiah Washington with no
weapons. He maneuvered toward the ship, dodging the blasts from his
opposition, and positioning himself in a collision course.

"Okay you bloody bastard," McMichael said,
“If I gotta go, you’re a comin’ with me!"

Bells and whistles of the approaching danger
screamed their warnings as McMichael’s fighter slammed into the
Boran ship. Billions of particles of light spread out like an atom
bomb exploding in space.

Jerrods’ fighter rumbled and shook like an
office in Los Angeles during the Big One of 2015. Multain knew that
getting control was hopeless. He tried his intercom.

"Stanson," he said, "Stanson, can you read
me?"

The ship shook with a ferocity he had never
before felt - it was breaking up.






***

Stanson raced back to the Mars station at his
top speed, with his mind racing just as fast. How long could they
have lasted? How far could he be ahead? Would they catch him? The
thoughts haunted him as he sped toward Mars. Suddenly, his intercom
burst with static.

"STAN.....READ...E?” the jumbling, crackling
voice said, "STAN......EAD...MA..E?"

"This is Stanson, I read you but you’re
breaking up! Do you copy that?” Stanson replied.

"STAN....RE...ME?” the voice repeated,
"STANSON, THIS IS MULTAIN, CAN YOU READ ME?"

"Multain! YES! Yes I read you! What is your
status?” Stanson replied astonished.


"NOT....OOD....ALL...LOST....DID...MAKE.....HOME?” Multain’s voice
crackled through the static.

"I’m almost to Mars station, do you copy?” he
replied.


"EXCELLENT....WELL...UN...LOU...EN...ENT.......HAVE...MESS.....DAUGHTER......COPY?”
crackled Multain through the sea of static.

"Say again, Multain, say again,” he
replied.

"I HAVE A MESSAGE FOR MY DAUGHTER....AWNEY,”
he responded.

"I copy that, Captain, go ahead."


"TELL…ER....I....VE...........HER...STARS........DI...OPY...THAT?”
Multain’s voice burst into static.

"Say again, Captain, say again."

"Tell her that I love her and I’ll be waiting
for her in her stars. Did you AHH –” Multain’s voice burst into
static for the final time.

"I copied, Jerrod, I copied," Stanson thought
to himself as he reached Mars.






***

The "Acid Star” as it became known as, never
did enter the solar system. It stayed on the outskirts to make sure
that the Earth would never attempt an assault on Bora Major I. Some
said the great Jerrod Multain died for nothing. Those who knew the
truth realized that he died protecting the Earth. That was
something Tawney never forgot.

Tawneys’ flight to Mars was
rather uneventful. Three hours of listening to people chatter about
Aunt Francis from Toledo to Uncle Jay in Tampa had taken its toll.
When the ship finally had arrived at the red planet, she was as
relieved as someone escaping the dentists’ office without getting
the drill. Tawney picked up her belongings at the baggage terminal
and made her way towards her destination - the shuttle to
the Orion.

She moved quickly since
final boarding had started ten mi-nutes before she arrived. She had
just made it through the doors when they automatically slammed
shut. As she managed with her belongings, the hiss of
depressurization entered the cabin. Within minutes, she would be on
the Orion - the
newest, largest, and most powerful U.C.E. battleship ever
constructed.

It was the flagship of the Star Force and
took five years to complete with its huge size approaching that of
a small moon. The top part of the ship resembled a large city with
lights blinking on and off to give its metropolitan-like feel,
while the remainder of the ship had a Star Wars Imperial Cruiser
feel.

The stars sparkled on the exterior of the
ship like the flash bulbs of a Kodak. The ships’ crew allotment was
in the hundreds of thousands. It had forty squadrons of fighters
-fifteen fighters to each squadron - and twelve mammoth anti-attack
pulsar cannons (the most powerful weapon ever created on the Earth)
on each side of the ship. The vessel had a very special purpose for
which it was created; a design to be realized in its maiden voyage.
Only the ship’s captain and the U.C.E. Strategic Command knew what
that aspiration was, and were not prepared to make the information
common knowledge.

Being assigned to the
Orion was like finding
the Holy Grail to any U.C.E. Star Force member. For a graduating
cadet at the top of her class, being posted to the
Orion was not only
unlikely but virtually impossible. Yet, Tawney got the position.
She was the top fighter pilot in her class. Her instructor, the
well-respected William Corwin (the only U.C.E. fighter pilot whose
kills were in the neighborhood of Jerrod Multain’s), told her that
she was the best fighter pilot he had ever seen.

She whizzed through quizzes and tests as if
she were using a ‘Christmas tree’ technique; but got 100% every
time. Some of her fellow cadets nicknamed her "The Natural" because
of the ease with which she blew through training. She graduated
with honors faster than any other cadet in. Needless to say, she
was pretty good.

A recommendation from Will Corwin, plus the
fact that she was Jerrod Multains’ daughter and PRESTO! Tawney
Multain had one of the most coveted positions in the Star Force. As
a result, she considered herself the best fighter pilot the planet
Earth had to offer. She would soon learn that this wasn’t the case
just yet.

Tawney felt the bump as the
shuttle locked on to the Orion. The crowd of fifty or so
riders quickly began to collect their things and prepared to
depart. Minutes later, the automatic doors swished open and a
robotic voice came over the shuttle loud speaker.

"Welcome to the
Orion,” it
said.

Tawney grabbed her baggage and followed the
line out of the shuttle and into the ship, which was filled with a
carnival atmosphere. People were laughing and joking, while others
sung or talked. The marketplace was filled with shoppers, giving
the feeling of being at a state fair. Then, suddenly, a familiar
voice arose from the chaos.

"Tawney!” the voice called out to her.

Tawney turned around and saw a face she
hadn’t seen in ages - one that belonged to Jack Regan.

"Jack?” she replied stunned, "Is that
you?”

"Who’d you expect, Satan?” Jack laughed.

"No, of course not," Tawney replied, "What in
the world are you doing here?”

"Same as you, babe, I’m savin’ the world,” he
replied.

Tawney hadn’t seen Jack Regan in five years,
but he really hadn’t changed much. He was as short as ever, 5’ 9"
if he stood on his tiptoes, and he was still very handsome. Dark
eyes, brownish-black hair that went shoulder length, lightly tanned
skin.

He was a little heavier than she remembered
but his immense muscles showed her that it was much more than one
too many doughnuts. He also still had that charm that only Jack
Regan possessed. Oh yes, she remembered Jack Regan.

Back in their teen years, Jack and Tawney
were as close as a man and a woman could be while keeping the
relationship strictly platonic. He’d tell her about what bimbo he
was seeing that week and she’d tell him how much of an asshole her
latest fling was. They were always together, like two thirds of the
three musketeers. They were so close, in fact, most of their
friends thought they were dating.

They both had considered seeing each other.
There was a definite attraction between them; but Jack would always
seem to find another bimbo or Tawney another asshole. They were
satisfied in knowing they would always be best friends. That was
until the war.






The Boran War pulled Jack into the Star
Force. Tawney re-ceived e-mail from Jack about once a year
consisting of: "Hey Tawn, miss me? You know you do! Well, somehow
I’m still alive! I’ll write again soon. Love, Jack.”

Now, after five years, they were
reunited.

"So Jack Regan, what’s been goin’ on in your
life?” asked Tawney.

"You won’t believe it, babe," he replied,
"Let’s see, where should I begin?"

"Preferably at the beginning," Tawney
quipped.

"Very funny, smart ass," he continued
playfully, "Anyways, as I was sayin’ before I was rudely
interrupted, where should I begin? Well for starters, I guess I
should tell you I’m married."

"You are? To who?” Tawney gasped.

Jack grabbed Tawneys’ bags and they began
walking through the marketplace.

"Her name is Nilsa," Jack continued, "Oh,
we’re separated now. Things just haven’t worked well for us, ya
know? We’re very much in love but we always seem to be at each
others’ throats. I don’t know, Tawn. Maybe it’s for the best, me
and her bein’ apart."






"I learned a long time ago that love is just
a fairy tale," she replied; "A table for two reserved for
fools."

"Well, I still have faith, Tawn," replied
Jack, "I’m sorry to hear that you don’t. Maybe Nilsa isn’t the one
for me, but I know someone out there’s gotta be. But, ya know, I
really hope it works out with Nilsa. I love her so much."

Jack and Tawney reached the jet lift and
ascended to the crews’ quarters’ deck.

"Do you know where your place is?” Jack
asked.

"Nope, I just got off the boat!” Tawney
replied with a smile.

"Well, I do,” he smiled.

Tawney looked at him, puzzled.

"What?" Jack laughed after noting her
astonishment, "You thought it was a coincidence that we bumped into
one another in the marketplace? Captain Stanson asked me to come
and show you around, you know, introduce you to everybody. I jumped
at the chance. God it’s great to see you again, girl."

After a few minutes of walking and
chit-chatting, they finally reached the door to Tawneys’ quarters
and went in. Tawney gave the order to ‘Illuminate’ and as if the
Lord had said ‘Let there be light’, the bulbs clicked on. She
glanced around the room quickly. It was your typical crews’
quarters. A living room set, a kitchen, a sleeping chamber, no
pictures or decorations, and a window looking into space. Tawney
couldn’t help getting excited; she had finally reached her dream ¬–
but until she piloted that fighter through the darkness of the
universal abyss, she would still be a step away.

"Welcome to paradise, beautiful.” Jack
joked.

"Oh, joy,” She replied sarcastically.

"Hey, babe, listen, get some rest tonight and
I’ll drop by in the morning and get you introduced and settled in,
okay?” Jack asked as he approached the door to leave.

"Okay," she replied, "I’ll see you
tomorrow."

Jack kissed her cheek and departed. Tawney
spent the rest of the night unpacking. Tomorrow she would meet her
fellow pilots and hopefully get a chance to see her fighter, her
fighter.

When she finally had all her belongings
stowed, she col-lapsed on her bed and fell into a deep sleep. She
dreamt of a man in a way in which she hadn’t in some time. She
bathing in a soft bubble bath and making wild, passionate love to
Jack Regan.






***

Jack arrived early in the morning and led
Tawney through the typical tour of the ship. The rec room, the
mess, the engine room, the bridge, ect. He called it the ‘No-cent’
tour. The hangar was where she held the most interest; for it was
there that she laid her eyes on her fighter for the first time.

Its’ freshly painted gray metallic body
seemed to glisten like crystal. Its’ wings extended out like an Air
Force jet, with laser cannons mounted midway on each side. They
were powerful, massive looking cannons that had red, green and blue
wires connecting it to the fighter. She could see the much smaller
back cannon mounted just in front of the mammoth engines, which had
been equipped with Superlight and had more maneuvering thrusters
than the ones she had trained with. It was right off the assembly
line and was a piece of art.

Just under the cockpit, she read its call
name:

U.C.S.F. NC97401 Jerrod 5

Under that was: Ensign Tawney Multain

Inside the cockpit, it looked like a computer
nerds’ wet dream, with gizmos and gadgets that even Tawney had a
hard time figuring out. There were so many bells and whistles on
this bird the thought of singing ‘Jingle Bells’ had crossed her
mind.

"Why Jerrod 5?” she asked Jack.

"It was the ultimate honor
to have the finest squadron in the Star Force named after Jerrod
Multain,” he replied as they made their way to the jet lift, “We
are the best, Tawn. If your father was alive, he’d be leading this
squadron. We only get the best on the Orion.”

A few hours after visiting the most important
spots on the ship, the two returned to the recreation lounge so
Tawney could meet the rest of the crew. Jack introduced Tawney to
the remaining thirteen members of Jerrod squadron and they swapped
stories about the adventures of battling Borans in the Star Force.
Tawney participated by relating stories of her fathers’ exploits -
the ones that weren’t written about in the cadet history book.

Members from other squadrons approached and
soon joined the conversation, quickly making her feel like ‘one of
the guys’. Then suddenly, a strikingly beautiful woman entered the
room and approached them. A hush quickly fell over the crowd.

Even Jack, who never seemed to shut up, drew
silent. The woman was midsize in height, her build was thin, yet
she had a shapely figure. Her hair was a dark brown and was up in a
bun, her eyes emerald. The color of her skin was a soft creamy
white.

"Ah, there you are," Jack said to the woman,
"Nilsa Regan, this is our new hot shot fighter pilot, Tawney
Multain."

"This is Tawney?” Nilsa said smartly. She
looked Tawney over and gave an unimpressed "hmph" sound.

"Commander Regan always forgets that I use my
maiden name. That is Wonam,” she said to Tawney, barely
acknowledging her existence.

"It’s a pleasure to meet you, Nilsa,” Tawney
replied politely.

"Look Ensign, get it straight!” Nilsa snapped
back, stunning everyone, "I expect to be addressed by my rank. I’m
not your buddy or your pal - I am your superior officer and I
expect to be addressed as such - Is that understood?"

"Yes, Commander," Tawney replied,
shocked.

"Nilsa, why do you always have to be such a
bitch?” Jack remarked.

"Fuck you, Jack,” she replied and stormed out
of the rec room.

"Damn, what the hell was her problem?” Tawney
asked Jack, still stunned from what had occurred.

"Oh, I don’t know," he replied, "Too much
moon dust in her panties or something."

The remainder of the day was
spent learning the luxuries of the Orion and meeting other crew members.
Tawney regretted not getting the opportunity to speak with Captain
Stanson but she would get her chance to see him. At 1700 hours, the
senior officers and pilots were to meet in the auditorium for the
pre-launch briefing. At last, the crew would find out exactly why
they were all brought together.

As the time arrived, the command staff and
pilots took their seats in the auditorium. Since all high brass and
fighter squadron members had to be briefed in person, the remainder
of the crew watched on close-circuit monitors. After what seemed an
eternity, Admiral Boreguard T. Hornswallow approached the
podium.

"Good evening," he began, bringing a
murmuring of greet-ings. "It’s a pleasure for me to be here with
you all tonight. Ladies and gentlemen, I personally welcome you to
the greatest battleship ever created in our planets’ history. You
were all chosen from the best in your fields and you are all
considered to be the best at what you do.

We have assembled the finest
crew in the Star Force to be placed on its flagship - the
Orion. As you all know,
the Orion was
built for one reason and one reason only - to crush the Boran
invaders once and for all.

We have spent billions of dollars on creating
a fortress that could defeat anything - including that damn Acid
Star that cost the lives of every crew member aboard the Colin
Powell and the Clavier, as well as the greatest warrior of our
time, Jerrod Multain.

We have chosen you because at some time in
your careers, in some form or another, you have shown the courage
and the skill to excel. We also know that when the time comes, each
and every one of you will be willing to give the ultimate sacrifice
for the preservation of the Earth. Tonight, I’m here to tell you
personally that on this first mission, most of you - if not all -
will be required to pay that price.

Our maiden voyage, my friends, is to Bora
Major I. We will battle our way to the enemy planet and use every
bit of firepower and energy this ship can muster to destroy it.
Victory will be ours once and for all. Unfortunately, chances are
we will not return from this battle. I am asking you to search
within yourselves and make peace with this fact. If you go, you
will likely die.

If you cannot accept this mission - I ask you
now - please, apply for reassignment immediately. You will not be
shamed or court-martialed for such an act. We must have a crew that
will risk their lives without hesitation. We feel we have one in
this crew.






In closing, I want to thank you all for your
participation in this mission. You are heroes, all of you. You will
save billions of lives. You will save our species from extinction
at the hands of these alien monsters. I want you to know that I am
also joining you on this mission. I’ll be an observer and an
assistant to your excellent commanding officer.

Stanson flew with the great Jerrod Multain in
that final mis-sion years ago and was the only one to survive. I
trust if there is anyone who could lead us to victory other than
Jerrod Multain himself, it would be Captain Jonathan Stanson.

We will win this battle and
as a result, this war. We have lost millions and millions of our
friends and loved ones in the twelve turbulent years we have been
defending ourselves against the invaders. It is time for the horror
to end. Take care of your responsibilities tonight, the
Orion casts off at 0600
hours tomorrow. Thank you."

Silence followed him as he left the lectern.
Tawney returned to her quarters and proceeded to ready for bed. She
had no responsibilities to take care of because she had no one to
leave behind. She was finally about to complete her fantasy. She
was about to fly in her stars.

At 0600 hours, the
Orion launched. Tawney
joined her fellow pilots in the rec room and awaited the Boran’s
first attack. They knew there would be one; they just didn’t know
when it would occur. Only a few hours had passed when they all got
the answer.

The Orion approached the Acid Star, which
was positioned a few thousand miles from Pluto, at top
acceleration. Klaxons blared a warning and the robotic voice called
the crew to their respective positions. The fighter pilots
scrambled to their massive eagles of destruction and awaited launch
orders from the bridge.

Tawney climbed the ladder of her fighter and
strapped her-self into the cockpit. She initiated preflight check
and in minutes was ready for battle. She felt as if a school of
butterflies were frolicking in her stomach. She could feel her
heart beat faster and could sense the perspiration seeping out of
her pores. As the minutes ticked by, the muscles in her belly
tighten and she began to feel nauseated. At last, the silence was
broken.

"Hey, girl, do ya read me?” Jack’s voice
poured out of the intercom like a voice from God.

"Y-Yeah,” Tawney replied, trying to sound
calm and com-posed.

"Listen, Tawn," Jack continued, "I know
you’re nervous. That’s why you’re flyin’ with this squadron. You
have the 14 best pilots in the U.C.E. with you, baby. So listen,
we’re gonna do just fine. Okay? Tawney? Okay?"

"Yeah, I know,” She replied with a trembling
voice.

"Okay, people. Enough with that pep talk
shit. If she’s ready, we got a fighter. If she isn’t, she’ll get
blown out of the stars. Launch is in ten seconds,” Nilsa piped
in.

Ten seconds later, the fifteen members of
Jerrod squadron launched into the darkness of space. Tawney
followed in formation as they positioned themselves to intercept
the oncoming rush of Boran fighters.

Explosions erupted around Tawneys’ fighter.
The adrenalin rush of finally being in real combat allowed her fear
to dissipate and her talent took over. She twirled and swooped her
fighter avoiding the blasts of the enemy and approached her first
victim as it chased one of her fellow pilots. She lined the ship up
in her sights and fired. It turned just as the blasts from her
cannons reached their target. "Shit!” she thought to herself.

Tawney focused her sights on a second bogie.
The Boran fighter made a sharp turn trying to trick her into over
pursuing, but she prepared for the move and continued pursuit. She
placed the enemy in her crosshairs and pulled the trigger again.
The bogie exploded in an assortment of bright colored light. It
would be the first of many as wave after wave came from the Acid
Star.

After two hours had passed,
hundreds of Boran fighters had met their end in the crosshairs of
Tawney Multain. The Orion
moved itself into position to engage the Acid Star
and Jack gave the withdraw order to the remaining members of the
squadron. Tawney’s ship was approaching the docking bay when a
voice came screaming over the intercom.

"Oh my god – one’s got a lock on me!” Nilsa
screamed.

Tawney pulled up just before she was to dock
and saw the Boran fighter closing in on Nilsa. She punched the
fighter to top speed and raced for the enemy. She didn’t have much
time. The Boran kept firing its cannons just missing Nilsas’ banged
up fighter. Tawney had no time to try to line him up in her sights,
so she waited to get a little closer. If she missed she’d probably
hit Nilsa, so precision had to be priority. She waited for just the
right moment...and fired. The Boran fighter exploded into a fiery
burst of light.

"YES!” Tawney exclaimed.

Her excitement was interrupted by an
explosion erupting in front of the nose of her ship. She swung the
fighter around to see a Boran fighter closing in on her. There was
no time for a response. She was dead. Then, just as suddenly as it
had appeared, the ship burst into a blazing array of colors. Debris
from the wreckage slammed into Tawneys’ fighter. Behind the
wreckage appeared a U.C.E. fighter.

"Damn, girl," Jacks’ voice piped through the
intercom, "I hope this ain’t going to be a habit! I’m gonna get
mighty tired of savin’ your ass!"

"Thanks, Jack,” she replied.

"Think nothin’ of it, beautiful," he
continued, "I’m just glad you got to Nilsa in time. We’ve lost too
many good people already. So let’s just get home, okay?”

The three fighters quickly
returned to the dock and the Orion
began firing its pulsar cannons at the Acid Star.
The ships’ mobility enabled it to avoid the lethal blasts of plasma
emitting from its opponent and within seconds, explosions began
erupting over the Acid Stars’ surface. Seconds later, the Acid Star
exploded with the ferocity of a collapsing star.

The shockwaves from the
blast rocked the Orion violently, causing some minor damage, but the ship held
together.

Back in the hangar, Nilsa approached Tawney
as the two were leaving the area.

"Tawney," she began, "I just want to say
thank you and apologize for the way I acted earlier."

"Hey," Tawney interrupted, "Don’t worry about
it."

She walked off, leaving Nilsa standing
alone.






***

Tawney and Jack were summoned to Admiral
Hornswallows’ cabin. The Admiral rarely spoke to members of the
crew, so both were stunned at the invitation. They arrived, equally
nervous, and walked in together. Hornswallow greeted them warmly
and asked them to be seated.

"I just wanted to commend you both for the
excellence you showed in defending the ship from its’ would-be
attackers," he began.

"Thank you, sir,” they said
simultaneously.

"It is a pleasure to see such courage in our
pilots. It is a high quality, I’m happy to say, that is not lacking
within our crew," Hornswallow continued. "I want to inform you both
I’ve made it known that upon our return, you two will be awarded
the badge of honor for your bravery in combat. It is well deserved
and I hope to see more great heroics from you both. That is
all."

They rose, thanked the Admiral and quickly
exited.

"My God! Jack, can you believe it?” Tawney
exclaimed as they walked down the passage way, "The badge of
honor!"

"Yeah, its’ nice,” Jack replied flatly.

"Nice? Nice? It’s unbelievable!” she
continued.

"Tawney," he interrupted, "It’s great and
everything but it’s no big deal. I’ve already got twenty-two of
them."

"It’s big to me,” Tawney replied to him,
clearly annoyed.

"Of course it’s big to you, babe. It’s almost
unheard of to get the badge on your first ever mission,” Jack
continued, "Hey, how about dinner tonight to celebrate?"

"That would be nice,” she replied with a
smile.

"Nice? Nice?” Jack laughingly replied, "It’ll
be unbelievable!"

Jack returned to his quarters to prepare for
his dinner date. He invited Tawney to his place and for some
strange reason he was really nervous. He had no idea what the night
would have in store for them and that worried him.

They were friends, but their attraction to
each another was undeniable. The fear, of course, was the unknown
results of what would occur if they ever acted on the attraction.
Even more important to Jack, what would Nilsas’ reaction be? He
adored Nilsa and the thought of her hating him for seeing Tawney
would be something he knew he could never handle.

He began to regret setting the date but
figured that they could get through the night. After all, they were
two adults who have a strictly platonic relationship. It shouldn’t
be too difficult to get through one silly date.

Jack knew Nilsa treated him badly. He knew
it. She at-tempted to control his life. There were no more nights
with the boys, he couldn’t drink or smoke, yet she’d rarely be
home. She would always be out with the girls. Many nights were
spent waiting for Nilsa to come home while she partied with her
girlfriends. If he even thought about leaving, there would be hell
to pay.

Unfortunately for Jack, control wasn’t the
only problem. Nilsa was insanely jealous. If Jack even looked in
the direction of another woman, she would bombard him with
accusations of infidelity. Jack loved her but he had grown tired of
being played for a fool. He felt trapped by her. Finally, he had
taken enough, and in the end they separated.

Still, the imposing figure of Nilsa seemed to
run his life. After years under her dominion, he had grown used to
her control and felt naked and alone without it. He still was not
free because of one simple flaw - he still loved the bitch.

The doors’ sensor signaled someones presence
at Jack’s door.

"Nilsa Woman requesting access,” the computer
said to him.

"Granted,” he replied to it.

Nilsa entered and immediately embraced Jack.
He held her for just a few seconds; any longer and she would be
able to turn him into a blabbering idiot with her powers of
seduction. He could never handle her touch; it seemed that just her
embrace could melt him into submission and make him do her
bidding.

"Jack," Nilsa began, "Today made me realize
how much you mean to me, you know? I know we’ve had our problems,
but if we just give it some time...I know we can work things out.
Please, let’s stay together...at least for tonight."

"Nilsa, I can’t," he began to reply.

Nilsa glanced toward Jacks’ dinner table and
noticed the setting of wineglasses, China plates, and candles. The
backdrop he had set for her many times before.

"What’s this?” Nilsa asked in her insinuating
voice.

"Um, I invited a friend for dinner,” Jack
nervously replied.

"Oh really?” she continued, "And would this
friend be a female? A certain female who just arrived?"

"Yes, it’s Tawney,” he replied.

"That little bitch!” Nilsa screeched, "How
can you see that little slut? She’s a whore! Don’t you see that,
Jack? That kind of girl will break your heart, Jack. She’ll ruin
your life. She’ll ruin our lives! No...No...Tell me you’re
kidding!"

"Nilsa," he replied, "She’s just a friend.
We’ve been through hell together. She isn’t anything like you said
and besides, we’re separated now so you don’t have a say in
it."

"No Jack, you’re wrong!” She screamed, "I do
have a say! You’re still my husband and I forbid you to see
her!”



“Forbid me?”

“Look, honey, I’m doing this
for your own good. She’s just gonna use you, Jack. How do you think
she got to the Orion? She slept her way here."

"That’s enough!” Jack screamed back, "Not
another word from you, Nilsa! You don’t control me anymore! If I
want to see Tawney, I’m fricking going to see her. You had your
chances with me and you fucked them up! Not only that, she saved
your ass out there tonight, so I don’t want to hear anymore of that
bullshit!"

"Fine!” She exploded as she moved toward the
door. "Go off and screw your whore! But you remember this, Jack
Regan – you and I – we’re through. After she breaks your heart,
don’t come crawling back to me because you’re not welcome
anymore."

Nilsa burst into tears and fled out the door
as Jack returned to setting the table.






***

An hour later, Tawney arrived. Jack invited
her in and handed her a glass of wine.

"What year?” she asked of the wine.

"Um...Oh! It’s a 1995!” he replied, reading
from the bottle.

Jack served a fabulous steak dinner by
candlelight. The wine flowed like an endless river and the mood
seemed to be perfect. They talked for hours about everything, old
times, new times, no subject was untouchable. Jack and Tawney had
missed each other terribly and it was so great that after all this
time, they could rekindle their friendship.

They were important parts of each others
life. He had never met a woman he could communicate with like
Tawney. Talking to Nilsa was the same as talking to a brick wall
that yelled back. For Tawney, she felt for the first time that
there actually was a man she could trust. He meant more to her than
any man ever had before.

She resisted the temptation to fall in love
with him, though. She wanted to protect their friendship and he was
obviously still very much in love with Nilsa. Yet, the burning
desire for him was still there. It was much stronger than the
little flirting she gave him. They both could feel it. Finally, she
mustered enough courage to speak about it.

"Jack," she began, "Look, we both know how we
feel. We both agree that it’s best for us just to be friends, yet,
we both are attracted to one another. How do you suggest we
proceed?"

Jack thought for a second. He didn’t want to
hurt Tawney but he had to get his message across to her.

"Tawney," Jack said, "I feel it’s better if
we stay just best friends. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to love
anyone as I do Nilsa, ya know? I can never replace her. I need your
friendship more than anything, do you understand?"

"Of course I do, Jack," she replied, "I guess
I was just...you know, hoping that maybe you’d let me help you
forget her."

"Hey, listen," he continued, "I don’t want to
forget her. I love her. I never will forget her. She’s made too
much of an impact on my life. You know how I feel about her."

"I know," she replied, "I know you’re always
gonna be in love with her."

"Look girl, I just can’t handle another
relationship right now. I can’t,” he continued, "but listen, just
because I don’t want a relationship doesn’t mean there’s nothin’
between us. We both know how we feel about each other. If something
should happen and we now and then let our passion take over - it’s
not our fault, right? It’s just human nature."

Tawney smiled as she contemplated Jack’s last
sentence.

Jack rose to his feet, leaned over the table,
and began to blow out the three candles he had lit for the romantic
mood.

"What are you doing?” she asked.

He offered his hand to Tawney, which she
accepted and rose from her seat. Jack wrapped his arms around her
and looked into her dark brown eyes; he could get lost in them. He
leaned forward and their lips met. The kiss was long and
passionate, making up for the tormenting long time they waited for
it to happen. Her shocked body tensed up, the muscles in her
stomach were so tight they seemed like they were about to rip to
pieces.

"Tawney, just relax baby,” Jack said, “Just
let it go."

Her lips were so tender, so sweet, so moist
and inviting. She felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand at
attention, like soldiers seeing their drill sergeant approach. She
began to feel lightheaded. Was this a lack of oxygen to her brain
or could it be just the plain shock of it actually happening? He
continued kissing her softly, brushing his fingers through her
soft, long hair, stopping briefly only to look into her eyes and
caress her ears and neck. It set her head spinning. His hand was so
kind, so gentle.

Their lips parted and he held her tight
against him. For a brief moment, she grew faint and he held her
until she regained her faculties. Once she did, he took her by the
hand and led her to the bed. She sat with her back to him as he
positioned himself behind her and began caressing her shoulders.
His hands felt so worthy of their place on her body, like they were
meant to be there. They were so strong, so firm, yet as gentle as a
dove. Her skintight bodysuit clung to her, revealing her desire,
saturated with her perspiration.

They would make love for hours, taking out a
decade -long of sexual frustration in a single experience.

Once they were finally done, Jack and Tawney
kissed as they held one another.

"God," Jack grinned, "are we close friends or
what?"

"Best Buddies!” Tawney replied with a
chuckle.






***

Tawney and Jack lay together for a while.
Jack had turned over on his side with his back facing her. She knew
he wasn’t asleep. He was elsewhere - with someone else - in his
mind. That someone else was her - Nilsa. Tawney believed she could
give him everything Nilsa couldn’t. She understood him, she
listened when he was upset, and she knew his every desire, his
needs. It had always been said that communication was the key to a
productive relationship with a mate. Who communicated better with
him than her?






She also knew that she would love him more
than Nilsa ever could even dream of. Why would Nilsa think of being
anywhere but in his arms?

As she watched him lie there, dreaming of
her, she knew that being with him wasn’t even worth fantasizing
about. How can a person in love with someone else ever have a place
in his heart for you? She knew Jack all to well. He would never
replace Nilsa in his heart. Even if he did, it would never be with
her. He was too close to her and that fact scared him.

Perhaps someday he would allow himself to
commit to another person, but not Tawney. He cared for her way too
much and a relationship with her would be an emotional drain.
First, Nilsa would never allow it as she disliked Tawney from the
beginning. More importantly - he didn’t want to go through the pain
of a relationship all over again, the anguish, the heartbreak.

All he knew of love was that it really was
the source of pain and if he were with Tawney, he’d easily fall in
love with her. He didn’t want that pain all over again. Tawney knew
that it would be futile to try and convince him otherwise. Even
though she was convinced being with Jack would be her best shot at
finally finding someone that was absolutely everything she ever
dreamed of, she also knew the harsh side of love. Allister
Tinsdale, III gave her that lesson.

She would have to settle for his friendship
and of course, those incidents that were just human nature. She
would cherish every chance she got to be his object of desire, even
for those shortest of moments. At all other times, she would be the
best friend he ever had. She would always be there for him, just
like when they were kids. Oh, but if he only gave her the
opportunity to love him, she’d...NO. She couldn’t think like that
anymore.

"Look at him," she thought to herself, "He’s
not thinking of you. It’s HER. She is the one who captured his
heart. You’re just his friend. You’ve got to deal with that fact.
He will NEVER give you a chance. NEVER! Deal with it, girl, before
you make a fool out of yourself."






***

Nilsa boiled at the thought of Jack having a
relationship with Tawney Multain.

"How could he?” she thought as she paced back
and forth, "She isn’t even that pretty! She reminds me of the gecko
in those insurance commercials that has been around for ages.

At least I’m not a bimbo! She’s so damn
stupid she’d probably run into the dark side of the Moon thinkin’
it was a cloudy part of the solar system. Look at me; I’ve got
everything he’s ever wanted and more. I’ve got it ALL!"

She continued to pace waiting for Jack to
Vid-phone her. Finally, the wait was too unbearable. She dialed in
his unit. It buzzed for a few seconds and then replied it a robotic
voice, "Your call has been granted."

Jack Regan appeared on the screen in nothing
but his silk boxer shorts. In the background she could see his
sleeping chamber. Someone was still in his bed.

"Nilsa?” Jack began.

"Oh... oh...Jack...please tell me you
didn’t..,” Nilsa sobbed.

"Nilsa, I know your upset but for once just
listen, ok?” he realized she could see what was in the bed behind
him.

"No I will not listen!” Nilsa screamed, "I
won’t listen to any of your petty excuses because she’s there!
Isn’t she, Jack? She’s there, I know she is! How could you do this
to me, Jack? How? I loved you. But there the slut is – in your bed
– in what was our bed. The same bed we took with us to every ship
we served on. Oh Jack, I can’t believe you did this. Do you have
any decency left? Do you? "

"Well, I can see this is going to be
pointless..,” he replied.

"Oh no you don’t!” Nilsa sobbed, "You aren’t
getting off that easily. I’m coming over –"

"Nilsa, don’t!"

"Shut up!” she yelled, "I’m coming over and
that bitch better be gone before I get there!"

Nilsa slammed down on the END TRANS button
and stormed out of her quarters.

Jack moved away from his Vid-phone and back
to his bed. He knelt down by Tawney and gently shook her awake. She
groaned her disapproval of being of being forced out of her
slumber.

"Tawney," he whispered, "Wake up!”

"Why?” she groaned.

"Nilsa’s on her way over! We’ve got to get
you out of here!"

Tawney sat up in the bed and rubbed her eyes.
The covers dropped down around her waist, exposing her sensuous
white skin and her magnificent breasts. He turned away before he
began to get aroused. As he began to dress, he strolled over and
placed her nude body directly in front of him while he knelt to
strap on his boots.

"God, she’s gorgeous," he thought to himself.
She leaned over and kissed him once more, leaning him back onto the
bed. She climbed on top of him and began unzipping the front of his
body suit and exposing the hair on his chest. She kissed his chest
and reached into his pants for his already erect soldier.

"Tawney... Tawney...please...stop... she’s
coming!” he begged.

"I doubt it," she replied, possibly referring
to Nilsa’s cold nature instead of her impending arrival, "But,
fine, if that’s what you want."

She got up and walked toward where her
bodysuit was lying, her long brown hair cascading down her back to
her buttocks. She bent over just enough to show him exactly what he
was missing.

Jack re-zipped his bodysuit as the door
suddenly buzzed a presence. Jack’s face took on the characteristics
of a deer caught in the headlights of an oncoming car.

"Nilsa Wonam," the computer voice said,
"Requesting access.

"Denied,” Jack instinctively replied.

The door buzzed again.

"Nilsa Wonam," the computer said, "Requesting
to tell him to open the fucking door."

"Damn it," Jack muttered, "Granted."

The door whizzed open and Nilsa stormed
in.

"How dare you deny me access!” she screamed.
She looked towards Jack’s sleeping chamber and saw Tawney as she
finished zipping up the back of her bodysuit.

"Nilsa, what are you do -"

"Jack! What the hell is she still doing here?
I thought I told you to have here out before I arrived!” She
interrupted him.

"Look," he began.

"No you look," she interrupted once again,
"Get her the fuck out of here because you have some serious
explaining to do."

"Hold it!” Tawney interrupted her, "Who the
hell do you think you are comin’ in here and ordering him around?
You ain’t his mother."

"I’m his wife! That’s who the frig I am you
little slut!” Nilsa replied.

"I can take bein’ called a bitch,” Tawney
screamed, “but don’t you ever call me a slut!"

"And what the Hell are you going to do about
it, Little Whore?” Nilsa replied.

Tawney’s balled up fist struck Nilsa’s nose
so fast she never knew what hit her. Nilsa flew backward, hitting
the ground with a loud THUD. Tawney leaped onto her fallen body and
swung with multiple lefts and rights connecting each time with
blows to the side of Nilsa’s head. Jack raced to the Vid-phone and
called Lieutenant Ron Wojohowitz, chief of security.

"Wojo! This is Jack Regan, I need security at
my quarters – now!” He hollered at the screen.

Jack ran over to the wrestling girls and
tried to pull Tawney away from Nilsa. Nilsa’s face was covered with
blood. Tawney grabbed Jack and shoved him into a nearby wall; then
returned to beating the hell out of Nilsa. She began screaming at
her fallen superior officer.

"This is for calling me a slut!” she screamed
as she connected with a right to Nilsa’s head.

"This is for calling me a whore!” she
hollered with a left.

"This is for treating Jack like shit!” she
said with another right.

"And this is for being a bitch, in general!”
she said with another left.

Jack again attempted to grab Tawney, but this
time she flipped him out of the way toward the dinner table. The
security guards finally arrived and proceeded to separate the
enraged Tawney Multain from the bloody pulp that was the face of
Commander Nilsa Wonam. After a brief struggle, Tawney finally
relented.






***

Captain Stanson barked
orders as the Orion prepared to make its jump to Superlight. It would be a
two-week trip across billions and billions of miles. The ship would
take longer than normal fighters because of its massive size, but
only a vessel of the Orion’s size could contain enough
fuel to make it to Bora Major I. Stanson knew that the ship did not
have the fuel to make it back to Earth. Of course, that was because
the ship was never meant to return.

"Mr. Horshek, prepare for the jump to
Superlight.” he or-dered the helmsman.

"Aye, sir,” Horshek quickly replied.

"Captain, Lieutenant Wojohowitz has an urgent
message for you, sir,” Lieutenant Nakamuri, the chief
communications officer, reported to Stanson.

"On the loudspeaker, Lieutenant,” he replied
then turning his attention to Wojohowitz, "What’s the problem, Mr.
Wojohowitz?"

"Sorry to disturb you, sir," Wojo began, "But
there’s been an incident I believe you should to be aware of."

"Continue,” Stanson ordered.

"Well, sir, there was a very nasty
altercation between two of our better fighter pilots and I need to
know what you would like for me to do with them,” Wojohowitz
continued.

"Who was it?"

"Sir, it was Commander Nilsa Wonam and Ensign
Tawney Multain,” he replied.

"Multain?” Stanson repeated.

"Yes sir. Ensign Multain."

"Okay, let them cool off in their quarters.
We shouldn’t be engaged again until we reach Bora Major I. If we
are, I have the utmost confidence in our other pilots. Have them
both confined to quarters, I’ll speak to both in a few days."

"Aye, sir,” Wojohowitz replied.

"Lieutenant Nakamuri, would you please sound
General Orders to prepare for Superlight?” Stanson asked.

"Right away, sir."

Nakamuri’s voice exploded through every
intercom in the ship: "All hands, prepare for the jump to
Superlight. All hands, prepare for the jump to Superlight."

"Thank you, Lieutenant,” he said, then
turning his attention to Horsheck, "Mr. Horsheck, make the jump to
Superlight."

"Aye, sir,” he replied.

The starfield that
surrounded the ship merged into a blinding white light as
the Orion sprang
into Superlight.

Tawney and Nilsa were
confined to quarters for the entire two weeks of the
Orion’s trip to Bora Major I. Captain
Stanson did eventually come down to get the story of what had
happened. After considering both sides of the story, he informed
Tawney that because of her actions (striking a superior officer)
she could face a court-martial, as well as additional brig
time.

The Captain also informed her that if she
remained on her best behavior for the remainder of the mission, he
would forget the incident ever took place. The Captain then
informed Nilsa that this type of incident on her record could
prevent her from gaining further promotions in the Star Force. He
went on to explain that he would forget this incident ever took
place, but any further altercations and he would have to place it
on her record. Like Tawney, Nilsa quickly agreed.






***

Jack repeatedly went to confer with both, but
only Tawney would see him. Nilsa wanted no part of Jack Regan. Jack
spent the two weeks moping around the rec room and the market,
trying to kill time. His days seemed to be wasted and he grew eager
for battle. A return to patrol would allow him to put his personal
problems aside. Until then, there would be nothing for him to do
but feel sorry for himself.

Jack’s wish finally came
true when the Orion returned to sublight on the outskirts of the Boran system. A
second Boran Acid Star with another attack wave had been waiting
for the intruders to materialize.

The sequel would be a much
greater challenge than the first. Unlike its predecessor, which
moved at a snail’s pace, this one moved with the quickness of a
fighter. The newer version also had many more squadrons and
powerful weapons for the Orion
to contend with.

The ship’s squadrons
scrambled. Jack led the seven remain-ing members of Jerrod squadron
to engage the approaching enemy fighters. As the battle between the
fighters ensued, the Acid Star approached the Orion, firing its magma cannons. The
blasts of orange laser slammed into the Orion like a sledgeham-mer. The ship
shook as if a tornado, hurricane, and earthquake had hit
simultaneously.

Tawney felt the ship shake violently with
every blast from the Acid Star’s cannons, making her cabin rock
like a dingy in rough seas. She knew this would be a rough battle
and the fact that she could not be part of it was driving her
crazy. She was also worried about Jack. She had no doubt in his
abilities, but worried about his state of mind.

After all that had occurred, she knew he
would be more concerned about her and Nilsa’s welfare than his own.
That could make it very dangerous out there for Jack Regan.

The battle raged on for a
remarkable six hours. Squadron after squadron emerged from the Acid
Star like a never ending army of ants. Explosions lit the darkness
like a fourth of July festival as each unfortunate fighter met
their end. Jack’s squadron continued to excel, but the
Orion’s other squadrons
had taken heavy losses, causing him to wonder just how much longer
they could hold out.

Meanwhile, the
Orion itself continued to
trade volleys with the Acid Star. Both battle fortresses had
sustained terribly heavy damage and could have gone belly up at any
moment.

Jack Regan was exhausted. The six hours of
battle had defi-nitely taken its toll on him. With the last member
of the Jerrod squadron, Bo Monroe, having met his fate minutes
before, Jack was forced to freelance and join other squadrons for
support. He didn’t keep a tally of his kills but was sure it was
approaching 300. Somehow he had managed to avoid any damage to his
fighter and his weapon supply was still substantial, yet Jack
prayed that for the battle to come to a close. He knew the more
exhausted he got, the more danger he was in.

The squadrons of Boran
fighters just kept coming and coming, like an endless parade. Each
squadron seemed to take another chunk of the Orion’s resistance, like a fighter
punishing his opponent’s body, hoping that in later rounds the
abuse would lead to victory. The Orion had taken a hell of a beating,
but it was also delivering one. The Acid Star’s mobility was
slowed, making it an easier target. The ship’s dwindling squadrons
seemed to be getting the better of the many Boran fighters. Yet,
there was a feeling that at any moment, the battle would turn for
the worse.

Another hour passed and
finally a victor was in sight. At long last, the
Orion seemed to have
finally made a breakthrough. Blasts from the ship’s pulsar cannons
slammed into the cannons of the Acid Star rendering them
inoperable. The Acid Star was left defenseless and the Earth
battleship moved in for the kill. Squadrons of Boran fighters
suddenly began to retreat, not back to the Acid Star, but beyond it
and toward the Boran solar system at their top speed.

"Oh, I don’t like this,” Jack thought to
himself. "Why in the world would they leave the Acid Star totally
defenseless? I mean, its like – oh shit!"

"Orion, pull back!” Jack screamed into
his intercom, "Pull back! It’s a trap; Get as much distance from
the Acid Star as you possible can!"

The Orion’s forward motion ceased and the
ship began to fall back. Suddenly, the Acid Star exploded like a
supernova. The force from the blast slammed the battleship
backward. The Orion shook like a 9.0 earthquake sending the crew sprawling onto
the floor. They would have to ride the shockwave out because there
was no way any of them could get control of the ship or their
positions. The ship’s defense fighters were annihilated. Jack Regan
had saved the ship but his reward was death.

The shockwave passed and the
ship was able to regain control, but the damage had been done.
The Orion could
not withstand another Boran attack with the ship which was crippled
from the battle with the Acid Star and its forty defense squadrons
lost.






***

The decision had to be made. Should they
continue on or should they attempt to return to Earth and prepare
for the Boran retaliation?

Captain Stanson and his first officer Pierre
La Fluer met Admiral Hornswallow in his cabin to discuss the ship’s
various options. Stanson and La Fluer entered and quickly took
their seats. The lighting in Hornswallow’s cabin was poor, thanks
to the damage to the ship, and Stanson struggled to focus his eyes
on the Admiral. Seconds later, the door whizzed opened and Chief
Engineer Harry O’Connor stepped into the room.

"Chief Engineer O’Connor reporting as
ordered, sir,” O’Connor blurted as he entered.

"Thank you, Mr. O’Connor, you may be seated,”
the Admiral replied, "I appreciate your promptness in these
desperate times."

"My pleasure, sir,” O’Connor replied.

"Yes, of course," the Admiral continued,
"Now, Mr. O’Connor, why don’t you give us all the news we’ve been
eagerly awaiting?"

"Well, sirs," O’Connor began, “The news is
not good at all. The shields are down and will not be operable. The
pulsar cannons are intact but the power lines to the cannons have
been severed. I can’t say for sure whether or not they will be
operational by the engagement time. If we are engaged before we
reach Bora Major I, they will not be available.

Structural damage is not repairable at this
time, if we’re hit by another wave without shields, the structure
damage will not matter anyway. In summation, Admiral, by the time
we reach our objective, we will have no shields, extensive
structural damage and likely no cannons."

"What about the engines?” Stanson asked.

"Well, Captain," O’Connor replied, "the
engines are at full strength and intact. We emerged unscathed in
the engine room."

Admiral Hornswallow sat quietly for a moment
as the other men waited for his input. He raised his antique pipe
to his white-bearded face and lighted the tobacco that was in it.
He drew from it and puffed, filling the room with the pipe’s
distinct aroma. Sweat protruded from his forehead, beading up on
his dark brown skin.

"Well, gentlemen," he spoke, "I am open to
your sugges-tions."

O’Connor hesitated for a second before he
spoke to be sure he didn’t interrupt Captain Stanson or Lieutenant
Commander La Fluer.

"Well sir," O’Connor finally spoke, "I’m only
the chief engi-neer and I am really not qualified to make these
kinda decisions, but in my humble opinion...Admiral, I believe to
continue would be pure suicide."

"I must say that I agree with O’Connor,
Admiral,” La Fluer chimed in.

Admiral Hornswallow drew from his pipe,
exhaled smoke, and turned his eyes toward Captain Stanson.

"It’s your boat, John,” he said, "What is
your opinion on its fate?"

"Admiral," Stanson replied, "I also am in
agreement that to continue on will be very difficult and achieving
victory will be a great challenge. But, I took this command, my
first, with the knowledge that these were the odds we would face
throughout the mission. This mission means the survival of our
people! If we fail – if we turn back now, after we’ve gotten this
close, well sir, I’d hate to see the consequences.

The Borans will hit us with every single
thing they have in their arsenal. They won’t be after planetary
conquest, they’ll be after annihilation. No, sir, I can’t have our
planet’s destruction on my conscience because we did not complete
the mission we were all called upon to do.

We are just a couple of hours from Bora, now.
We must continue on because we’ll never get this chance again. At
our top speed we could reach the target within a half hour. The
resistance they have remaining will likely only be their planetary
defenses.

Admiral, we both know that
it will not be enough to stop the Orion from fulfilling its primary
objective. Sir, Jerrod Multain forced me to leave him to die. He
told me I could be a martyr some other day. I believe we all are
destined to be martyrs today. We must continue on. That’s how I
feel, sir."

"Well said, Captain,” Hornswallow replied.
"Indeed this is a trying time. We’ve lost many lives on this long
journey; I will not have them lost in vain. Gentlemen, I feel it is
imperative we complete our mission to the very end. If we fail, all
life as we know it on the face of the Earth will cease to
exist.

I understand that is a terrible amount of
responsibility on our shoulders, but we all knew that this was the
case when we accepted these positions. We will continue on our
mission until we are victorious or dead. Retreat is not an option.
Mr. O’Connor, I want every available man on those pulsar cannons. I
want them ready in a half hour."

"Aye, sir,” O’Connor replied.

"Excellent," Hornswallow continued,
"Gentlemen, defeat is not acceptable. Let’s save our world."

Stanson instructed La Fluer to issue the
order to continue at top speed to Bora Major I and left to talk to
his only two remaining defense fighters in their quarters. He had
to have Multain and Wonam out there in their fighters, peace had to
be made between them.






***

Stanson reached Nilsa’s quarters and
entered.

"Commander Wonam," he greeted her.

"Captain,” she replied, slightly stunned at
the Captain’s re-turn visit to her cabin.

"Commander, may have a word with you?” he
asked.

"Of course, sir."

"Nilsa, I’m afraid I have some very bad
news,” he contin-ued. "We sustained some heavy damage in our last
confrontation and suffered many losses. Admiral Hornswallow has
decided that we must continue on despite our weaknesses. Nilsa, I
understand the anger you feel, but I need you and Ensign Multain to
bury the hatchet for the good of the mission."

"Captain, you don’t understand,” she
replied.

"Nilsa, listen," he interrupted, "We have no
squadron sup-port for the assault on Bora Major I except for you
and Multain. Without you both, we’re a sitting duck. I got to have
you both out there buying us some time."

"How can you not have squadron support?
Jerrod squadron, Alpha squadron, Beta squadron? There’s plenty of
support,” she replied.

"I’m afraid we lost all of our defense
squadrons in the de-struction of the second Acid Star,” he
replied.

"We lost them all?” she repeated, her voice
quivered, wanting to ask the next question but fearing the
answer.

Stanson sensed the question.

"We lost them all, Nilsa," he continued, "I’m
sorry. We lost Commander Regan, too."

"Noooooo!” Nilsa screamed, "Noooo, God!
Please no!"

"For Jack, Nilsa, bury the hatchet,” he
ordered.

He left Nilsa while she wept hysterically and
entered Taw-ney’s quarters.

"Tawney, I knew your father very well,"
Stanson began, "And while he’d always get himself into - um -
disagreements, he would never let them influence the mission at
hand. This last battle, Tawney, we won it but we took one hell of a
beating in the process. We have got to have you and Commander Wonam
out there for us. You two are our only line of defense."

"What do you mean ‘only line’?” she
interjected.

Stanson shook his head.

"J-Jack Regan?" she asked, knowing full well
what the answer would be.

"I’m sorry, Tawney," Stanson replied, "We
lost the entire force. The Acid Star’s explosion...it..."

"Oh...oh...Jack..,” she sobbed, as she
slumped against the wall.

"Listen, Tawney," Stanson continued, "We need
you and Commander Wonam ready in fifteen minutes. Make your peace
with the creator, Tawney. I don’t think any of us are going
home."

Tawney nodded as tears fell from her eyes.
I’ll see you soon, Jack.






***

Stanson returned to the bridge as the women
were released from their quarters. Both quickly went to there
fighters and began their preflight checks. They did not speak a
word to one another but their hatred for the other had been
replaced by a common enemy. There was revenge on their minds and
nothing would stop them from achieving it.

The fifteen minutes passed
quickly as the beaten and bruised Orion approached Bora Major I. The
entire Boran armada had assembled in front of the planet. Captain
John Stanson did not want to know the odds of victory. He sat at
the conn, watching the tiny specs in front of the yellow-green
colored planet turn into thousands upon thousands of ships. He
counted six Acid Stars, countless more battleships (some of which
he never seen before), and millions of Boran fighters. For the
first time in his life, John Stanson was terrified.

Stanson called down to the engine room.

"Mr. O’Connor," his voice cracked, "What’s
the status on those pulsar cannons?"

"Beggin’ the Captain’s pardon," O’Connor
replied, "We’re fucked!"

"Mr. O’Connor," Stanson replied calmly, "I’ve
got to have those cannons."

"Aye, sir, we’re tryin’ our best."

A lump lodged itself in Stanson’s throat as
he realized that O’Connor may have been right. Stanson notified
Hornswallow that the ship was closing in on the target and the
Admiral made his way to the bridge. All eyes were fixed on John
Stanson.

"Lieutenant. Nakamuri, launch the defense
fighters,” he ordered.

Tawney and Nilsa launched into the darkness
of space. Tawney immediately saw the defenses of Bora Major I and
gasped. She felt a feeling that she had never felt before and
thought she would never feel - terror.

"My God,” Nilsa’s quivering voice rose
through the inter-com.

"Ladies," Stanson’s voice piped through the
intercom, "I know how you are feeling. We are outnumbered a million
to one, our shields and pulsar cannons are down. We need you to
keep those fighters off our backs until we can get those cannons
back up. Good luck and God bless us all."

Nilsa took station on the
left side of the Orion while Tawney took the right. The ship pulled in behind Bora
Major I’s first and largest satellite and awaited the first
wave.

"We’ll use the moon as our shield until we
can get those cannons up," Stanson informed Hornswallow, "Wonam and
Multain will attempt to keep those damn fighters off our backs. We
still have short range blasters for those that get by them. Those
Acid Stars don’t appear to be movers but once those battle
fortresses begin moving in – well, I have to imagine that without
our pulsar cannons, they’ll make quick work of us.”

Hornswallow nodded in agreement.

The first wave circled around the moon from
the right. Tawney counted nearly one hundred before she had to take
evasive action. Tawney’s fighter spun like a ballerina in the
Nutcracker, avoiding the lethal blasts of the enemy. She danced
around the lesser-talented Borans with ease, blowing one after
another out of the stars.

Twenty more fighters had
come around the left side trying to surprise Nilsa as she listened
in on reports of how Multain was doing. They quickly fell prey to
Nilsa’s superior talent. The fighters that slipped by Tawney and
Nilsa met their doom in the sights of the Orion’s short-range blasters. By the
end of the first wave of attack, the trio had extinguished 117
bogies with the ship only sustaining minor damage. The final three
were a much greater challenge.

Stanson watched as the five ships buzzed
around like fireflies at a campfire. Sensors informed the captain
that a second, third, and fourth wave had deployed themselves.
Tawney and Nilsa were probably the most talented pilots in the Star
Force, but surely they couldn’t overcome four hundred fighters at
once.

Stanson could feel the opportunity slipping
away. They were going to fail and the price of defeat was the
annihilation of the Earth. Suddenly, a screaming voice came over
the bridge’s intercom.

"Captain! Captain!” the hysterical voice of
O’Connor ex-claimed.

"Go ahead, Harry," replied a puzzled
Stanson.

"Captain! We did it! I don’t believe it but
we did it!"

"Calm down, Harry, I can’t understand you.
What did you do?” The captain replied as he tried to decipher the
ramblings of his chief engineer.

"Captain, the pulsars are operational! And
one other thing, we got ya shields for about two minutes.” O’Connor
hysterically replied.

"You’re a friggin’ miracle worker, Harry!”
replied Stanson, "I knew you could do it!"

Stanson glanced at Hornswallow. The Admiral
wore a smile from ear to ear.

The captain turned his attention to Nakamuri.
"Lieutenant, notify our defense fighters that we are coming
out."

"Aye, Captain!” she replied
enthusiastically.

Nilsa finally had a lock on one of the three
remaining bogies. The fighter wove and zagged trying to shake her
lock but she held firm. Suddenly, the intercom crackled.

"Commander Wonam, We’re coming out!”
Nakamuri’s voice blasted.

The bogie Wonam had a lock on
disappeared.

Meanwhile, Tawney Multain struggled to get a
lock on one pesky Boran fighter that had been dogging her the
entire battle and coming damn close to taking her out on several
occasions. This was not your typical Boran opponent. The pilot of
this fighter had skills beyond most of the enemies she faced. After
taking care of the other bogie, she returned to the chase of this
final challenge. Finally she got a lock!

"Got you, ya son of a –” The intercom
interrupted her midsentence.

"Ensign Multain," Nakamuri
said, "This is Orion, we are coming out!"

The distraction was enough for Tawney to lose
sight of her enemy. Tawney quickly searched the stars for the
bogie, but to her dismay, she could not locate him. Seconds later,
a bright blast of light erupted from behind announcing where the
bogie was hiding and sending her ship shaking and spinning out of
control.






***

The distraction of the message gave the Boran
fighter enough time to elude Nilsa’s lock, but the commander
quickly resumed pursuit, pulling in behind the zigging and zagging
bogie. The Boran fighter couldn’t outrun Nilsa this time. She got
the lock and quickly fired, blasting the enemy out of the stars.
Nilsa smiled and began to search the stars for more prey when she
heard it - the unmistakable warning buzzer that signaled an enemy
fighter had a lock.






***

Tawney struggled to regain control of her
spinning fighter. After what seemed an eternity, the ship finally
responded to her orders and slowly righted itself. She initiated a
quick systems check to see what damage had been done. Once
satisfied, she searched the stars for the Boran that had sent her
into her deadly spin.

An explosion of static emerged from the
intercom causing Tawney to look in the direction of Nilsa’s last
position. All she could see was light that was disintegrating and
the wreckage of a defense fighter. The Boran fighter that had just
destroyed Nilsa Wonam was coming back for her. In minutes he would
have reinforcements by the hundreds; she had to put him away
now.






***

The Orion pulled out from behind the
Boran Moon and passed Tawney Multain and the remaining Boran
fighter from the first wave. The ship fired from its pulsar cannons
into the oncoming rush of Boran fighters, taking out forty to fifty
with each blast. Severely outgunned, the waves quickly turned and
retreated to their Acid Stars.

Stanson stood up from the conn. His frail,
thin frame seemed to shake with anticipation. He wiped sweat from
his white scalp and ran his fingers through his graying black
hair.

"Admiral," he said calmly, "I believe this is
the only opportunity we will have to initiate Operation Lightning
Bolt."

"Agreed, Captain. Make the necessary
preparations of the ship. I will speak to the crew.” Hornswallow
replied.

"Yes, sir,” Stanson replied.






***

Tawney used every skill she
possessed to get a lock on the Boran fighter. Now that the
Orion had passed, there
would be no reinforcements for her opponent. It would remain a
one-on-one duel to the death. The Boran bogie spun and twirled at
every blast from Tawney’s laser cannons, returning fire with its
own. The combatants twisted and twirled like two wolves fighting
for a piece of meat. With the power to her guns approaching
depletion, if she didn’t take him out soon, she’d be
finished.






***






Admiral Boreguard T.
Hornswallow addressed the crew of the Orion for the final time.

"Ladies and Gentlemen, this
is your Admiral speaking,” he began, “I prayed and hoped the day
would come when I would be able to deliver you this final speech.
Lo and behold, my prayers have been answered. We have come to a
point where the primary purpose of the Orion and the thousands of her crew,
needs to be revealed to you all. When we embarked on this voyage, I
informed you all that the ultimate price may be required for the
completion of this mission.

For the preservation of your
people – the preservation of your planet – I must now ask you all
to join me in paying that price. I asked you all to make peace with
the fact of death before we embarked on this mission. I assume you
have done so. The time has come, my friends. The
Orion, in all her glory,
is nothing but the greatest doomsday weapon ever created by the
Earth – a weapon capable of destroying an entire planet in one
devastating blast.

That is our objective, my brothers and
sisters. The destruction of Bora Major I will mean the end of the
war. The Earth will finally be free of these long years of death
and destruction and can enjoy peace. After word gets around the
universe that we – the people of Earth – toppled the Great Boran
Empire...well, let’s just say no other aliens would dream of
messing with our little blue planet."

Hornswallow belted out his trademark
bellowing laughter, "Ladies and gentlemen, on behalf of the Earth,
and of the Star Force, I thank you for your love, commitment, and
ultimate sacrifice to the cause.

We are all the real heroes of this war. Your
names will be spoken of in the same breath as the great Jerrod
Multain and all of the other great warriors who have died for the
salvation of our species. We saved our world. When you make your
peace with God, be sure you remember that. Thank you."

"T-minus 60 seconds to impact, Admiral. The
way I see it, the shields should give us enough protection if we
attack the center of their defenses,” Stanson reported.

"Excellent,” Hornswallow replied,
smiling.

"Weapons! Fire at the center of the defense -
full concentration! We need a hole the size of Nebraska in there!”
Stanson ordered.

The Orion fired its full complement of
cannons at the center of the Boran defense creating a hole just
large enough for the ship to sneak through. The armada converged on
the ship desperately trying to halt its progression, but the
Orion’s weak shields held
long enough to allow it to enter the planet’s
atmosphere.

"20 seconds to impact!” called out Stanson as
the ship shook violently.

***

The Boran fighter that had engaged Tawney
broke off its attack and darted for Bora Major I. Tawney gave
chase, following the bogie until she got a lock on him.

"You’re dead, asshole!” she screamed in
ecstasy as she pulled the trigger. The fighter exploded in a ball
of light.

Tawney looked down at her
weapons console. It read in red block letters WEAPONS DEPLETED. She
had literally finished off her enemy with her last shot. She shut
down her engines and watched as the Orion plunged into Bora Major I’s
atmosphere.

Suddenly her intercom blared!

"Multain!” Stanson screamed through a hail of
static, "Get the hell out of here! You can be a martyr some other
day, Ensign Multain! When you get out of this solar system you
should be able to send a distress signal. Tell them we won, Tawney!
Tell them we won!"

Tawney turned her fighter
away from the carnage and hauled ass towards flank at her top
speed. When she reaches the outskirts of the solar system, she
thought to herself, she should be able to send a distress call and
then make the jump to Superlight, going as far as her fuel could
take her. It took the Orion
two weeks to get here from Earth, how long would
it take a rescue team?

Behind her the
Orion exploded with the
force of a million nuclear bombs, setting off a chain reaction that
would rip apart the Jupiter-sized planet until there was nothing
left but space dust, asteroids, and debris.

The shockwave from the planet ripped through
the remain-ing Boran forces, crushing them like grapes in a closed
fist. Tawney realized that had she hesitated just a second longer,
she could’ve never outraced the shockwave. The wave dissipated as
it moved away from the eruption point and petered out to a small
bump by the time it reached Tawney’s fighter at the edge of the
solar system.

Tawney prepared to make the
jump to Superlight, planning to travel as far as she could go
before her fuel ran out. She wanted to be as far away from the
death and destruction that was the Orion as she could possibly get.
Tawney waited a few minutes before transmitting the distress
signal.

She thought of Jack Regan. She would never
see his warm, caring smile or experience his witty sense of humor.
She would never again feel his touch or his gaze upon her body. He
would never be there to make her feel good about herself. It was
funny how he always managed to make her laugh and feel good all
over when times were their saddest. No, he was gone.

"This is U.C.S.F.
NC-Niner-Seven-Four-Zero-One of the Orion. This is a distress signal -
can anybody read me?” Tawney spoke into the intercom. Her reply was
static.

Tawney repeated her message, but there was no
answer. "Maybe if I go ahead and make the jump and get closer,
they’ll be able to hear me and send a rescue team,” she thought as
she began hitting the set of switches that would launch her faster
than light. She knew there was no hope of rescue. She just wanted
the world to know that they achieved their goal – so their
sacrifice would be remembered for all time.

Tawney thought of her father. What would he
say about her achievements? For a brief second, out of the corner
of her eye, she swore she could see a beaten up wingless U.C.E.
fighter floating aimlessly through space.

And for another brief second, she could hear
the static filled sound of a voice - her father’s voice - crackle
through the intercom.

"Well, done, my child," the voice said,
"You’ve made me the proudest father in the universe. I love you,
Tawney. At least now we can be in your stars together. They are
your stars."

"Yeah, daddy," she replied to the phantom
voice with tears streaking down her cheeks, "We’re finally
together...in my stars."







Serial


First, I’ll tell you what I am not. I am not a
vampire that glitters in the sun. I don’t fall in love with human
beings, nor have I any ties to my mortal coil. I left that long
ago. I don’t care for vampire rights; I am not seeking a synthetic
alternative to human blood. Despite long life, I have not been
ignorant to all around me. I’ve learned things, amazing skills that
have served me well.

I can’t turn into a bat or wolf. I can’t fly.
I do not have the power to control the mind, although I can be
extremely persuasive. When I hunt, I don’t speak to my food, trick
them into a comfort zone, or seduce them. It would be tantamount to
you seducing a cheese burger. I don’t fight or destroy other
vampires, nor do I prey on just the evildoers. I have no aversion
to sunlight or crosses, although in the sun my power drains. I
cannot be killed by a stake through the heart.

I am not a ‘psychic vampire’. I don’t walk
around trying to steal aura or what have you. I’m not a pretender,
one who drinks blood because it provides me some sort of sexual
arousal.

What I am is a predator and I am hunting you.
I typically don’t do this – communicate – but you are a rare breed
of human. You show characteristics that could make you a high
quality addition to our kind. You don’t seek it, like many who have
romanticized the visions of Nosferatu in the movies or
literature.

The quality I see in you is your desire to
prey on others. Not evil like me, mind you. You see the
weak-minded, those who are failures in the epic battle for
survival. You pounce on their vulnerability and take what you
desire.

It has gotten you to where you are today. For
that, I say bravo! Still, you could be so much more.

Let me continue by telling you about us. As
you would ex-pect, many mortals know about us, thanks to the
invention of film. Still, they don’t know the real us until it’s
too late.

There aren’t many of us left, you know.

How we were created remains a mystery to us
all, much as it is for you. Are we God’s creatures, Satan’s
warriors? I know not of these things.

I do know the first was named Upir' Likhyi,
living in the 900’s. He created an army of us across Europe and
Asia, creating a panic among the human population. During the
1100’s, our kind became hunted. The human beings became so
concerned about our existence; they would turn against their own,
burning perfectly edible morsels at the stake for superstitious
signs that were neither accurate nor true of the accused.

We retreated into the hills of Romania and
fed on animals that resided there. Our disease, DNA, whatever you
call it – infected some of these – mainly wolves, creating a
different beast.

As our numbers dwindled, the oldest sought to
create new ‘offspring’. That is how I came to be.

Like many of our kind, I am not completely
vampire. I am a half-blood. To be pure vampire puts you among
royalty in our society. Yes, there is a Vampire King and Queen and
they do procreate in a very human fashion. All of us know of them
and are connected to them psychically. We cannot refuse their
commands.

As for how I became what I am? The year was
1888 and I was working for George Lusk and the White Chapel
Vigilance committee in London. Our goal was to capture the fiend
who was known by most as Jack the Ripper. With the police bumbling
and baffled, we patrolled the streets looking for any suspicious
characters.

It was there near Miller Court where I
spotted a strange looking fellow wearing a dark long coat. He had a
small felt hat that covered his eyes and he was moving quickly from
the area. I had seen him before, nearby the other killings. As I
followed, I noticed droplets of blood on the ground from where he
had tread.

We had a whistle we were supposed to blow if
we found something suspicious going on, but I didn’t signal. I
followed him down a dark alleyway and through what seemed like a
maze. I lost him in the darkness. Unnerved I turned to return from
where I came, but couldn’t figure out in which direction I had come
from. I was lost.

He hit me with more power and force than I’ve
ever felt in my lifetime. I was slammed against a brick wall and
the air expunged from my lungs as I slumped to the ground.

I was dazed as I looked up to view him – it
was there I saw our blood rage form for the first time.

His hands were tipped by long, dagger-like
claws. His face was elongated, with immense canines protracting
from it, blood from his previous kill still drizzling down his
white chin. He had some facial hair, a small mustache that turned
up at the corners and bushy eyebrows – but he was most distinctly
not human.

“You dare follow me!” The beast croaked.

I turned my head from the horror in front of
me, and a warm stream of urine began to saturate my trousers.

“No,” it continued, “You will not turn from
your destiny. I know you, Allister Connacher. I know you have
gotten close to me on several occasions, yet didn’t realize
it.”

“You’re…you’re him.” I gasped.

“I am the one you call the Ripper,” it
confirmed, “And now you’ve seen me for what I am. It is time for
you to make a choice.”

“What…what choice?”

“Life or death.”

“Choose death and you will end up like those
whores I have been feasting on. I will dive into your midsection
and pull out the most blood drenched, tastiest morsels. Suck them
dry and bathe in your blood until I have reached my fill.”

“Life…I choose life…” I quickly
responded.

It smiled a large, knife filled grin.

“If you choose life,” it continued, “You will
become like me - a murderer, a monster. You will be consumed by
your bloodlust until you can no longer control it.”

“Yes…life…life.” I cried.

“So be it,” it replied, “Just remember, you
chose this.”

The vampire grabbed me by the neck and pulled
me close. I struggled and he swung his claw-filled hand, striking
me in the temple and knocking me woozy. As I began to lose
conscious-ness, I could feel him force my mouth open and
regurgitate into it.






***

I woke in the alley the next day, alone, my
face and shirt covered in blood. I felt strange, weaker than I ever
felt in my life. I searched my body for injuries but there were
none. It was not my blood. I struggled out of the alley, concealing
myself from any curious onlookers. I moved quickly, trying to avoid
suspicion and made it back to my home.

I lived alone, had few friends, and didn’t
venture out for several days. I could feel my body changing,
morphing into something completely different from what I once was.
I found if I kept my windows covered and the sun did not touch me,
I would not feel as weak as I had when it’s light hit me. It would
be night when the changes occurred. I was strong, powerful. My
heart raced and I could feel my features changing.

I would try to eat, but nothing satisfied my
hunger. I tried to drink, but nothing quenched my thirst. I felt as
if I were going insane, I could hear things, voices that were not
there. I could hear others from the other side of the building
speaking.

On the fifth night, I remained in my home,
lying in the middle of my living room floor and could sense someone
walking in the hallway. A knock came at my door. I could smell
perfume and sweat; plus, something else…a musk that invoked a salty
taste in my mouth and turned a ravenous hunger.

I creaked the door open to see Molly
Chambers, a whore I had befriended during my Vigilance duties.

“Pardon the intrusion, Gov’nah,” she said,
“But I was frightful worried ‘bout ya. Hadn’t seen ya on patrol for
a few.”

“Indeed,” a voice came from my mouth that
didn’t sound like mine, “I’ve taken ill.”

“Oh you do look a frightful sight, sir,” she
rambled on, “Can I make you somethin’ ta eat?”

Curiously, my mind filled with her thoughts.
She had fallen in love with me. Silly whore, I could never love
her, but there was something else I wanted.

“Yes, I need to be fed,” I didn’t even know I
spoke the words, “Come in…please.”

Molly pranced through the door but before it
was shut I was on top of her, ripping out her throat before she
could scream and sinking my teeth into the exposed artery. I sucked
hard and all insatiable hunger seemed to begin to subside. I tore
off the top of her dress and with my hands – suddenly deformed like
that of the Ripper’s, I dug into her chest, ripping through bone
until I reached her internal organs. Some had more blood than
others and I devoured them whole.

It was an ecstasy I had never felt in my
life. Sex, cannabis, none of it compared to the ethereal feeling of
that first kill. I tell you this not to disgust or frighten you,
but to give you the full picture of what you will become when you
say yes to me.

You see, it’s not just a small peck on the
neck. Sucking the blood does not satisfy the hunger. The real
nourishment comes from ingesting the organs. You devour the innards
of your victim entirely.

As I finished off the last of Molly’s
blood-filled heart, savoring each bite, I sensed another presence
in the room.

“I had begun to believe I made a terrible
mistake by choosing you,” an unfamiliar voice said.

“Who are you?” I called out to the
darkness.

“It’s your friend…Jack.”

I scrambled to my feet and moved to a corner
where I knew all my sides were protected. Suddenly, a flame
illuminated the room and I could see him. In his right hand he held
a candle; the flickering light revealing a surprising change in his
appearance. No claws or monstrous teeth. He looked like a pale
human.

The Ripper smiled.

“Well, don’t you look the sight?” He
remarked, “Come, take a look at the beauty you’ve become.”

I gingerly exited the corner and walked
toward the mirror in the hallway, careful to step over the corpse
of Molly Chambers. What I viewed in the mirror was hideous. It was
no longer Jack that possessed the shark-like teeth, but me. I had
the knives on my finger tips. I became what I was hunting. I was
the monster. I was the Ripper.

“You’ve transferred your evil to me,” I
growled.

“Don’t be a fool,” he laughed, “You and I are
no more evil than the lion on the plains of Africa. We feed to
sustain ourselves, to continue our existence - just as the lion
feeds on the gazelle.”

“What have you made me?”

“We are known by many as Nosferatu,” he
continued, “But most know us by our other name.”

“Vampire.”

“Yes,” he smiled. “You are no longer Allister
Connacher. That person died in the alley by Miller Court.”

“So I cannot go out into the sun? I am the
undead, Creature of the night?”

“The sun will not destroy you,” he corrected,
“It simply makes you weaker. You are at your weakest when the rays
hit you...and you cannot feed during the day. Most of us just sleep
away the day so we do not have to experience that feeling of
weakness. Others look to avoid suspicion by carrying out mortal
lives during the day while becoming their true form at night.”

“And this face, these features?”

“That is your bloodlust. When you are at your
most fa-mished, you cannot control it and your true face is
revealed. You must feed. I suggest you don’t wait as long next
time, for if you wait too long and attack someone in public, you
will be destroyed.”

“So we can die?”

“Definitely, there are ways.”

“How?”

“I am not going to tell you that,” he
replied, “I’d just strongly advise you to keep your head about
you.”

I fell to my knees, looking at poor Molly’s
body. I began to weep.

“There, there,” Jack cajoled. “Soon you will
lose feelings for these beasts. They are no different from
cattle.”

“But we are the same.”

“Hardly.”

“Do we not have the same organs? The same
eyes, form, everything? I am human.”

“Not anymore.” He was growing impatient. “You
are no longer one of them. You are not food for the immortals. You
are immortal.”

“I don’t want this. I don’t want to be a
bloodthirsty killer.”

“You are what you are,” Jack continued, “You
chose this, remember? I told you would become as I am.”

I nodded. I had chosen this life instead of
sacrificing myself to death. My cowardice brought this on me.

“There, look in the mirror once more.” He
said.

I did as he commanded and I was me once
again. My thin face had returned. My blond moustache had stains of
blood, but it was there. I no longer had the protruding teeth or
the claws.

“Once the lust is satisfied, the monster
returns to his cage.” Jack continued, “And leaves you with the
cleanup.”

“What am I to do with her?” I asked.

“That, brother, is entirely up to you.” He
smiled, “I like to leave them where they be, flaunt my power and
strength in the face of the human beings; have them fear me,
because nothing tastes better than the tears of the terrified.”

He turned to leave then looked over his
shoulder, winking.

“I’m off to America,” he said. “I suggest you
join me there or some other place. I’ve ruined London for our
kind.”

With that, he departed, leaving me weeping at
my monstrosity.






***

I dismembered Molly, dumping her into the
Thames. They would find her later but never connect her to the
Ripper killings. I left London for Milan, then Rome, Transylvania,
Moscow and Paris. I continued to travel the world, feeding, looking
for more of our kind.

I never saw Jack again, for that I’m glad. I
heard he met his demise in America, at the hands of a rival Vamp
named Secratius – A Roman.

I traveled to America in 1905, making it
there before the First World War began. I moved silently from city
to city. No one knew of my existence. I always disposed of the
bodies well.

During the day, I worked in broad daylight. I
had different trades throughout the years. With enhanced senses, I
was a talented artist, sculptor, and anything else that worked in
my hands. As the years went by, I became fascinated with death,
murder by humans on humans. I began to work as a detective,
homicide.

My specialty was to track down serial
killers. I learned how the police investigated, what tools they
used to discover the murder. It protected me as I fed.

Of course, you know that I began to get lazy.
It’s what drew you to me.

I understood what Jack meant by flaunting the
power. It’s intoxicating. The increase of terror in the victim’s
eyes as you present your true form heightens the experience. I no
longer sought to dispose of the bodies but to leave them in the
most sordid of ways. I grew creative, sending in Jack’s style of
letters to the press.

Working with the police, I could keep ahead
of them every step of the way. It’s not that I feared them; I could
never be harmed by them. I just didn’t want to hurt people I worked
with, colleagues, for doing their job well. It’s like having pets.
You don’t want to eat your pet Yorkshire terrier do you? You can,
it would probably sustain you but you’d feel bad about it - same
principal.

So I began to change evidence, lead them in
opposite directions, deflecting them from me.

As I grew bored with my current location, I
transferred to other cities’ homicide divisions. Strangely, the
serial killer that I so routinely investigated seemed to follow me
to each location or was I following him? Only, the m. o. would
change each time, making them believe one was not connected to the
other. It really became a tremendous game for me to play.

Please understand, it’s not that I want to
hurt people, far from it. Like the butcher who doesn’t want to hurt
the pig, I feel a bit sorry for my kills. I try to finish them
quickly so they don’t suffer. I’m not a complete monster.

Typically, I search for my victims among
those wanting to become it. My preferred feeding grounds are
“gothic” clubs, searching for those begging to be kissed by a real
vampire. Unfortunately, they have no idea what that truly means.
It’s sad really. They are so desperate to belong to a separate
subset – to be special instead of ‘weird’. They want to know that
their belief in the reality of vampires can be substantiated. Yet
when they get that truth, the fear in their eyes does well to pain
the soul - if I had one.

Once they are gone, they can’t feel pain,
thus their remains are there for my fun with the police.

But I got sloppy didn’t I? Or maybe you were
just that good.

Much as I did when I found Jack so many
decades ago, you discovered me. You figured out my pattern and you
pursued me. You forced me to change my name again, leave law
enforcement, hide from you, and once more go underground with my
killings.

For a while I hated you for it because you
were ruining my fun. But now…I’ve come to realize that I needed
you. I needed to reconnect to this century, for I was becoming a
bitter, old vampire. Those vampires who become disconnected from
the centuries typically will find a nice quiet cemetery and slip
into a coma from which many never recover.

After centuries of death and blood, you grow
tired of it. You want it to go away. I was close to that before you
came along. You quickened me with your dogged determination to
capture me; your thirst for my head.

I don’t love you, far from it - but I see in
you a little of me. Since I have been ordered by the Nosferatu
royalty to give rise to a new one of us before the decade is out, I
think you may be the only candidate worthy of this life.

You live alone. Your life is your work. You
have no friends or lovers. You have a dogged determination to
capture your prey. Those are qualities a potential vampire must
possess. Without a family, you won’t feel remorse if you
accidentally kill them in a bloodlust. Without friends, you don’t
have the attachment that holds you to the mortal coil. Desire to
capture your prey is essential to your survival.

It’s not all bad, you see. Certainly, the
hunger is insatiable and disposing of the bodies can be cumbersome.
At first you may feel guilty about the kills, as I did, but you’ll
soon come to realize as I have. They’re all just Big Macs. If you
don’t think about where the food has come from, you won’t have
guilt over it. The bodies are like the empty boxes the burger comes
in. They need to be disposed of.

You can of course, be selective. Some of us
just kill evildoers or loaners. I’m not as discriminative. If
someone has the misfortune to cross my path when I am in bloodlust,
it doesn’t matter if they’re a soccer mom, that’s a mother of four,
or a serial rapist. Still, I do have tastes of which I’ve already
described to you.

So, its time. As you’re reading this, I am
perched outside your window right now – don’t look. You won’t see
me because I’m to fast. Don’t bother turning on more lights,
either. It won’t help you. If I wanted you dead, you’d already be
so. Honestly, I’ve grown so hungry. I can go either way with you.
So just know, the game we’ve been playing these long months is
over.

Here it is. The question I must ask you
before we decide which road to take.

Do you want to live or die? Just remember, if
you choose life – you did this to yourself. I accept no blame for
what you become.

You chose this existence.







Gator Country






"Sonofagun!” Harvey cried.

He thought to himself a
second, "Where did I miss a
turn?”

"Great job, Harvey," his brain screamed, "you
really frickin’ got us lost this time."

Harvey Copper was lost somewhere in the
Florida Ever-glades. His red ‘98 BMW was taking a hell of a beating
on the back road he had turned on. He had hoped to find a gas
station up the tiny thoroughfare but what he discovered was he
ended up dreadfully lost with the orange gas tank indicator
perilously close to that ugly big ‘E’. The road was a mine field of
potholes the size of the Grand Canyon, and even worse - it was
beginning to get dark. Harvey could barely make out the overgrown
palms, brush, and wild grass that surrounded the dusty path.

"You aren’t gonna be satisfied until you’re lost and eaten by
gators," he thought to himself in between
the violent thrusts of the car, “Or worse,
you’ve totally screwed the suspension on your precious
beamer.”

Harvey continued, though. His gut told him
there was a gas station just a ways ahead, the same way it had
warned him that hooker was a cop a few years ago.

"Didn’t listen then, did ya?" his gut said to
him, "Ya listened to Mr. Dick instead of Mr. Gut and it got your
skinny ass in the Hillsborough County lock up and on that crappy
public access show that prints the name of ‘Johns’ on TV."

"There is a gas station ahead," his gut
continued, "if you turn back now you’ll run out of gas trying to
get back to the interstate. You’ll get picked up by Bubba, the
Florida Cracker, in his beat up rusty ole Ford truck. He’ll take
your ass right back this way and you’ll finally see how much of an
asshole you really are."

Harvey listened although not completely
convinced his gut was right. "Just like the hooker/cop," his gut
piped up again.

"Aw, shut the hell up," Harvey said
loudly.

"That’s it, man," his brain said to him,
"you’re having a conversation with your body parts. You’ve lost
it!"

"Maybe," he thought back to his brain,
"but I’m gonna find us a gas station if it
kills us. Besides, I talk to my penis all the
time."

Then he hit it. The dusk had hidden a small
sinkhole that had appeared like a dark vortex in the middle of the
road. The beamer dipped with a violent thud and Harvey lost control
of the wheel sending the car into a somersault of breaking glass,
crushed metal, horrid sounds. He was pretty sure it was in the air
for at least a full ten seconds before it struck a tree and landed
on its top with a large crunching sound. Harvey’s vision blurred
and he felt his consciousness darken.

When he came to, he found himself suspended
in air by his seatbelt. Moonlight danced along the shards of glass
that littered the roof, providing a faint ominous illumination that
turned common knobs and gearshifts into demons and goblins. He
could hear the crickets in the night and the splashing of water. In
the obscurity of light – Harvey scanned his trashed vehicle. He
could see the mossy grass and part of the tree trunk the beamer
blasted against. The car obviously rested on its roof – with
significant portions bashed in. Dumb luck saved him from being
decapitated. Something stirred in the stillness of the glade
nearby.

"Oh, hell!" Harvey thought to himself.
"Here comes Wally Gator for his Harvey
sandwich!” Nothing came for him.

Harvey went for the red seat
belt button, but a sharp pain in his right shoulder prevented him
from hitting the release. "Oh that felt
royal," he thought to himself.
"Wonder what in the world that could be.
Dislocated shoulder? Broken collarbone? Take you pick, asshole; you
probably got both."

Harvey reached in his pocket with his left
hand for the Swiss army knife he always kept on him. He moved
gingerly because any sharp move and it felt like O.J. was mistaking
his shoulder for Nicole’s. His hand reached the knife and finally
pulled it out. Using his thumb he pried it open and began whittling
away at the waist strap that held his behind to the seat.

"Trusty ole Swiss," Harvey thought to
himself, "never used the damn thing in my
life and it might end up saving it." He had
picked up the knife as one of those gifts Wal-Mart gives to their
rewards card holders three years ago. He didn’t know why he held
onto the thing but he took it everywhere with him as a good luck
charm. Not that Harvey Copper ever had good luck -- God
forbid!

His wife left him after the
kids moved out, for a Tampa Bay Buccaneer player, no less! Not only
did the Bucs screw him with his online gambling site, now they were
screwing his wife. He felt like he was too old, 48 to be exact, to
start over. His doctors told him he had to quit smoking or he’d be
dead by fifty. "Doctors are full of
crap," he had thought to himself. His blond
hair had begun to recede and now was closer to a dull white. He
lost his door-to-door sales job a couple of weeks ago and was on
his way to Miami to interview for a low-commission telemarketing
gig.

"Harvey Copper, you are totally screwed up!"
his wife was fond of telling him. Now, he was beginning to believe
her.

The seat belt snapped and Harvey plunged like
a load of bricks right onto the smashed glass of the windows that
no longer held the moonlight, but contempt for the man falling upon
it. The Wal-Mart knife embedded into his right thigh on impact and
the shattered glass drove itself into his chest, back, and face.
His shoulder felt like someone had taken an ax and went at him with
a big chomp. Harvey screamed and riled in pain, cursing everything
from his mother to God, Himself. As his cries reverberated through
the Everglades, tears shot down Harvey’s face until finally he
passed out from the pain.






***

It may have been hours – maybe days, Harvey
had no idea. He struggled to focus his eyes and slowly realized he
was no longer in his trashed beamer, but a warm bed. His shoulder
was bandaged and all his wounds were dressed. He had no idea where
he was but whatever this place was - it was odd.

As he glanced around the room, he took in the
gator skulls that protruded from every corner. The room was part of
a cabin in the middle of nowhere. On the wood floor laid a
gator-skinned rug as well as a stuffed eight-foot alligator. From
the light slipping in from the door of the room, Harvey guessed it
was day.

Harvey’s eyes coasted down the bed and then
he noticed something missing – his left foot. Despite its absence,
he felt no pain. As a matter of fact, he felt nothing as his body
was completely numb.

"YOU IDIOT!" his brain screamed, "By cutting
the damned seatbelt you sent us stumbling onto that glass on the
roof! I’ll bet some of it made a nice little cut into your spinal
cord. You’re paralyzed in the middle of who knows where, in the
house of some crazed gator trapper who could have the personality
anywhere from Ted Bundy to Al Bundy. I thought you hit rock bottom
with the damned hooker!"

"Crap," he managed to mutter.

As Harvey tried to figure out his next move,
he heard a squeaking sound – possibly a screen door - then the
front door. He heard some rustling around and then the door to his
room opened. In stepped a huge man, at least four hundred pounds,
likely more. He had a huge belly and a long, dark black beard. His
tanned whitish brown skin was offset the red and black checkered
boxes of his flannel shirt. His jeans had holes and were badly
faded and he wore a green hat with the words "Gator-Hater"
inscribed on it with big block letters.

"Bubba Cracker, I presume," Harvey thought to
himself.

"I see’s you’s already awake," the man said
to him.

"Yeah," Harvey managed to grumble.

"Name’s Bubba," Bubba said to him, "Bubba
Potvin."

Harvey controlled the compulsion to burst out
laughing. He was in no position to laugh at big Bubba.

"You’s is a lucky man, Mr. Coppers," Bubba
said in his uneducated southern drawl.

"How do you know my name?" Harvey managed to
squawk.

"I’s found ya billfold. Had your car
pid-chure in it, it did. Ya name too."

"Yeah, and I’m sure you helped yourself to the $380 bucks in
it too, huh, Bubba?" Harvey thought to
himself.

"Where am I?”

"Oh, you’s is at Bubba’s house," Bubba
replied cheerfully, "You’s is safe from those G.A.G.’s. Those
G.A.G.’s - they don’t never come ‘round Bubba’s house. No siree,
Bubba’s gator head scares ‘em off."

"I - I can’t move...and my foot -"

"Oh, you’s don’t worry ya mind ‘bout that Mr.
Coppers," Bubba replied, "You’s was busted up pretty bad. So Bubba
gave ya a pain killer that Big Mama gave Bubba when he’s was all
busted up. You’s gonna be back to normal in an hour’s time or
two."

"In the meantime," he continued, "You’s just
take a good ole’ rest. When ya’ll better I’ll take you’s right back
where you’s come from."

"Great!” Harvey thought to himself,
"I’ve got Bubba - Freakin’- Nightingale
here." He felt himself tiring and shut his
eyes for just a brief second.






***

Harvey opened his eyes again and tried to
focus. At first, everything was dark and blurry, prompting Harvey
to believe he had gone blind; but he soon was able to focus and
realized it was night.

"How long could I have been out?" he
wondered. It could’ve been days and he wouldn’t have known. The
only thing he did know was that he had a tremendous headache that
only a few of his worst hangovers could rival. There was no sign of
Bubba Potvin, so Harvey gingerly began to sit himself up. His
shoulder was sore but it was a dead pain - one that didn’t cause a
bloodcurdling scream but didn’t feel too swell either. The stump
that was his left foot throbbed, as well as his right thigh, where
his Wal-Mart knife had embedded.

Harvey heard a commotion outside. It was the
voice of Bubba Potvin screaming angrily at someone or something.
Harvey couldn’t make out what Bubba was shouting, but he could tell
whatever it was, it wasn’t friendly. Then he heard a thunderous
percussion of a release from a shotgun. Something cried out in
agony (Was it human? He couldn’t tell) and Bubba’s voice, clearly
now, as he approached the door of the house.

"YOU G.A.G.’S GET!” Bubba screamed, "I DONE
TOLD YOU ALL’S! I’s NOT GONNA GIVE HIM OVER! YOU’S NOT GONNA GET
HIM! DAMN GATOR LOVERS! GET ON OUTTA HERE! GET!"

The outburst was followed by another shotgun
blast and the front door slamming shut. Bubba then entered Harvey’s
tiny room.

"What in hell’s bells is goin’ on out there,
Potvin?” Harvey cried.

"Aw, Mr. Coppers," Bubba began, sounding like
a spoiled little kid caught doing something bad and about to blame
it on his sister, "It’s those gawd dang G.A.G.’s! They keep comin’
after ya’s! I’s kept tellin’ ‘em that yous ain’t goin’ wit them,
but they’s keep comin’!"

"Potvin -" Harvey began.

"You’s can call me Bubba, Mr. Coppers.",
Bubba interrupted.

"Potvin," Harvey continued, ignoring Bubba’s
interruption, "Sorry if I sound ignorant, but what the hell is a
G.A.G.?"

"You’s don’t know what a G.A.G. be?” Bubba
replied, astonished.

"No," Harvey replied trying to conceal his
frustration with Bubba’s ignorance, "I’m not from around here,
remember?"

"Oh Gee-hoes-a-fat! Of course!” Bubba cried
out, "I’s sorry, Mr. Coppers, of course you don’t know what a
G.A.G. be. You ain’t from around here."

"No
she-et, Sherlock," Harvey thought to
himself.

"Oh, the G.A.G.’s - they’re a bad sort, Mr.
Coppers," Bubba continued, "The name stands for Gators Are Gods -
G.A.G.’s - ya see?" Bubba gave a huge bellowing laugh. Harvey
believed it gave Bubba a lot of pleasure to relay information to
someone. It made him feel important. Harvey nodded his head and
smiled that he understood.

"Anyways," Bubba continued, "They’s these
group of folks that worship gators like they’re GAWD almighty! The
G.A.G’s... they feed dogs, cats, possums, and all kinds a little
critters to gators as a - aw shoot - what they call it?"

"Sacrifices?"

"That’s it, Mr. Coppers! Sack-crow-fices!”
Bubba continued gleefully, "One time a year, they’s got to
sack-crow-fice somethin’ bigger than a critter. The G.A.G.’s - they
sack-crow-fice peoples!"

"How in the hell do they do that? Doesn’t the
police get involved and prosecute these maniacs?"

"Aw, shoot, Mr. Coppers, they ain’t no police
in these parts. And if they was, they’d be G.A.G.’s, too. Mostly
everybody around these parts is either G.A.G. or knows somebody who
is."

"Great," Harvey thought to himself,
"And I thought the Klan was
bad."

"Don’t you people fight back when they go
after your loved ones?"

"Oh, they never go’s after swamp folk, Mr.
Coppers. Just strangers. Strangers like you." Bubba replied with a
sly smile.

"Why aren’t you a G.A.G., Potvin?” Harvey
asked.

"Oh, Mr. Coppers," Bubba said with another
bellowing laugh, "I have only Jesus Christ as my Gawd. Besides,
those damn G.A.G.’s! They pay no mind to the worth of strangers -
of people in general. Just wastin’ away good people’s on account of
those no good swamp lizards. Don’t you worry’s none about them. I’s
got that under control. Now lem-me go tend to the pork roast I’s
got cooking for us tonight. I’s got Big Mamma’s special recipe! I’s
think you’s gonna like it, Mr. Coppers!"






***

An uneventful month passed. The G.A.G.’s made
no further attempts to capture Harvey, prompting Bubba to surmise
that they had found another poor soul to feed to the
alligators.

"Better him than me." Harvey thought
to himself.

A few weeks earlier Harvey had asked to be
taken to a hospital or a doctor – but Bubba insisted that he ‘stay
put’. Potvin didn’t think Harvey would survive any extended trips
or that they would be able to elude the G.A.G’s in his condition.
He would let him know when it was safe to travel. Harvey had grown
much stronger in that month. Bubba made him wooden crutches and
prepared huge feasts for him. Bubba Friggin’ Nightengale, indeed.
Harvey was sure he had gained about sixty pounds. No matter how
much weight he had put on, he was certainly pudgy in all of the
wrong places.

After the month was out, Bubba finally felt
Harvey was strong enough to travel. Harvey used the homemade
crutches Bubba had fashioned for him and his good foot to hop his
way into Bubba’s small single-engine boat. The dull white, rusted
vessel had the smell of fish and oil. Bubba eased Harvey into the
ship and then boarded himself, fiddling with the engine until it
belched its approval and they were on their way. They rode for
about a half hour until Bubba piped up.

"Did I’s ever tell where’s I found you’s at
Mr. Coppers?" Bubba asked.

"No, I don’t believe you did," Harvey
replied.

"Well, it happen like this," Bubba began, "It
was after sun-down and it was as dark as a gator’s eyes. I heard
some gators russlin’ ‘bout in the water. When I’s flashed my boat
light where I’s heard the sounds, I’s saw the wreck of your red
car. When I’s turned the light towards the water, I saw you’s
gettin’ pulled under water by ya left foot."

"My
left foot!” Harvey thought,
"I’d always thought I had lost it during
the wreck."

Bubba continued: "I’s pulled out my shotgun
and put a good ole’ round into that gator. He let you’s go and I
grabbed you’s and put you’s in the boat. Ya foot was plum tore off
– blood be splurting all over the place. Then I’s popped the gator
again and pulled it into the boat and I’s took you’s both home.
Then, I’s healed you all up just so I’s could take you’s back to
where I’s found you’s."

"Wait a minute," Harvey said as looked ahead
and saw a capsized red BMW next to a tree. The vegetation had
gotten the better of the vehicle – which was thoroughly trashed.
Capsized on its roof – Harvey could see the front of the beamer was
significantly wrapped around a giant tree trunk. Harvey was no tree
expert but knew this was no small Palm. It had the size of Pine or
Hardwood. The wheels of his beamer were gone – eaten? He could
still see glass everywhere.

"I thought you said you were going to take me
back to the city. Are you gonna leave me here in the middle of
nowhere?"

"No, sir," Bubba replied, "I’s says that I’s
take ya back to where you’s came from and that’s what I’s about to
do."

Harvey felt a sudden burst of pain on the
back of his head and everything turned black.

When he had come to, he knew exactly where he
was.

"MY - MY GOD, WHAT ARE YOU DOIN’, BUBBA?"
Harvey screamed at the top of his lungs. Harvey had realized that
he was tied to the bow of the boat. His arms were spread-eagle,
like Christ, Himself, and he was submerged in water from his
armpits down. The chill of the swamp water felt like a thousand
tiny ice cubes clinging to his lower torso. Dizzily he found his
surrounding barren – only moss and overgrown vegetation surrounded
him. He couldn’t make out anything in the dark liquid prison. Shiny
eyes poked out from under the murky deep only a few yards away.

"Aw, I’s sorry, Mr. Copper’s, I’s had thought
I’s killed ya.” Bubba replied to his screams.

"NO! Bubba, for Christ’s sake – please NO!
BUBBA, WHY?” Harvey screeched.

"Well, the ways I’s sees it Mr. Coppers,
You’s is supposed to be done dead. I’s kept you alive so’s you
don’t go to waste. Big Mamma always told me that there ain’t
nothin’ that attracts gators more than people. And Bubba’s always
said that there ain’t nothin’ that can catch gators better than
good bait." Bubba replied.

"Why...why did you bother to keep me alive
and safe from the G.A.G.’s if you were just gonna feed me to the
gators yourself?" Harvey sobbed.

"Aw, Mr. Coppers. Don’t tell me a smart city
man like yourself swallowed that ole’ fish tale! There’s no such
thing as the G.A.G.’s! I’s was fibbin’ the whole story! G.A.G’s – a
gag – you’s know what a gag is don’t cha, Mr. Coppers? That day
you’s heard me shootin’, I’s was shootin’ some pigs to cook for
dinner that night."

"Not to mention," Bubba continued, "If you’s
get eaten an I ain’t in control of it - well, that’s just a plain
waste. You’re dead already, Mr. Coppers, just be happy that you’s
weren’t just a meal for one of those no good swamp lizards. You
see’s, Mr. Copper’s you’s ain’t a waste at all! Thanks to you’s, I
ain’t gonna have to trap for a whole dang month! Look there,
there’s four or five comin’ for lunch!"

"Yeah, Wally Gator and his buddies comin’ for their Harvey
sandwich," Harvey thought to himself before
he began screaming at the top of his lungs, "MY GOD, YOU CRAZY BASTARD! PLEASE GOD, SAVE
ME!"

Harvey watched as one after
another the alligators coasted toward him. There was blood in the
water – his blood. “Do Gators have feeding
frenzies?” he wondered. He wished Bubba had
killed him with that blow to the head.

"Aw, Mr. Coppers," Bubba said, "You’s shoulda
known - this be GATOR COUNTRY!”







Reality


“Welcome everyone to NBS’ new reality show,
Wilderness Survival!” the host said. “My name is Michael and I’ll
be giving you your various challenges throughout the contest. These
are meant to...aw shit, CUT!”

Michael glanced annoyingly at a small child,
about two years old that wandered into his shot.

“Whose fucking brat is this?” He
exclaimed.

“She’s mine,” a contestant named Sandra
replied angrily, “Don’t be speaking like that in front of my
child!”

“Well, don’t let her wander off then. What
the hell is she doing here anyway?”

“I couldn’t find anyone to take care of her
while I was here. I cleared it with NBS authorities, so deal with
it.”

“Oh I’ll deal with it,” Michael growled,
“with you being the first off this frickin’ show.”

“Asshole!” Sandra replied as she brushed back
her dirty blond hair.

Michael was gruff, with a three day-old
beard, wearing a flannel shirt. He had bulging, hairy arms and
looked a bit like a lumberjack. He had been the host of other
reality programs based on wilderness for various cable networks,
but this was his first prime time major network show.

He had personally vetted those who would be
in the contest.

The two Asians, Fai Yu and his wife Bo
MeiYing were both athletic, well conditioned and had previous
experience as rock climbers. He had the token black contestants,
Ahmad – a former Army Ranger and Torry, a college graduate who
escaped the trials of South Central Los Angeles to attend UCLA on a
football scholarship. Sandra was the charity case, the single
mother who was fit, but never had been outdoors. Finally, there was
Michael’s favorite, Sebastian. He was an outdoorsman and hunter, no
stranger to the woods. He knew how to survive in these
conditions.

Yet, the contest was constructed so each
contestant had a chance to win the one million dollar prize at the
end of the six weeks they would spend in the remote Pacific
Northwest. Each challenge would allow the contestant to win
immunity from the expulsion ceremony and stay in the contest.

Each week, the viewers would vote on who
stays and who goes when the show was aired on Tuesday nights. Live
on Wednesday, they would get their results.

They arrived in the remote location of Hecate
Island, British Columbia by a water plane. As its pontoons hit the
frigid waters of the small inlet where the mansion stood, the
contestants began to grasp the remote location.

The plane was the only way in or out. You
could probably navigate a boat through the bays of Hecate Island,
but it would need to be large, as the water was treacherous for
small craft. The island was covered in forest vegetation.

The mansion, built by the late software
billionaire Simon Olsen sat on one of the bays. It was a
breathtaking piece of architecture. It had a deck that extended a
hundred feet out into the bay, giving you an amazing panoramic view
of the sea filling in from Queen Charlotte Sound and the gorgeous
mountainous region surrounding them. A woodland paradise if there
ever was one.

The mansion had been kept as a summer cabin
and retreat for the Olsen estate heirs but eventually was auctioned
off. Due to the market crash, NBS was able to purchase the home
outright for nine-hundred and eighty thousand American dollars – a
paltry sum considering the amenities, location and view.

The exterior had brick and concrete that
extended into the sky with large steeples and chimney stacks. It
had the appearance of a huge medieval church, complete with
stained-glass windows and a large bell tower.

The interior though was completely modern,
fine wood finish throughout the home, with huge king sized beds
that had down comforters and heated railings for the winter months.
Each room had a flat screen LCD television, connected to the huge
satellite dish outside the home.

With small fireplaces accenting every room,
as well as large, picturesque windows exploding the view of the
external world like a huge live painting, you could understand why
this was Olsen’s greatest getaway.

The contestants would just get one night at
the Olsen cabin. The rest of the time would be spent roughing it in
the unforgiving wilderness. No food, no shelter. They were to
survive on their own.

“This house does not exist,” Michael began as
the camera crew focused on him. Other cameras stared their
all-seeing eyes at the contestants for reaction shots.

“You will enjoy one night in this palatial
estate,” he contin-ued, “but it’s only to rest up for what’s to
come. For the next six weeks, you will be at the mercy of the
elements.”

“Out there,” he pointed to the dense woods
behind the home. “If you return to the Olsen residence – other than
this deck, of course, you will be disqualified. In fact, for your
first task tomorrow, you must get as far away from the home, as
deep into the woods as you possibly can, set up camp, and return to
the judging deck here with your GPS readings locked in on your camp
coordinates. Whoever is the farthest away, earns the immunity idol
for this week. Questions?”

“If we’re returning to the
deck at dusk, doesn’t that mean we’ll be tracking back to our camp
in darkness?” Sandra asked.

“Indeed,” Michael said.

“Isn’t that a little dangerous?”

“This isn’t Wilderness Nature Walk, sister,”
Michael replied, “No, wait, cut. Let me do that again.
Okay...action...yes, you’ll need to take great care in your return.
This is bear country and this is the time of year they are looking
to fill up in prepara-tion for their hibernation.”

“What tools will we be given?” Sebastian
asked.

“Basic camping equipment,” Michael replied,
“Tent, hunting knives, lanterns – like I said, your typical
gear.”

“Bear repellent?” Fai Yu asked.

“No.”

“What? That’s crazy.” Sebastian replied,
“This is their territory we’re invading.”

“We have no defense against the bears?” Ahmad
ex-claimed.

“That’s one of the challenges – stay alive.”
Michael rep-lied.

“Yeah but there’s a difference between being
a survivalist and being just stupid,” Sebastian continued, “We’re
going to be killed out here.”

“Cut,” Michael ordered. “Look man – the rules
are the rules. The network wants to heighten the danger to enhance
the drama of the show. If you want out, just say so now.”

Sebastian thought for a few seconds.

“A shot at a million bucks is not worth my
life,” he said, “I’m out.”

The others stared at each another, but said
nothing.

“Fine.” Michael growled, “Fine. Plane will be
here in the morning.”

“Action...okay, contestants. Eat well
tonight, get your rest, for tomorrow we start Wilderness
Survival!”






***

Sandra slept as well as she could remember.
When her alarm went off at 5:00 am she almost wanted to throw it
into the wall. She wouldn’t, though, there was a million dollars
riding on this. She felt across the bed for her young daughter,
Ashley, and couldn’t feel her.

“Ash?” She called out into the darkness,
“Where are ya, hon?”

She waited for a response. Silence.

“Ashley?”

Nothing.

“Ashley!” She yelled, more urgent as she
turned on the lights. The spot where her daughter had been sleeping
was empty. She began to frantically search the bathroom, the
closets, under the bed but Ashley was nowhere to be found. She
looked toward the sliding glass door that opened into the
wilderness. It was open.

“My god,” she whispered.

“Help! Help!” She screamed at the top of her
lungs, repeatedly over and over until Sebastian raced into the
room. His face was filled with shaving cream. He was in his boxers
and his large, bare muscular chest was exposed.

“What is it?” He asked in his husky
voice.

“My daughter…I think she may have…I don’t
know where she is.”






***

The entire group congregated into the living
room area. Michael looked agitated, annoyed.

“Great, just fucking great,” He exploded,
“How the hell could you not keep a better restraint on that kid of
yours? What kind of mother are you?”

“Hey man,” Sebastian interrupted, “There’s no
need for that kinda stuff. She feels bad as it is.”

“Feels bad? Feels bad?” Michael exploded,
“This is our first day of shooting. I have to have it in the can by
tonight and now it’s fucked. There may not even be a show now. This
was the pilot and they had to see it before the green lit the rest
of this little adventure. You fucked us all, Sandra. Good job.”

“Dude, I’m not going to tell you again to
chill out.”

“Oh now I see…” Michael growled, “Mommy was
off hiding the salami with Brutus Beefcake here while poor little
what’s-her-face wandered off in the wilderness to become bear
chow.”

Sebastian’s fist hit Michael’s nose as he
finished the last word, knocking him backward and spraying a sea of
blood on the wooden floor. Sandra bawled into the shoulder of Bo
MeiYing as Michael looked up at his attacker, stunned, while
reaching up to his nose to clear the blood pouring out of it.

“That’s not what happened.” Sebastian
growled, “In fact, I haven’t seen any of you people since the deck
last night.”

Michael’s production assistants helped him to
his feet and began fidgeting with his face.

“Get…Get the fuck off me.” He growled at
them.

He stared at the group for a second, and then
began to smile.

“It may not be over yet.”






***

As dawn kissed the sky in a brilliant array
of orange and purple, the group assembled on the main deck.
Michael, his nose puffy from where Sebastian laid him out and his
eyes watery, stood on the edge of the deck.

“Action,” He commanded, “Tragedy has struck
us here as we begin the first day of Wilderness Survival. The young
daughter of our contestant, Sandra, little Ashley, has disappeared.
We presume she’s lost in the wilderness here. With no help
available, it’s up to our contestants to brave the elements in
search of this lost little girl. Can we find her in time to save
her? Stay tuned. Cut.”

“Wait a goddamned minute!” Sebastian
exploded.

“Look, I was going to tell you,” Michael
sheepishly rep-lied, “The plane is stuck in Vancouver. A huge front
is moving over the area and headed in this direction. It’s going to
be at least a day or two before it can get to us. We are on our
own.”

“Still, filming this is entirely
inappropriate,” Fai Yu said.

“I gotta agree man, this is some bullshit
right here,” Torry replied.

“Look, I know this entire situation is fucked
up,” Mi-chael continued, “But we have to look for her anyway, we
might as well make this some dramatic television and keep us alive
for the show, right?”

“I don’t care what the hell you do,” Sandra
sobbed, “Let’s just get out there and find my little girl.”

“See, she gets it,” Michael smiled, “Good
girl, Sandra”

“Don’t worry Sandra,” Ahmad replied, “We’ll
find your little girl.”

“Shit, hold on Ahmad.” Michael said as he
waved to a camera man, “Say that again, exactly as you just said
it.”

“Man, fuck you.”

“Do it or I’ll make sure you’re the next
contestant off the show.”

“You are a true blue asshole, man.”

“Yeah, but I’m a rich one.” Michael
grinned.

Ahmad complied, not giving as much of an
emotional quote as he did the first time around.

Michael positioned himself at the edge of the
deck again; his cameraman right next to him.

“No, no…,” he said, “I don’t like this view,
too open. Here, film me this way.”

Michael turned his body sideways so the
background featured the large mountain region.

“Yes, perfect. Action…” he began, “Welcome
back, so now the contestants have a new goal for the immunity idol.
Find little Ashley. Can they – HOLY SHIT!”

Michael dove as the jaws of the killer whale
exploded out of the sea. The cameraman never knew what hit him as
the whale crunched down on him like a great white on Amityville
Island. As the immense black-and-white whale sunk back into the
sea, the rest of her pod began to rip apart at the cameraman. In
seconds, he was gone.

“What…what the hell?” Michael said.

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Sebastian
said, “Orcas rarely attack human beings – and usually it’s the ones
in captivity.”

“Tell that to Moby-Fucking-Dick…” Michael
exclaimed.

“Are you okay?” Sebastian asked.

“No, I’m pissed off!” Michael replied, “Now I
gotta do the entire friggin’ intro again.”

“Seriously?” Sandra cried, “A man just lost
his life and all you’re worried about is your show?”

“What do you want me to do, lady?” Michael
snapped, “Cry? He’s dead. Better him than me. Now, let’s find that
brat of yours.”

“It’s obvious this place isn’t safe for any
of us.” Torry rep-lied.

“So let’s do our six weeks
and get the hell out of here,” Michael replied as he turned to the
other remaining cameraman, “Monte, on me.”

Monte shook his head no, but a glare from
Michael forced him to comply.






***

The group traveled up the deck, away from the
middle of the inlet where the Killer Whales may still be interested
in sampling humanoid cuisine. They went past the house and to a
rocky face of a cliff.

“It might be quicker if we split up into
groups.” Sebastian said.

“Monte, cut for a second.” Michael said, “I
have one came-raman, not six. We stay together.”

“None of us care about your show anymore,” Bo
MeiYing said.

“Which is why I have to look out for it.”

“Look, Michael, we’re trying to save the
girl. That’s all we want now.” Sebastian said.

“So none of you care about the money?”
Michael asked.

“No.” Sebastian replied.

The others said nothing, Torry looking down
at his feet.

“All of you?” Sebastian replied.

“Sorry, bra,” Torry replied, “I got to get my
Grams out of Compton.”

The rest of the contestants began to look for
footholds in the cliff to move up.

Sebastian put his arm around Sandra.

“We’ll find her,” he whispered.

They continued up the rock face to the higher
elevation. It was a difficult climb, each contestant taking their
turn slipping on some of the crevices. Bo Mei Ying and Fai Yu led
the way, finding all the proper hold points for the rest to follow.
Finally, they reached the summit, giving them an aerial view of the
entire area.

“We’ve reached the summit,” Michael said to
Monte’s cam-era, “And now the contestants will be scanning the area
for any signs of where the child may have gone. Cut. Get some
action shots of them looking.”

Monte complied and trained his camera on the
contestants as each strained looking for some sign of life.

“Wait…” Sandra said, “Look down there.”

Sebastian trained his eyes on her direction
and could see something made of cloth.

“What is it?”

“I think it’s her blankey.” Sandra
replied.

They quickly scaled back down the cliff face
and moved to the area of the encampment, just behind the house,
where the blanket was stuck in the brush.

“Oh geezus…” Sandra cried, “Something
happened. She never let’s this go.”

“I don’t see any blood or signs of a
struggle. Perhaps it just fell.” Sebastian said.

“No…something’s wrong.”

“Well, it looks like whatever got her went
that way,” Michael observed.

He went forward into the wooded brush,
followed by Monte. They walked slowly through the woods for several
hours; only stopping when Monte had to change high definition
discs. Still, there was no trace of the little girl. They walked
miles into the wilderness and the fatigue was beginning to take its
toll. In a clearing near a creek they stopped, refilling canteens
and preparing for camp.

“This isn’t a good spot for camp,” Sebastian
said.

“Why not, it’s clear of the trees and good
fresh water.” Mi-chael replied.

“If you paid attention in any of those shows
you hosted you’d also know this is a bear feeding ground.”

“Oh...right. I, uh, knew that. We brought
bear repellent, so we should be good.” Michael looked over Monte
who nodded.

“That doesn’t always work.”

“We’ll be fine.”

Dusk came quickly and the campers hoisted
four tents, Fai Yu and Bo MeiLing in one, Monte and Michael shared
another. Ahmad and Torry shared the third, while Sandra and
Sebastian got the last.

Torry and Ahmad fetched firewood and they
quickly got a camp fire started, opening up some canned provisions
Monte had packed.

“Lou had the meat,” Michael lamented, “so
we’re stuck with just beans, tonight.”

“Can Orcas smell meat from
the water?” Ahmad asked.

“I have no idea.” Sebastian replied.

They ate quickly, no one talking until it was
time to retire.

“Let’s get an early start tomorrow.” Michael
said, “I want us to be back to the house before that weather
hits.”

“What about the contest?” Fai Yu asked.

“What, do you really think we leave people
out in the middle of hurricanes during these shows?”

“No, I guess not.”

Sandra slipped into the tent. It was a little
cramped and she found herself bunched uncomfortably against
Sebastian.

“Sorry, I didn’t know it would be this
bad.”

“It’s fine.” She said coldly.

She closed her eyes and tried to think of
better times; when she and her daughter were playing in a
playground or with her speak-n-spell. Suddenly, a smell permeated
the air. It was awful, pungent. Perhaps the worst thing she ever
smelled in her life.

“Oh my god…what is that?” She said.

“I don’t know,” Sebastian replied, “But it’s
horrible.”

They suddenly heard growling outside the
tent.

“Bear?”

“Maybe,” he replied, “But that smell wasn’t
coming from a bear.”

Another distinct growling sound permeated the
camp, fol-lowed by screams. Human screams.

Sebastian ripped down the zipper of their
tent and darted out into the darkness. Sandra quickly followed. As
Sandra joined him, she could see the tent where the Asians resided
toppled over and a large black mass rustling inside.

Sebastian flashed his flashlight on the area
to reveal the hindquarters of a massive grizzly.

“Go to that tree and climb it, now!”
Sebastian ordered.

“BEAR! HEY! HEY BEAR!” Sebastian started to
scream at it. It retreated from the tent and stared into the light.
Its snout was covered in blood and the forearm of a human was in
its mouth.

It growled loudly.

“Come on, Bear!” Sebastian screamed again,
“Come on!”

He glanced over to Michael and Monte’s tent.
There was no movement from them.

“Michael!” He screamed, “Now would be a good
time for that bear repellent!”

The bear screamed again, dropping the forearm
and revealing its large, bloody canines. Its ears pinched backward
and it began a charge but backed off in a bluff – a warning to
Sebastian. Get out of here, this is my food, it was saying.

“Michael! Get your ass out here or I’m going
to lead him right to you!” Sebastian screamed again.

He heard the tent unzip. Michael tossed out
the can of UDAP Bear Deterrent Pepper Spray and zipped it back up
again. The can was a few feet away from Sebastian as he eased his
way toward it. The bear starred at him fiercely. It growled, bluff
charging again and caused Sebastian to freeze. He slowly moved
again, bending down slowly as to not antagonize the bear
further.

His hand encircled the cold can of pepper
spray and he rose quickly to his feet. The bear charged with a
mighty roar, this time not bluffing. It came at Sebastian with
dizzying speed, moving the six-hundred pounds it was carrying with
the acceleration of an Olympic sprinter. Sebastian pulled the pin
on the canister and fired as the Bear was just a few feet away,
drilling it in the face with a full blast.

The bear tumbled to the ground, and then rose
up, seemingly coughing and hacking, tearing off into the woods.

“Michael, get out here!” Sebastian
screamed.

Sebastian ran to the mangled tent of the
Asians as the others exited their small hideaways.

He took a look inside then turned away,
averting his eyes from the corpses of the two contestants. Michael
came up behind him, gasped and quickly turned.

“Geezus Christ!” Michael exclaimed.

“Are they alive? Can we help them?” Torry
asked.

“No, they’re gone. We gotta get away from
here. That one’s got a taste for human and will be tracking us.
Plus others will smell the meat and go for it.” Sebastian
replied.

“And he’ll be hungry again in an hour.”
Michael nervously remarked, not noticing the glares of the
others.

Sandra climbed down the tree and joined them.
She tried to look into the tent but Sebastian blocked her way.

“Nothing you want to see in there.” He
said.

“God, how can Ashley survive in this hell?”
Sandra cried.

No one answered. The temperature was dropping
rapidly and they were forced to be out in it.

“We should bury them.” Ahmad remarked.

“There’s no time for that.” Sebastian
corrected.

“Let’s get going then,” Michael said, “Monte,
you have the light for the HD camera?”

“Yeah.”

“Hit it. Then start filming,” Michael
commanded.

The red dot on the top of the camera lit as
the light shown on Michael.

“This search for a young girl has now
transformed into a fight for our own lives,” Michael said quickly
into the eye, “We have tragically lost both Fai Yu and his wife to
a savage bear attack. We’ve fought off the bear but now must
abandon our camp, for fear we may be next. Cut. Good stuff. Good
TV.”

“You’re such an asshole,” Monte said.

“Shut up and take the pictures, Monte.”

Monte pulled out his digital camera and began
snap shots of the Asian’s camp.

“We need to move,” Sebastian said,
annoyed.






***

They moved quickly through the woods, their
flashlights trained on any snaps of branches or growl in the night.
There were other things out there to worry about than bears, as the
howl of a timber wolf reminded them. As dawn broke through, the
weary contestants were too exhausted to continue. They stopped next
to some trees and rested for a couple hours. Sebastian stood watch,
waiting for anything that could possibly come their way as they
caught their brief sleep.

He started to dose off himself when the
pungent odor of before returned, bringing him back to his full
clarity. The others quickly woke as well.

“God, what is that stench!” Michael
exclaimed.

“It smells like urine, vomit, and death.”
Torry remarked.

“Oh god, is it the bear?” Sandra asked, “The
last time we smelled this, the bear showed up.”

“No…I don’t think so,” Sebastian replied, “We
need to get moving.”

They continued deeper into the woods, moving
quickly until Michael called out. The others worked toward him and
found him standing over a small white teddy bear, ripped to
shreds.

Sandra began to bawl, Sebastian caught her in
his arms as she went limp.

“It doesn’t mean she’s dead,” Michael said,
“It just means we’re on the right track.”

The group starred at him, surprised at his
compassionate tone for Sandra.

“Get that,” He said to Monte as he pointed
toward the bear. Monte focused his HD camera on its remains.

They continued up a hill and into a clearing.
In the distance, a large rock formation peeked through the forest.
Michael was leading the way, going more quickly through the wooded
area than the others, racing up the hill.

As the others caught up, they found Michael
on his knees, dejected.

“What is it, what’s wrong?” Sebastian
asked.

“She should be here.” Michael replied.

“Who?”

“Ashley,” he continued, “This is where we
left her.”

“What?” Sandra screamed, “You sonofabitch!
What did you just say?”

She attacked him, beating on the back of his
head and torso. The others struggled to pull her off of him as she
kicked and screamed.

“I’m sorry…I don’t know what happened.”
Michael continued, “Dave was supposed to be here, protecting her,
feeding her and awaiting our arrival.”

“Dave’s here,” Monte said solemnly, near some
brush behind one of the large rocks.

Sebastian made his way over to where Monte
pointed and saw the mauled corpse of Michael’s production
assistant. He had been torn apart by some animal, limbs away from
his torso, his shirt ripped to pieces and his lower body naked. A
smell was coming from him – not death or decay but more revolting –
the same scent they had been catching the entire trip.

“It…it was just to make great television,”
Michael muttered, “It was going to be a hell of a pilot. Going
through hell in the wilderness, the contestants race to find the
lost girl. Just as they were to reach here, Dave was to hide;
leaving the girl alone for just a second while whichever contestant
got her first won the immunity trophy. Daughter and Mother would be
reunited, tears would flow. Such compelling reality television is a
slam dunk for a full season renewal, not to mention an Emmy.”

Sebastian knelt by the carcass of Dave and
noticed two large imprints going North. They appeared to be
humanoid footprints but were too large for humans.

“This way,” he said.

The others followed as Sebastian quickly
moved down the hill, going north toward the lower brush. He tore
through the brush and followed up another rising into some trees;
every so often kneeling to be sure he remained on track. Sebastian
was like a bloodhound with a scent, doggedly covering territory
quickly without a moment’s rest. The others struggled to keep up
with him and eventually he left them in his wake.

Sandra struggled to keep him in view as he
crossed another hill. As they made their way over, Sebastian knelt
at the base and put up his hand signaling them to stop, his eyes
trained on a line of trees. Sandra struggled to see through the
leaves but the stench that had been following them throughout the
rescue mission permeated over the region.

Through the branches, she could make out
brown furry hair, but different than the grizzly that had attacked
them earlier. Sebastian eased forward, trying not to wake the
slumbering animal. He stepped gingerly but a branch snapped under
his weight and almost immediately, the creature was on its feet,
grunting, like an ape. Among its grunts, Sandra could hear a
familiar cry.

“Ashley!” She called out, “Ashley is that
you, baby?”

“Mommy!” A little voice responded from the
brush.

Sandra rushed to where Sebastian stood and
saw the huge creature guarding the little girl like Grizzly sow
guarding her cubs. It was up on two legs, covered head to toe in
thick, musky fur. Its face was almost humanoid, not monkey-like.
The beast grunted at her, its eyes angry and menacing, displaying
its teeth in an aggressive posture.

“Don’t move or make a sound, Sandra,”
Sebastian whis-pered.

The creature had its arm around Ashley, while
its eyes trained on the two in front of them.

Suddenly, Michael broke through the brush
behind the creature and Ashley. It shrieked, dropping the girl and
attacking.

“Monte! Get this!” Michael called out as he
backed up from the on-rushing creature, “Easy Harry…me friend…you a
billion dollars…easy…stop…no!”

The creature charged, swinging its arms in a
gorilla type fashion, pouncing on Michael and just began pummeling
him. As it attacked Michael, Sebastian swooped in behind and
grabbed Ashley, handing her over quickly to Sandra. Ahmad and Torry
joined at point positions, their fists balled. The little girl
stunk of the beast.

“Did it hurt you baby?” Sandra whispered.

“No, she saved me from the bad man.” Ashley
responded, “The bad man wanted to hurt me but she stopped him.”

The creature rose from Michael and turned
back to see Ashley holding onto her mother. She cried out and
charged them but Ashley pulled away from her mother’s embrace,
holding up her hand to stop.

“No…” She said to the beast, “This is my
mommy and her friends. Friends.”

The beast stopped, looked curiously at her,
then them, then back to her.

“Friends, Mak Na Tok. Friends – like you and
I. Remember friends?”

“Fah…rends…” the creature said.

“Yes, friends.” Ashley smiled.

The creature looked them over once more, and
then tore off into the woods, knocking into Monte as he filmed. His
camera flew into the air, slammed into a nearby Pacific Dogwood and
shattered into a million pieces.

“Ah man, no!” Monte cried out.

Monte looked up and the creature was
gone.

Torry and Ahmad went to help Monte while
Sebastian and Sandra checked on Ashley.

“Ash, what did you call it?” Her mommy
asked.

“It’s not an it, mommy,” Ashley smiled, “It’s
a she - a mommy like you.”

“What was that you called her?”

“Her name – Mak Na Tok.”

“How do you know that was her name, sweetie?”
Sebastian asked.

“Because sir, she told me.”

Monte and the others joined them as Sebastian
and Sandra shared a smile. There was still the business of getting
back to the house that was going to be a challenge. Something told
them though that on the return, a guardian would be out there
silently in the woods. All they would need to do is sniff to know
she was there.







Shockers






The team was packed and they were headed to
the most haunted home in America. It was going to be a fantastic
show for Shockers, the long-running ghost hunting program on the
Supernatural Channel.

Still, Styles was a little uneasy. The
Shockers team had built their reputation on investigating ghostly
apparitions with scientific precision. They went in as debunkers,
looking for rational explanations for the beliefs of their
customers.

This season was full of non-stories and the
network was getting a little antsy for some good television.
Certainly they embellished to drive up the drama.

“Oh my, did you feel that?” or “Did you hear
something?” would be common questions they would often mutter.
Still, they stayed true to their core, never going beyond the
boundary of embellishment to murky waters of a hoax.

Hours upon hours of footage would be shot at
a site and the crew would work tirelessly on each episode to find
something compelling to put in a broadcast. Most of it was beyond
boring thumb twiddling.

When the network first came to Styles with
the idea of a live Shockers show on Halloween, he was totally
against it. He knew it would be awful television. The networks
countered with, “We’ll bring in celebrities to go on the ghost hunt
with you guys.”

Styles felt they were losing what made the
NEPG, the North Eastern Paranormal Group, so successful, and were
falling into the trap of becoming TV stars.

No one was more wrapped up in the show than
Styles’ partner, Andre.

At first all Andre had ever cared about was
NEPG. He had a passion for helping folks who believed their home or
businesses were haunted by some entity. He believed in the
phenomena and wanted physical proof of the existence of
apparitions. Andre used his persuasive powers to recruit most of
the NEPG members: Bethany the historical researcher, Todd the
equipment guy, and Darien, another paranormal investigator.

Over the past five years, they had
criss-crossed the Northeastern United States building a reputation
as a group that seriously investigates claims of the paranormal. At
first it was anything, UFO’s, crop circles, you name it and they’d
check it out.

It would be the ghost calls that attracted
Andre and eventually NEPG began to focus all their energy on those
cases.

Two years ago, the Supernatural channel was
filling their evening lineup with psychics, UFO shows, and ghost
hunters and approached Styles and Andre about their operation.

“We have done the psychic hotline stuff,” one
network bigwig told them, “And we don’t want any of that
hocus-pocus shit. We’ve heard of what you guys do and we want a
legitimate scientific spin on our ghost investigations.”

Of course, there was a sizable investment.
Styles and Andre had been paying to run NEPG out of their own
pockets. They worked together as tradesmen, doing handyman work for
homes in the Philadelphia area.

With the cable channel’s support, they could
open a store-front with an actual office for them to work out of.
They could hire the team on full time and hire a receptionist to
take calls.

In the deal, Andre made sure to secure the
merchandising rights for their likenesses. He quickly had T-shirts
emblazoned with their faces and the moniker, “I ain’t ‘fraid of no
ghost” underneath them.

Once Shockers hit the airwaves, it became one
of the biggest hits on the network. The shirts sold like hotcakes
and it led to mugs, how-to videos, and other knick knacks.

Andre’s thin, dark-skinned frame and Styles
white-balding head were instantly recognized in the supermarket or
on the streets of Philly.

Andre loved it, teaching the staff to add “a
little flair for the dramatic” and become ‘actors’. At first, Todd
and Darien both resisted, wanting to stay true to the work, but
Andre arm-twisted them into compliance. Bethany enjoyed the
exposure of being on television and was willing to do whatever
Andre wanted to maintain a prominent role.

They would go off to Florida for
“Spook-Fests” where they would be the top celebrity speakers at the
conventions where paranormal enthusiasts, fans, and the like would
come to pay top dollar for a Q&A session.

***

Even with their celebrity, the Wright house
on Ridge Lane in Philadelphia was always off-limits. A torrid
history had followed the house, where a wealthy carpetbagger named
Charles Winthorp Wright and his Mexican wife, Lucia lived in
1869.

It began with Lucia discovering Charles in
the thralls of passion with one of their maids, an emancipated
slave named Irma. Lucia stabbed the lovers to death, striking a
reported two hundred blows and beheading poor Irma. Some believed
that Irma was still conscious when the jealous and scorned wife
began to saw at her neck with the long butcher’s knife that was the
murder weapon.

Covered in blood, Lucia tore out of the house
screaming into the street where witnesses say she stripped naked
and plunged the knife straight into her heart.

The house lay vacant until a reclusive German
scientist named Henrich Brustheimer moved in about 1902. After a
year of rarely seeing or hearing anything from Dr. Brustheimer, a
large scream came from the residence followed by an unearthly
glow.

Seconds later, a small earthquake hit the
neighborhood, cracking sidewalks and busting out all the windows in
the home.

When authorities came to investigate, the
Doctor was no-where to be found but what they did discover were the
severed heads of several women. Doctor Brustheimer had been
performing macabre experiments on how long the head would survive
after it was removed from the body and whether it was possible to
keep it alive.

The house would lie empty for another decade
until a family, the Nurlenbergs renovated and occupied the
residence in 1912. During the renovation, a tragic accident on-site
saw a worker decapitated.

A year after being in the home, Hyman
Nurlenberg went insane, chopping off the heads of his wife and
daughters with an ax.

In 1920, famous scientist and inventor Thomas
Edison visited the now empty estate. After staying a night in the
cursed place, Edison believed in the after-life and began working
on a device to communicate with the dead. He would pass away before
his theories could be put to the test.

The house would lay empty through both World
Wars until 1946, when a reclusive Italian artist named Salvador
Nucci renovated and moved into the home.

Several years passed with few seeing Nucci.
When mail sud-denly had stopped being picked up at the address,
authorities went to check on Nucci’s well-being.

They found him in the basement, as he had
attempted to hang himself with a rope noose hung from the railing
protruding from a retaining wall. Unfortunately for Nucci, the
railing snapped on his weight, caving in the first floor on his
head.

They also found his unfinished work, hundreds
of drawings and sketches of women with a hacked headless torso or
the solitary disembodied head.

For another ten years, the home would remain
vacant until the Philadelphia Historical Society, looking for turn
of the century homes to protect and renovate, deemed it a
historically valuable site and fortified the crumbling foundation,
redoing the entire house, restoring it to its original
grandeur.

An office was set up in the main room of the
home, but few workers could stay there more than a few hours. Fears
of possession and feelings of dread were commonplace. The house
seemed to hate any woman who entered.

Tours of the home were eventually stopped due
to repeated violence toward women by others in the group. After the
incidents, those who committed the assaults had no memory of doing
it.

There were a few times that the city looked
to have the home torn down, but Historical Society members would
cite their protection. Funds continued to maintain the home’s
upkeep but no woman would be allowed in the home.

The home became Philadelphia’s dirty little
secret. City offi-cials and Historical Society members agreed that
a Shockers investigation, whether televised or not, could be
damaging to the city’s image and prevented NEPG permits for
conducting an investigation.

After the show began to draw fame and the
Shockers team had gone to other locales in the Northeast debunking
stories, an ambitious young city council member named Allen
Starsky, who didn’t believe the stories of the house, came up with
a clever way for the city to dispel the superstition about the
home. It would garner enough money from the cable company for its
upkeep for the next few years, taking the burden off the taxpayer
and the Society.

NEPG would be allowed one-time access for
twenty-four hours and it could be a live event, held on
Halloween.

***

“Shit, Styles, hurry the hell up, you bald,
fat bastard!” Andre catcalled as Styles broke out of his trance, “I
have some sleight of hand to set up before we go live.”

“Oh come on, man,” Styles replied, “We can’t
be doing that kind of stuff.”

“No, no, its cool, my man, check it,” Andre
turned his back to him and suddenly his collar began to pull in a
downward motion, as if some unseen hand was yanking his jacket,
“Ah…ah…oh my god, something’s got me.”

A smile appeared on his face as he feigned
terror but couldn’t hold it for too long.

“You keep pulling that stuff we’re going to
lose our credibility and then we’ll have nothing.”

“Oh, hell, most of our peers think we’re
sellouts anyway.”

“Yeah,” Styles replied, “Maybe, but you don’t
have to make them right.”

“Come on Styles, bro,” Andre chuckled, “We’re
here…the one we wanted, the Big enchilada - the Wright house, baby!
Try to look at least a bit happy.”

“I’ll be happy if I can maintain my dignity
after tonight.”

Andre gave him a shoulder hug and then
proceeded to yell at some of the film crew.
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