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“Has jury reached verdict, maybe?”

The words shocked him as he struggled to
breathe the hot, heavy air, made worse by the acrid odor of
perspiring bodies pressing against the railing behind him.
Two-hundred people squeezed into a room designed for fifty: dusty
farm workers pressing rough leather against the fine white silk of
the upper class. Bodies filled every door and window, blocking
circulation as fans fluttered overhead in a futile effort to move
the dense air.

Breathing became even more difficult as the
tall, two-headed judge moved to the front of an elevated platform,
turning one shockingly ugly face to glare at him. Its ten stubby
feet shuffled nervously beneath the hem of a flowing crimson robe,
festooned with buttons, sashes and medals. The creature’s other
head faced a group of ten equally-bizarre beings standing in a
small cubicle to his left.

“We have, Your Honor,” answered an individual
with sky-blue skin and a head that seemed to be nothing but a
rainbow-colored mass of hair. For some reason, he knew it was a
woman, and oddly enough, the sight of her didn’t strike him as
strange.

The judge nodded one head toward him and
spoke with a heavy accent, “Defendant will be rising.”

When he turned to see who was on trial,
shackles rattled on his wrists and ankles. He hardly had time to
react before enormous hands slipped under his arms, clamped his
ribcage, and yanked him to his feet. Warm sweat dribbling off his
nose, he struggled in vain to twist around for a look at whoever
was manhandling him.

He jerked back around when the judge’s head
facing the jury asked, “What be you deciding?”

Her hair curling and uncurling in rhythm with
her speech, the blue woman answered, “We find da defendant…”

The rest of her words were lost in the roar
from the packed crowd. His body being restrained by the enormous
hands, the defendant turned his head to look at the excited mass of
people, but sweat stinging his eyes blurred their faces.

A horn, barely louder than the crowd, blared
somewhere to his left. Ignored, the horn sounded again, bringing
only a small drop in the decibel level. Grabbing an ornate staff
with the rightmost of his four hands, the judge pounded the floor
as his mouths opened and closed. The effort was wasted.

A third, much longer blast finally brought
quiet to the room.

The judge scowled. “Another outburst like
that and we be forfeiting verdict.”

“He’s never going to get a fair trial from a
Koko judge anyway,” someone protested.

“Scum like him don’t deserve no trial,”
another person countered. “Give him to us, Judge, and you won’t
need no verdict.”

As the crowd rumbled in agreement to one
opinion or the other, the staff rapped the floor again. This time
the sound traveled to the far ends of the room, bringing immediate
silence.

“Next person to be interrupting proceeding go
with him.”

The meaning was clear. No one else spoke, or
even coughed, as all heads turned toward the jury foreperson.

The judge kept one face toward the defendant,
as the other turned to the jury box.

“Madam Foreperson? Please be repeating…”

A blur of green on his right startled the
defendant as someone jumped up and pressed against the table
separating him from the judge. “Your Honor, this trial has been,
and continues to be, a mockery of the most monstrous
proportions.”

The protester was tall and slender, wearing a
full-length, green velvet robe that sagged loosely on his bony
frame and hid all but his head and the six stick-like feet
extending below the hemline. As he spoke, his tear-shaped head
wobbled on narrow shoulders as if it were about to fall off. A
voluminous sleeve fell back as he raised a bony hand and shook a
finger in His Honor’s direction.

“My client’s rights have been trampled at
every turn. You can’t possibly consider this a fair and impartial
verdict.”

The judge shook his heads and sighed in
stereo. “Counsel for defense be having many chances to present
usual pleas for mercy at later time.” He scanned the crowd. “Right
now, all we wanna hear is verdict of most esteemed jury.”

Both heads turned to face the jury box. “Our
apologies, Madam Foreperson, please be continuing.”

The woman bowed slightly and said, “Your
Honor, on de charges of da willful destruction of de planet
Ooertfael and da deaths of de six-and-one-half billion occupants of
dat planet, we find da defendant guilty as charged.”

She paused, as though expecting to be shouted
down again. The judge watched as well, but not a peep was
uttered.

“De jury would also like to propose special
circumstances relative to sentencing, Your Honor.”

Tears trickled down the defendant’s cheeks as
all four of the judge’s jet-black eyes focused on him.

“And what those circumstances be, maybe?”

She hesitated and also appeared to look in
the defendant’s direction, though he could see no eyes in the
vibrating mass of hair. “We propose dat de defendant be imprisoned
with no possible hope of parole for da duration of de existence of
his Life Force.”

It seemed to him that everyone in the room
gasped in surprise at the severity of the verdict. Even the judge
seemed taken aback.

As his lawyer slumped back into his seat
looking defeated, the defendant struggled against the restraining
hands, but their crushing grip made it impossible to breathe.

“Oh God,” Wyatt Simmons cried as he sat up in
bed, gasping for air.

His wife, Aurelia jerked awake and fumbled
for the light switch. “Honey, are you OK?”

His eyes wide, and mouth opening and closing
like a dying fish, Wyatt looked at her, but said nothing.

“Was it that exploding planet again?”

He shook his head, while running fingers
through his reddish-brown hair. “This was different.”

“What happened?”

“They said I destroyed it.”

“The planet?”

He nodded. “And I think they were right.”
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“Observation Unit 335536, this is Delta
one-one-eight requesting verbal response.”

Static hissed from the speaker.

“As I said, Sir,” the Third-Level Monitor
(TLM) said anxiously as his large, almond-shaped eyes met his
superior’s. “We lost contact with the observation unit’s craft just
before I woke you.”

The Second-Level Monitor (SLM) stretched his
nearly three-and-a-half foot tall body while yawning,
“Diagnostics?”

The TLM moved a hand across his console to
display a brightly-colored screen of data. “Everything on our end
checks out, but I’m getting nothing from the unit.”

The SLM’s mouth snapped shut as his eyes
narrowed. “Transponder?”

“No signal.”

“What was its last known location?”

The TLM pointed a long, slender finger at the
display. “Approximately forty-four degrees, fifty-five minutes
north latitude by...”

“Don’t give me numbers,” The SLM moaned while
rubbing sleep-filled eyes. “Just point to it on the damned
map.”

The TLM’s screen morphed into a globe and
grew in size as he zoomed in on the location. “It’s the North
American section, in the coastal range of their northwest
region.”

“The nearest major city?”

“In the foothills just west of the city they
call Salem, Oregon.”

The SLM froze momentarily as his small mouth
dropped open. “But that’s where…you’re sure it’s down?”

“I’m afraid so, Sir.”

“Any unusual activity among the internment
units in that area?”

His eyes on the monitor screen, the TLM shook
his head. “The prisoners? No Sir. Nothing of that
nature.”

Pressing the heel of his hands into his broad
forehead, the SLM flexed and clenched all twelve of his fingers
twice before sighing, “Good. I don’t need to tell you the panic it
would create if word got out that he was trying to
escape.”

“But Sir, that’s impossible.”

Lowering his hands, the SLM shook his head
slowly and stared at the monitor. “Some believe nothing is truly
impossible for that N-Tschester creature. Get someone down there
and make sure of it.”
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Terry Egan and Charlie Betts stood at the
edge of the deepest end of a newly-carved trench in their small
plot of timber. Along the trench, downed trees lay at odd angles,
looking like giant matchsticks casually tossed on the ground.

Rail thin and a head taller than his partner,
Charlie scratched his unruly mop of sandy hair. “What the hell
caused this?”

Terry shrugged. “A meteor?”

Suddenly, a spot of ground at the lowest
point of the trench moved.

“Shit,” Terry exclaimed. “Something’s down
there.”

Both men froze momentarily until Charlie
laughed, “It’s just dirt settling.” He glanced back at the
several-hundred feet of trench. “What could survive a crash like
that?”

“Some kind of satellite?”

“No chance.”

“And you’re an expert on secret
military…”

Terry went silent as a large saucer-shaped
disk rose from the ground, dirt still piled on its top.

“Shit-oh-dear,” Terry cried.

Charlie took a quick step back. “Let’s
go!”

Though Charlie tugged his arm, Terry held his
ground. “We’ve got to tell someone.”

“Bullshit,” Charlie exclaimed as the object
continued to rise. “I’m out of here!”

“Chicken-shit.”

Charlie turned toward his friend. “Better
chicken than…”

A loud hissing cut off his response as the
disk rose to eye-level. White vapor spewed from one side, pushing
the craft to their right as it climbed.

“Oh God, we’re dead,” Charlie moaned, but
Terry remained where he was, slack jawed and staring.

They both watched as the craft stopped
rising, shuddered and slowly sank out of sight.

“Run,” Charlie screamed, yanking his
companion into the trees behind them.

They managed only a dozen steps before a
deafening explosion sent the whole world crashing down on them.
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The massive black battleship slipped quickly
up to the orbital station, its lights off, weapons stowed, and any
remaining sign of its existence masked by powerful shields. Inside,
officers worked quietly in subdued light as the captain and his
superior watched their objective grow larger on the main view
screen.

“Any indication that we’ve been detected by
onboard personnel, Captain?” Supreme Commander Khephra asked softly
without taking his eyes off the display.

“None, Sir,” came the hushed response, “But I
still don’t see why we need to sneak up on our own people.”

“I just want to make sure no one else knows
we’re here.”

“Do you really think the Kokos are behind
this?”

“Enough of them want us dead to make that a
good assumption.”

“But Sir, we’re allies.”

Khephra shook his head. “What would you have
done if they had won the war?”

The captain looked confused. “But that was
decades ago.”

“Some wounds heal and others fester.”

“I guess I’d have been looking for a way to
turn it around.”

The ship shuddered slightly as docking clamps
grabbed onto the station and the navigation officer gave the thumbs
up.

“I think the Kokos finally found a way,”
Khephra said as he rose. “And our job is to make sure they never
get to use it.”
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“Sir,” the TLM called anxiously as his
superior rushed toward him. “We have contact with the saucer
unit.”

“Damaged?”

“Yes, but it’s hard to tell how much.”

“What’s happening?”

“It’s airborne, but losing coolant.”

“Order it back to the ground,” The SLM
demanded. “We’ll send another unit to retrieve it.”

“It’s detected Humans.”

“Shendtada!” he swore. “Get a description
before they escape.”

“I’m trying but the saucer unit is failing
too quickly.”

The SLM pointed at the screen. “Use the
Anfeld-Fortier link.”

“But that might overload the…”

“Just do it!”

Fingers flying, the TLM entered commands.
“The data’s coming in now. We should have…”

As the display froze, his superior slapped
the desk. “Now what?”

Lurching from his chair, the TLM stretched to
reach a control switch on the next console but it went dark just
before an ear-piercing alarm filled the air.

“Famoach!” he cried. “We lost the
master-control antenna for that region.”

“The antenna?”

The TLM looked down at the dark unit.
“Actually, it may be worse than that. This system is connected to
the monitoring station that controls the prisoners.”

The SLM’s mouth dropped open, but he quickly
recovered. “Kill that alarm, dispatch a repair crew and bring the
backup unit on-line.”

The TLM disabled the alarm, touched a golden
patch on his sleeve, and after a short verbal exchange, turned to
his superior.

“The repair crew’s on the way, but there is
no backup.”

“What?”

“The last one went to the Middle-East region
during the previous solar cycle because of heavier activity
there.”

“So get it back!”

The TLM moved to a working console, tapped
the surface several times and waited for a response.

“It’s already in use and they have no backups
to spare.”

“Hammond’s royal red rump,” the SLM muttered
as perspiration dotted his face. “Find the nearest facility,” he
demanded without taking his eyes off the monitor.

“Secor-Alpha Four, but it’s over
fifteen-hundred light years away.”

“Kee-Hathor is closer. We’ve swapped with
them before.”

“Their sun became unstable five solar cycles
ago and almost everything has been shipped to Elum, on the other
side of the galaxy.”

The SLM groaned. “Then see if Secor-Alpha
Four has any spares.”

Another operator waved at the TLM.

“What is it?” he snapped as the junior
officer approached.

“A request from Secor-Alpha Four, Sir.” He
handed a small disk to the TLM, who passed it to his superior. As
the Second-Level Monitor’s fingers wrapped around the disk, a 3D
image of the planet appeared in front of him. Two large rectangular
areas on its surface blinked red as the subordinate continued,

“They lost two monitoring stations and want
to know if we have a spare.”

“They what?” the SLM cried.

“They were attacked, Sir. Space pirates, they
think.”

The SLM looked at the screen as a simulation
of ships attacking the stations played before his eyes. When it was
done, he asked, “Isn’t his mate confined there?”

“Tammabet Ferrisis? That is correct, Sir” the
subordinate answered. “But to be precise, she is his Second Mate.
There are also about five hundred of his former crew.”

“Five hundred? How many are here?”

“Only a few dozen, along with Saki
N-Tschester, himself, and his Primary Mate, Pana-tee.”

The SLM scratched his chin. “Pana-tee? But
isn’t that…?”

“Yes,” someone behind the threesome
interrupted, “but my daughter no longer goes by her full name.” The
SLM jerked around to face a man a good head taller than himself.
“It’s Pana-Teelr Khephra,” the speaker added as the SLM’s mouth
flopped open.
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Terry awoke under a pile of dirt and wood
scraps.

“Charlie?” he moaned, shaking debris from his
face before pushing a limb off his chest. “Are you OK?” Groaning
from a sharp pain in an ankle crushed beneath an overturned tree,
he tried to look for his mate. “Charlie! Help me. I’m stuck.”

Getting no response, he attempted to use his
right arm to rise, but found it badly fractured, a jagged chunk of
bone poking from the torn skin.

“Why doesn’t it hurt?” he asked dumbly as
bile rose in his throat. Feeling light headed, he looked up to see
something large approaching through the smoke.

“Help,” he cried. “We’re trapped over
here.”

Terry feebly waved his good arm until he
realized the shape was floating several feet above the ground. What
he took for a face had two square openings where eyes should be, no
nose and a small round hole for a mouth.

“Oh my God.”
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Tom Celdridge jumped from his father’s pickup
and scanned the trees to their right. “What the hell was that?” he
asked as his father exited the driver’s side.

“Don’t know,” Ed answered as he tugged his
left ear and looked in the same direction, “but it almost bounced
us off the road.”

Tom shook his head while unconsciously
mimicking his father’s ear tugging. “You think Terry and Charlie
were fooling with dynamite?”

“There won’t be much left if they were.”

Tom stepped over to a barbed-wire fence at
the edge of the road, slid his short, stocky body between the wires
and headed for the forest beyond. “I guess we’d better find
out.”

After hurrying up a steep rise through a
canopy of firs, the two men found themselves at the end of a long,
freshly cut trench. About three-quarters of the way down, a
disk-shaped object lay at the bottom, spewing white smoke that
fogged the surrounding area. In a wide, circular pattern around
this disk, all trees were denuded or flattened, some sheared off
only inches from the ground.

Tom turned to his father, but before he could
speak, an opening appeared in the disk, and something resembling a
chrome-plated ape sitting on a floating platform appeared.

“What is that?” Ed cried as the two men shied
back to the cover of the trees.

“No idea of any kind,” Tom responded.

After momentarily hovering over the disk, the
thing moved to their left, and into the densest part of the
smoke.

When it vanished from sight, Ed turned
around. “I’m getting the guns.”

Tom’s protest died on his lips as his eyes
flicked between the smoking disk and the spot where the thing
vanished. He was still tugging on his ear and watching when his
father returned moments later.

“Any more sign of it?” Ed wheezed as he
handed a rifle to Tom.

His son nodded while pointing. “I caught a
glimpse of it through the smoke, but I can’t see it now.”

After Ed threw back the bolt on his 30-06 and
jammed a shell into the chamber, Tom put a hand on his arm.
“Whatever this is, we don’t want to shoot until we figure out
what’s going on.”

His father shook his head. “And how will we
know that?”

“I don’t know, but let’s just not get trigger
happy.”

Ed slipped his rifle into the crook of his
left arm, adjusted the billed hat on his crew-cut head and smiled
at his son. “And when did you get so level-headed?”

Adjusting his own hat in the same way, Tom
met his father’s eyes. “Just taking after my dad,” he said before
ratcheting a shell into his own gun.

Suddenly a voice came from the direction of
the disk, “Help. We’re trapped over here.”

“Christ,” Ed exclaimed. “It’s got
someone.”

Guns raised, both men took off at a run.
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Terror rendered Terry speechless as he stared
up at the thing floating in front of him.

Without a word, the creature telescoped out
an arm, grabbed a large tree and hefted it into the air. As it held
up several tons of timber, its other arm lifted Charlie’s limp body
onto its platform.

“Charlie,” Terry screamed. “No!”

Ignoring Terry’s protest, the creature
dropped the tree with a ground-shaking thump, pulled a thick,
silver rod-shaped object from an opening in its platform and moved
it over the unconscious man. After numerous passes, it stowed the
rod and paused for a moment before turning its attention to the
trapped human.

“Oh crap,” Terry groaned as he struggled to
rise.

Though held down by his pinned ankle and
broken arm, Terry managed to heave a chunk of wood at the creature.
His best effort fell short.

As the ache in his arm intensified, Terry’s
brain began to numb. Moving closer, the creature lifted the tree
from his ankle and tossed it aside. Picking up the silver rod
again, it telescoped an arm, and passed it over the prostrate
human. Almost instantly Terry’s entire body began vibrating as
though each cell was trying to escape its confines. Groaning from
fear and pain as the vibrations irritated the injuries, he tried to
crawl away, but his muscles refused to respond.

Interminable moments passed before the pain
began to subside. Finally, the creature switched off the device,
backed away and motioned for Terry to rise. The stunned man lifted
his arm to find the torn skin healed and the bone reset. Expecting
pain, he grimaced while slowly standing and was surprised to find
his ankle a bit stiff, but free of pain.

Terry gawked at the thing. “You’re not here
to hurt us, are you?”

As though in response, the robot scooped
Charlie up and gently laid him on the ground. When his body touched
earth, Charlie sucked in a deep breath and began to stir. The
creature backed away, allowing Terry to move in.

“Are you OK?” he asked while gently shaking
his friend.

Groaning, Charlie started to rise, but jerked
into a defensive crouch when he saw the dark figure hovering in the
smoke.

“Damn,” he exclaimed.

Terry opened his mouth to speak, but was
interrupted by the crack of a rifle followed by a loud ringing.
Both men dove for cover as the creature turned to face away from
them and a humming sound filled the air. The rifle fired again, but
this time the bullet stopped just inches from the robot’s skin, The
now red-hot projectile hovered momentarily before dropping to the
platform with a splat. Another shot sent more lead splattering.

“Someone’s shooting at it,” Terry
exclaimed.

“Son of a bitch,” Charlie said with awe.
“It’s got shields.”

Terry erupted from his hiding place as yet
another shot rang out.

“Stop,” he screamed. “Don’t shoot!”

Charlie grabbed for his friend, but only
managed to slap his waist before Terry lurched out of reach,
dancing around and over downed trees while waving his hands
overhead.

“Wait, damn it,” Charlie cried as he
scrambled after him.

Hurrying around a tall rootwad, Charlie
nearly ran into Terry who had his hands in the air while staring at
two men with rifles.

“Tom? Ed? It’s us,” Charlie yelled as the men
alternately moved their aim from the humans to the nonhuman and
back.

After several tense moments, Tom lowered his
rifle slightly. “What is that thing?”

“I don’t know, but it saved our lives,” Terry
answered.

The two men looked at Charlie, who shrugged
while shaking his head. “It doesn’t matter anyway, guys. It’s got
some kind of shielding that stops your bullets. If it wanted to
kill us, it would have done it by now.”

Ed lowered his gun. “So, where did it come
from?”

All four humans turned to face the creature
as Terry said, “We haven’t had a chance to ask.”
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“Supreme Commander,” the second level monitor
cried while bowing before the tall man. “My most exact apologies,
your Excellency. I had no idea you had graced us with your
presence.”

“Stop bowing,” Khephra ordered, his eyes
already scanning the room. “I’m a military officer, not some
insipid Koko king.”

Embarrassed, the SLM straightened while
looking around self-consciously. It was at this point he noticed a
cluster of military officers jammed in behind the supreme commander
in the small room. They were sharply dressed in blue-gray uniforms
worn only by the Manchra division: Khephra’s elite corp. Each had
the traditional progressive tattoo of his rank on the side of his
forehead. The SLM counted one major and four captains, but the five
remaining faces were too hidden to determine their ranks.

“Yes Sir,” he said. “It’s just that we
haven’t had anyone of such high office here in such a long
time…”

The SLM’s voice trailed off as Khephra raised
a hand, palm up, his long slender fingers spread.

“Just treat me like you’d like to be treated.
After all, this isn’t a military facility. I have no more authority
over you than any other citizen.”

Not sure how to respond, the SLM remained
silent as the surprise visitor looked around the room again. “What
kind of staffing do you have here?”

The SLM grimaced. “There used to be sixteen
of us monitoring this region, but due to budget cuts, we are
reduced to only six, working overlapping shifts.”

“And you monitor how many prisoners?”

“One-hundred-and-thirty million in the
western Canadian, American and Mexican sectors,” he answered. “Of
course, much of the work is done by the computers. We mostly
supervise insertions and extractions.”

Khephra moved closer to the SLM’s monitor.
“Did I hear you say you’re having a problem?”

The second-level monitor looked nervously
from the screen to Khephra and back. “Umm…yes Sir. We just lost a
drone, and…” He glanced at his feet, embarrassed. “…possibly a
monitoring station.”

“Was anyone hurt?”

“It just happened and we’ve only begun to
assess the damage.”

“Can we help?”

The SLM glanced at his own subordinate before
turning back. “We heard of an attack on Secor-Alpha Four. Do you
know anything more about that?”

Khephra shrugged. “News has been sketchy, but
that’s why we’re here. This lost drone may have something to do
with that attack, and we don’t want anyone thinking this prison
isn’t secure.”

“I am relieved to hear that, Supreme
Commander.”

Khephra pointed to one of the officers behind
him. “Pass the last known location of the drone to Captain Praetor
and we’ll help search for it. My people are experts at finding
fleas among the dog hairs.”

The SLM motioned for the TLM to undertake
that task.

“Is there anything I can do for you, Supreme
Commander?”

Khephra turned to one of the large windows
facing the planet below. Without looking back, he asked softly,
“Tell me. How does time pass for them down there?”

The SLM scrambled to his side. “This planet
revolves around its sun much faster than our Primary Planet, making
ninety-seven-point-three trips per druak. In the place your
daughter is now residing, they refer to each solar revolution as a
year.”

The tall man shook his head. “She’s been down
there a little over thirty druak. What would that be in her
time?”

“Roughly three-thousand years.”

Khephra shook his head. “That must seem like
an eternity.”

“Not really, Sir. She wouldn’t be
experiencing it as one continuous event. The life span of the
indigenous population is extremely short. While we live thousands
of druaks, they rarely last even one. In addition, memories of her
previous lives are blocked, and at the start of each cycle her Life
Force is implanted in an unborn fetus. As far as she knows, she’s a
normal Human with no idea she’s in prison.” The SLM moved to
another station and quickly entered a code. “According to our
records, your daughter is experiencing her fifty-sixth life
span.”

The supreme commander’s face looked pained.
“You mean she’s been born, lived and died over fifty times in
thirty druaks? What can this possibly accomplish?”

“As you know,” the SLM continued when the
taller man turned back to the window, “an individual’s Life Force
cannot be extinguished. When a body dies, the person loses their
corporeal form and the physical possessions that go with it, but
their good and bad characteristics -- the essence of who they are
-- carry through. With special manipulation provided by the
artificial-intelligence behavior-modification programs in our
computer system, we can manipulate the prisoner’s life to make them
gravitate toward good behavior while avoiding the bad. Given enough
time, we can change them from the troublemaker they were to the
good citizen our society wants them to be.”

The supreme commander shook his head. “My
daughter was a good person before she met him.”

The SLM nodded. “And because of her excellent
reports, you may have success petitioning the Over Council for
clemency.”

“The Over Council?”

“Considering the seriousness of her crime, it
would take our highest Council to grant such a request.”

“And you think she’s ready now?”

The SLM shrugged his narrow shoulders. “Your
daughter has never been a problem internee. She’s only here now
because her sentencing directive decreed she never be paroled.
Personally, I don’t think she’s a risk to anyone.”

“And what about him?”

“Our records show Saki N-Tschester has also
been a model prisoner, but it is highly doubtful he’ll ever leave
this facility.”

Khephra remained quiet for some time before
turning to the SLM. “You are, I assume, under the belief that he
isn’t responsible for the drone that just crashed.”

The SLM’s mouth dropped open as he stared up
at his superior. “I…I don’t think that’s possible, Sir.”

Khephra looked back at the planet. “Then you
won’t mind if I take a look for myself.”
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Shaded by a canopy of fir trees, the alien
machine floated five feet above the ground as Terry and Charlie
slowly approached it.

“This is crazy,” Charlie protested as he
caught up with his partner.

Terry kept his eyes on the strange visitor.
“It saved our lives. Why destroy us now?”

“You’re assuming they think like we do. It
might just be saving us for lunch.”

Terry turned toward his companion. “Our only
chance to make contact with aliens and you make them out to be
monsters?”

“Well, it is pretty damned ugly.”

“Great, Charlie. Give it a reason to hate
us.”

Charlie rolled his eyes. “It’s not going to
hate us just because...”

The robot lurched forward, rising up and over
the twosome and on toward Tom and Ed.

“See what you did?” Terry moaned as it moved
away.

“For a machine, it’s damned sensitive.”

As the robot stopped in front of the father
and son, Ed and Tom raised their rifles.

“I am Observation Unit 335536,” it droned in
a flat, monotonous voice. “I am looking for Standard Internment
Unit number 73983988223, a Antraka derivative. Please direct
me.”

The men looked at each other and then back at
the observation unit.

After a tense moment, Tom lowered his rifle.
“What?”

The creature repeated its request.

Tom shook his head. “I have no idea what you
just said.”

“You want to give us that in English?” Ed
asked while still keeping his rifle at the ready.

“I am communicating in the North American
English vernacular,” the robot responded. “I assumed you would be
fluent in this language.”

“We are,” Tom said, “but we don’t know what
this Standard Attorney unit thing is.”

The creature tilted slightly forward as
though looking them over then straightened. “You are Standard
Internment Units.”
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“How do I get down there?” the supreme
commander asked, making it sound more like an order than a
question.

“You don't want to do that, Sir,” the SLM
said nervously.

“Make ready for ten of my men and myself to
transport down,” the tall man ordered as though he hadn't heard
him. “We'll put an end to this once and for all.”

“You can't. At least, not as you are.”

Khephra glared at the SLM. “What do you
mean?”

The shorter man cowered. “I thought you knew,
Sir. It's an oxygen-based system. You wouldn't last ten
milli-paks.”

The supreme commander's face showed surprise
then anger. “My daughter's down there,” he bellowed.

The SLM nodded quickly. “But her life force
occupies a reproduction of the native species. As such, she’s
perfectly adapted to the environment.

“That’s what makes this such a perfect
prison. The internees need more oxygen than we do, they cannot
exist in a vacuum and their bodies are hypersensitive to radiation.
Even if one of them stole a ship, their body would die before they
escaped the solar system.”

Khephra scowled at the SLM. “I’m more
concerned with someone kidnapping one of them.”

“But who…”

“Never mind. Just get us down there.”

“That will not be easy.”

“Our environmental suits will protect us from
the corrosive atmosphere.”

“But Humans are quite agile. Even in our best
suit, they’d out maneuver you at every turn.”

Khephra turned to Major Phaa, who nodded. “No
disrespect, Sir, but I believe he is correct.”

“We don’t need agility. We’ll stun them into
submission and transport them back up.”

The SLM shook his head slowly. “Sorry, but it
is going to be much more difficult than that.”

“What do you mean?”

“The prime objective of this facility is to
rehabilitate internees using experiences that change their negative
traits. This involves actively manipulating their lives, and if
they knew what we are doing, the methodologies we have successfully
implemented for centuries would be useless.

“In the late 1970s of their time-frame, an
event occurred that almost destroyed that delicate balance. Several
of our rapid insertion units, disguised as military officers, were
involved in an accident that seriously exposed our operations. We
had to capture hundreds of Humans and wipe their memories.
Unfortunately, with some of the Humans, we failed to remove their
memory of the wiping process itself. They not only recalled being
tied to tables and probed, but some saw the rapid insertion units
in military outfits. Despite our best efforts, stories of the
Earthling military’s involvement in these abductions still
circulate to this day.”

The SLM turned to Khephra. “Humans are very
curious creatures and often blend fact with fiction to arrive at a
conclusion that satisfies them. We keep them skeptical by inserting
operatives in various official and unofficial positions that
ridicule the eye witnesses, and present them as unbalanced
individuals spouting unsupported conspiracy theories.”

He chuckled. “We destroy or hide any concrete
evidence, either through government confiscation, blurring
photographic images, or replacing items found or seen with similar,
easily explained objects. We’ve been so effective that even those
with strong circumstantial evidence are thought to be unbalanced or
liars. Many who actually see our ships are reluctant to report the
sighting for fear of being ridiculed.”

He turned to the supreme commander. “Of
course, ridicule only goes so far. Our studies show that Humans
want to believe in what they refer to as ‘extraterrestrial life’.
If there are too many sightings, no amount of ridicule will stop
them from believing. To reduce the number of exposures, the
Councils passed laws restricting access to the planet surface and
set strict protocols on the abduction of internment units or
Humans. No matter what the cost, it is imperative that you leave no
clue that the termination of these units is anything other than
something they would expect to see.”

“And how do we do that?”

The SLM shrugged. “I’ll get you a list of
acceptable methods.”

“One of our fighters could destroy their
dwelling while they sleep. We could make it look like a natural
explosion.”

The SLM shook his head. “The use of any
weapon not made by the indigenous population is strictly forbidden
by law. We can't even include them on emergency vehicles.”

“Huh,” Khephra grunted angrily. “It sounds
like the system is working in his favor, not ours.”

A captain raised a hand. “If we can’t take
weapons to the surface, a canon shot from space could be effective,
though there would be considerable collateral damage.”

The SLM shuddered. “The oxygen level in the
lower atmosphere is too high. Even a micro canon would set off a
catastrophic chain reaction.”

“The oxygen level is low enough,” the captain
protested.

“You’re not factoring in water vapor. Our
weapon’s hyper-energetic phasons break water apart, producing even
more oxygen and flammable hydrogen. The intense vibrations feed on
themselves, radiating away from the point of impact, and spreading
at an ever-increasing rate.”

“I doubt it’s as bad as all that.”

The SLM shook his head. “About one-hundred of
their years ago, we did a test in the remote Tunguska region of the
Russian territory. A single laser blast destroyed nearly everything
in a two-thousand square kilometer area around the impact point. Of
course, we convinced the local authorities to call it a meteor
impact, but even so…”

“So what do you suggest we do?” Khephra
interrupted irritably.

“You must meet the internment units
face-to-face, and terminate them with their own weapons.”

“But if wearing environmental suits is
impractical, how do we accomplish this?”

The SLM looked at him warily. “There is only
one way and you’re not going to like it.”

Khephra straightened to his full height.
“We’re soldiers. We often do things we don’t like.”

“This might be an exception,” the SLM mumbled
as he tapped an icon on his console.
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“What the hell is it talking about?” Ed
demanded as his eyes darted from the observation unit to his
son.

“I don’t know, Dad,” Tom answered irritably.
“Maybe you should ask him.”

“It,” his father corrected.

Tom shook his head. “Yeah. Whatever.”

Ed looked up at the robot and swallowed hard.
“What is this Standard Interpreting thing?”

It rotated to face the elder man. “The
correct term is Standard Internment Unit.”

Tom raised a hand. “Internment? Like we’re
prisoners?” He looked around. “Where’s the walls?”

“None are needed,” the creature droned in
response. “You are confined by the physical limitations of your
bodies.”

For a moment the four humans stared in
silence at the visitor before Charlie picked up a chunk of wood and
threw it. The projectile bounced harmlessly off the observation
unit’s skin.

“What the hell are you doing?” Ed
cried.

Ignoring him, Charlie grabbed a rock,
pitching it as hard as he could. “Come out of there, whoever you
are. This has gone on long enough.”

“Are you nuts?” Terry screamed while wrapping
his arms around his mate. “He’ll kill your stupid ass!”

“Someone’s jerking our chains,” Charlie
yelled.

Despite Charlie’s feeble attack, the creature
kept his attention on Ed and Tom. As Terry and Charlie’s struggle
fizzled, Tom looked from the robot to his neighbors.

“You don’t like gay Standard Interruption
Eunuchs?”

“They are not Standard Internment Units. They
are native to this planet.”

Ed shook his head. “Son of a bitch,” he said
slowly. “I feel like I’m watching some kind of Hungarian movie
without subtitles.” He turned to his son. “You making any
sense of this?”

Tom looked at his neighbors again before
turning to his father. “Crazy as this might sound, Dad. I think I
do.”
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“We have to what?” Khephra demanded.

The SLM’s eyes were wide as he answered,
“Your Life Force must be transferred to one of these Rapid
Insertion Units.”

They were both looking through the
transparent wall of a tank holding a gestating humanoid body.
Seventeen identical tanks lined up behind this one, along with
their monitoring equipment, took up most of the room. Eighteen
stasis chambers filled the far wall.

Khephra pointed to the humanoid floating in
front of him. “Into that?”

“It’s the only way you’ll be able to complete
your mission.”

“You’re right,” Khephra said while shaking
his head. “I’m not liking this one bit.” He looked back at his men
milling outside the room’s entrance. “How long will it take?”

“If we use the local terminology for time,
usually two to three days,” the SLM answered.

“Just to do the transfer?”

The SLM shook his head. “No Sir. It takes
four hours to transfer the Life Force, and another six to complete
the diagnostics and sympathetic systems coordination.” He walked
past the tank to a stasis chamber. “The subject is then transferred
here to be slowly awakened while their consciousness adjusts to its
new environment.” He touched a console surface and a bank of
displays lit up. “Rushing the process almost always results in a
brain rupture and symbiont death.”

“Death?”

The SLM shook his head. “Don’t worry, Sir. We
have procedures for retrieving the Life Force, but the process must
then be restarted.”

“Is the subject aware of this part?”

“No, but sometimes a very strong
consciousness can cause problems.”

“You mean someone like the N-Tschester
internee?”

Blushing, the SLM shook his head. “Actually,
I was referring to your daughter.”

The supreme commander stiffened, but his look
of surprise had a hint of a smile in it.

“How do you deal with this…strong
personality?”

The SLM pointed at the colorful bank of
displays. “In the case of your daughter, we needed a level-six
stasis.” He turned back to his superior. “I’ve been processing
Internment Units for nearly twenty druak. Most go through fine at
level two. Roughly ten percent require level four. Only a fraction
of a percent need six.”

“Hmmm,” the supreme commander murmured while
turning toward the nearest window to cover his now-obvious smile.
“Then I guess you’d better use that level with me.”

The SLM nodded. “That will add at least one
of their days to the process.”

Turning back, Khephra lifted a questioning
eyebrow.

“The further into stasis sleep the internee
must go, the longer it takes to bring them out. In addition, that
extends the post-awakening recovery period.”

“Why?”

“You might think of this as being reborn. You
must learn to eat, speak, and walk all over again. Even going to
the bathroom will be a challenge at first. The Human anatomy is so
much different than ours. For starters, the males have a...”

“I’m a fast learner,” the supreme commander
growled.

“I’m sure you are, but even with the inserted
algorithms to help with the transition, much of it must be learned
by doing. A resistant mind slows the process.”

“Surely the internees don’t go through
this.”

“We get around that by inserting them into a
fetus. With their past suppressed, there is nothing for them to
unlearn. Their new skills develop along with their growing
bodies.

“However, very strong personalities can
overwhelm the immature controlling device we insert in the fetus
brain. An internee judged to be too strong for a fetus is first put
into a full-grown Rapid Insertion Unit to “acclimate” within a
computer-simulated lifetime.” He pointed to a twitching humanoid in
the third gestation tank. “This one is experiencing the forty-fifth
year of his simulated life.”

The SLM frowned. “Actually, in the case of
your daughter and the N-Tschester creature, the judge decreed they
go through the acclimation process for their first life cycle. He
even sent three KokoroTetian technicians to supervise the
process.”

“Are Kokos often involved like this?”

The SLM barked a high-pitched, nervous laugh.
“To my knowledge, it had never been done before or since. Just the
same, since N-Tschester and your daughter are Antraka and the
destroyed planet was in KokoroTetian territorial space…well, for us
to countermand the Koko judge’s order might bring on…uh, it just
wasn’t an option.”

Khephra waved an impatient hand. “Yes, I know
all about that, but tell me, how do you control them once they’re
down there?”

“The cerebral implants act as a shunt between
their present consciousness and their past.” He chuckled while
tapping his forehead. “We can keep a thousand generations of
existence from them, or release it as suits our needs. We can also
insert thoughts, or actions to make them do things they might not
otherwise do: a faithful husband suddenly cheating on his wife; a
banker embezzling funds to support a newly acquired gambling
addiction; a happy woman unexpectedly committing suicide.

“We don’t do these things to be cruel. It is
part of the reprogramming process to give them empathy for their
former victims and make them better people because of it.”

Khephra shook his head. “But the controlling
station is off-line. Won’t all that control just vanish?”

“In time, yes, but the implants are designed
to maintain themselves for two to three of their months without
outside contact.”

“And they won’t notice a thing?”

The SLM shrugged. “There may be a short
period in which memories from previous lives will peek through. In
most cases, the internees will be so confused by the sudden change,
they’ll hardly realize what is happening before it has past.”

“They won’t recognize their past lives?”

“You have to remember, Sir. They think they
are Human and Humans don’t generally believe in past lives. They
will pass it off as a flash of insanity, and will likely keep to
themselves.”

The supreme commander turned to look at the
planet. “Like a bad dream, eh?”

“Pretty much.”

“And who would ever wish that for their baby
girl,” Khephra mumbled.

“I beg your pardon, Sir?”

Still looking at Earth’s night side, he
shrugged. “Oh, I was just thinking it must be a horrible
existence.”

The SLM shook his head. “Well, after all,
this is a prison.”

Yes it is, Khephra thought as his
chest ached. For them and all who love them.
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From the highest point on his property, Wyatt
Simmons stretched his long arms skyward before running fingers
through his hair. In the wide Willamette Valley below him, the
grass seed harvest was in full swing. The mid-day sun illuminated
great clouds of dust fogging the valley floor as mechanical
harvesters wrenched tiny seeds from the dry grass.

“Wyatt?” Megan Simplott called as she
approached. “We’ve got to get back and…” Her voice trailed off as
she took in the view. “My God, that’s beautiful.”

When Wyatt didn’t respond, she turned to him.
“Hey buddy? What’cha thinking.”

“Do you believe in God?” he asked while
continuing to stare at the distant valley.

“What?”

“I think they’ve got it wrong. It’s not a
single God – a benevolent father who loves us – but a group
of…lesser beings, watching over us, manipulating our lives like
puppets in a play.”

“What on Earth are you talking about?”

“It just makes no sense, is all,” he
continued. “Good people living lives of pain and misery while evil
ones have plenty. A person’s morals have nothing to do with how
good their life is. Your whole world can get screwed up by someone
you never see and the perpetrator walks away scott-free. Where’s
the love and justice in that?”

“This is about your parent’s murder, isn’t
it?”

Wyatt shook his head. “It’s not about what
happened, but why.”

“We’ll never know why.”

“Then what’s the point? How do you learn? How
can you be a better person if you don’t know what you’re being
punished for?”

A good head shorter than her friend, Megan
pushed a strawberry-blond lock from her slightly plump face, and
looked up at him, saying nothing.

“I think the Buddhist’s philosophy is closer
to the truth. We pass through many lives to experience first-hand
the true effects of greed, hatred and corruption so we can
eventually return to…” He waved a hand at the sky. “…whatever
existence we had before we were sent here.”

Shaking her head, Megan slapped him hard on
the arm. “What are you smoking?”

Wyatt smiled, but didn’t respond.

She was preparing to say more when a loud
boom made both of them look to the west as the ground
shuddered.

“What the hell?” Megan asked as she turned to
find Wyatt staring into the distance, his eyes glassy and
unfocussed. “Wyatt?”

His gaze remained fixed for a moment more
before he turned to her, looking confused. “I’m sorry?”

“What was that explosion?”

“What explosion?”

“You didn’t hear it?”

When his head shook, she moved in close,
pressing a hand to his forehead. “Are you feeling OK?”

He responded by closing his eyes and putting
his own hand over hers. “Your hand is cool.”

He grabbed her other hand and pulled it
briefly to his cheek before releasing them both and pulling her
into a hug. Though surprised by the move, she soon reciprocated.
Their relationship had always been close, and platonic. She had no
reason to assume anything had changed.

After a moment, he pulled away. “Whoa!
Danger!”

Alarmed, she looked around. “What do you
mean?”

“Just now, I got this really intense
feeling…I don’t know, like someone is coming to hurt us.”

She laughed nervously. “Who the hell would
want to hurt a harmless fool like you?”

A tear dribbled down his cheek as he looked
at her and shook his head. “No,” he said softly, but with a
certainty that shocked her. “They’re coming for you.”
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“So once we get to the surface, how do we get
back,” Khephra asked as he stared down at the planet.

The SLM smiled. “That’s the beauty of the
system,” he stated with a sense of pride. “Your essence is
maintained within the Rapid Insertion Unit by the specially
modified ethereal force emanating from the implant in the unit’s
brain. Our orbital system tracks each Life Force and recovers it
when the unit terminates.”

The supreme commander’s eyes widened as he
turned to face the SLM. “The only way to get back is to kill
myself?”

The SLM held up a hand, palm out. “Just your
body. Under normal circumstances, your Life Force would come back
here for reinsertion into your original body, which is kept in
stasis. Of course, someone with a longer sentence will be returned
to the surface in a new…”

“What do you mean, ‘under normal
circumstances’?”

The shorter man moved to a monitor. With a
few taps on the console, the screen doubled in size, showing a 3-D
copy of the planet below. Touching the screen, he rotated the
planet until the area he wanted to display was facing the supreme
commander. Satisfied, he pointed to two dark-red squares covering
part of the North American region.

“The areas marked in red are covered by
orbital control station 6236. The crash of our drone damaged this
station. Drones crash once in a while, but we have enough influence
with the governing bodies down there to hush things up before
anyone notices.” He turned to Khephra. “There was this incident in
Boswell, New Mexico that just about exposed the whole…”

Khephra cut him off with an impatient wave.
“Get back to the problem.”

“Uh, yes Sir. Anyway, this drone initially
reported contact with indigenous Humans. With Standard Internment
Units, we can modify their memories from here. However, indigenous
natives require physical contact for this procedure to work.
Unfortunately, we were downloading information about the Humans,
when the drone overloaded and blew out the station.”

“How long before a replacement is in
place?”

“Well…that’s hard to say.”

The supreme commander slammed a hand on the
counter, sending cups, pens and data chips dancing across its
surface. “Get to the damned point!”

“A solar month at the earliest,” the
now-cringing SLM answered.

Scowling at the small man, Khephra touched an
emblem on his sleeve. “Supreme Commander Khephra to lead ship.”

“Yes, Sir. Lead ship here.”

“Give me the technical bay.”

There was a slight pause, then, “Technical
bay. Sergeant Specialist Akki speaking.”

“Akki, good. This is the supreme commander.
Do you have any experience with the orbital control stations in use
here?”

“Yes Sir,” he responded energetically. “For
my first doctoral thesis I recreated one and doubled its capacity.
I also added an Alpha wave inhibitor that…”

“We’ve got a disabled station here. How long
to repair it?”

“What’s the extent of the damage?”

The supreme commander turned to the SLM and
raised an eyebrow. It took the subordinate a moment to realize he
was expected to answer.

“After our observation unit crashed, we
discovered it was unstable, and initiated an Anfeld-Forter link to
get the data faster.”

“That’s what I would have done,” Akki
said.

“Yes, but something went wrong and a
level-seven feedback pulse blew out the semi-control antenna.”

Akki whistled. “Level seven? I’m guessing it
didn’t stop there.”

“You are correct, Sergeant Specialist. Even
with the antenna acting as a buffer, it wiped out over seventy
percent of the orbital unit. Our engineers say it is
unrepairable.”

“Ha,” Akki barked. “You don’t have my
resources.”

“You’re saying it can be repaired?” Khephra
asked.

“Yes, Sir, but it will take a bit of
time.”

“How long?”

“With respects, Sir,” Akki responded. “I
can’t say until I’ve seen the extent of the damage, but I’d say no
more than eight or ten paks.”

“Why so long?”

“It’s mostly a matter of scale, Sir. That
thing is the size of a battleship, but even that isn’t the real
problem. My robotic maintenance units can have it cleaned out and
re-circuited in short order, but there are six sections in each
station, and they hold three-hundred-thousand status control
regulators each. There’s a lot of calibration involved.”

“Would it help if the station’s engineers
assisted?”

“Without a doubt, Sir.”

The supreme commander locked eyes with the
SLM. “You’re in charge, Akki. I’ll make arrangements with the
station director to get you all the staff that can be spared. This
takes top priority.”

“I won’t let you down, Sir,” Akki squeaked
proudly.

“I have no doubt of that, Sergeant
Specialist,” Khephra said softly as he turned again to face the
planet. “I’m putting my life in your hands.”
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“What are you thinking about now?” Megan
asked.

Wyatt looked up to find her ahead of him on
the trail. His walks with her were always a high point for him, but
today disturbing feelings clouded his thoughts.

“I keep getting these weird memories that
can’t be real, but sure seem to be,” he explained after catching up
with her.

“Like what?”

“Like I lived another life, or maybe many
lives before now.”

“You’re kidding.”

He stopped abruptly, forcing her to turn
around and walk back to him.

Seeing the confusion on his face, she put a
hand on his forehead again; a move that only moments earlier
brought complete relaxation, but now generated an entirely
different feeling. To his surprise, he found himself pulling
away.

“What’s the matter?” she asked.

His mind reeled as her lilac perfume aroused
him.

“We’ve got to get back to the house,” he
announced suddenly and took off down the trail.

“Wyatt?” she called after him, but he only
quickened his pace.

“I need to…” he started to say, but finished
with the thought, get away from you!

Breaking into a jog, he was alarmed to hear
her coming up behind him.

As she reached his side, he turned slightly
at the waist and said, “Listen, I think you should go…” The sight
of her bouncing breasts stopped his thoughts just as his toe caught
and he felt himself falling.

The ground came up so quickly, he barely had
time to throw out his hands. He felt his forehead strike the ground
as he tried to tuck into a roll. The failed attempt threw the full
force of the impact onto his shoulder before he flipped over onto
his back. He was still trying to recover his senses when she
dropped to one knee and bent over him.

“Your forehead is bleeding,” she cried as her
handkerchief pressed against his forehead. “You numskull,” she
laughed. “What’s wrong with you?”

His eyes were chest level as a button on her
blouse opened to expose part of her left breast. As the swelling in
his pants became more distinct, perspiration beaded on his
forehead.

“No,” he muttered while trying to brush her
hand away.

“Oh, stop being such a baby. The blood will
clot in a minute and you can get up.”

She slapped his hand down and it landed on
her breast. He felt electrified as it rested there for a moment
before she pushed it off and looked into his eyes.

“You’re sweating.”

Before she could say more, her own eyes
rolled up into her head and she started to fall forward. Grabbing
her under the arms, he held her up as she regained consciousness,
shook her head and looked around.

“What?” she asked softly before looking at
him again. “Son of a bitch,” she cried as their lips met.
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“Gentlemen,” the supreme commander spoke
calmly to the ten officers at attention before him. “They tell me I
won’t be out of the processing machine for at least a solar day
after you depart. In addition, the orbital control units needed to
facilitate our return won’t be operational until just after
that.”

He turned and began pacing slowly in front of
them. “Normally, we like to have all the safety measures in place
before launching such an important mission. However, both the Over
Council and Level Council believe we must move quickly to contain
this threat or…” He paused and scanned the faces of his men. “This
man has been convicted of destroying an inhabited planet, and
murdering over six billion men, women and children.”

Disciplined though they were, he could see
emotions playing on their faces. “And now someone wants to break
him out. I’ll kill the bastard before I let him start another civil
war.”

When Khephra stopped walking, the team leader
stepped forward and saluted. “Sir! We will not let you down.
Sir!”

As the officer lowered his hand, Khephra
returned the salute, holding it as he said, “I know you won’t Major
Phaa. That is why you’re here.”

“It’s time, Supreme Commander,” the SLM said
as he entered the room.

Khephra turned to him and nodded. “When
they’re ready, send them down. I will follow as soon as you can get
me out of that damned box.”

The SLM nodded in acknowledgment.

“And one more thing,” Khephra said as he
motioned for the door and then followed the SLM outside. “At
present only one of my men knows my daughter is part of this.”
Looking back toward the open door, he pulled the smaller man
closer. “I’d like it to stay that way for now.”

“Sir?”

“These men are very loyal to me. If they knew
one of their targets was my own daughter, they might hesitate to do
their job.” Khephra glanced at the door again. “It wouldn’t stop
them, but in battle, a slight hesitation can make the difference
between the flag of victory and a field of headstones.”

“Are you referring to…,” the smaller man’s
voice faded.

Khephra sighed. “Keddit’s Field, yes.” He
shook his head slowly. “Over a thousand men died because I
hesitated long enough to let two civilian groups escape the
battlefield.” With a look of determination, he put a heavy hand on
the SLM’s shoulder. “In addition, the Councils want assurances I
can’t provide, so they’re pushing this to a new level.”

He pointed toward the ceiling. “As we speak,
three more battleships are settling into geosynchronous orbit
around this planet. If we fail and it looks like N-Tschester will
make it off the surface, those ships have orders to destroy
everything in, on and orbiting this planet.”

The SLM’s eyes bulged. “But…but, surely you
can’t mean…”

Khephra nodded, his expression grim. “And
this time there won’t be any place left for headstones.”
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“Gaaa,” Wyatt cried as he pushed Megan away.
“What are we doing?”

Megan tried to rise to her feet, but lost her
balance and landed on her back, her hands covering her face. After
a moment, she peeked through her fingers, as Wyatt rose quickly to
his feet and stared at her, his mind awash with confusion.

“I’m sorry,” she cried while covering her
face again. “I don’t know what came over me.”

“Don’t apologize. I wasn’t exactly pushing
you away.”

She sat up abruptly. “It doesn’t matter. This
shouldn’t be happening.”

“And you think I don’t know that?”

He stared at her staring at him for a long
moment before his shoulders slumped. When he offered her a hand,
she took it and stood, but immediately stepped away from him.

“This can’t happen again.”

He shook his head. “This wasn’t us.”

She looked at him incredulously. “What?”

“What did you see, just before you kissed
me?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know.”

“Yes you do.”

“It isn’t what I saw, but what I felt.”

“Like you were my mate?”

“But you’re not. You can’t be.”

He nodded. “I know.”

“So what’s going on?”

“I don’t know,” he sighed, “but that’s why
I’m saying it wasn’t us.”

“You can’t just blow this off like it never
happened.”

He threw his hands out in surrender. “I love
you like…like…no one else I know, but I love Aurelia too. I’m not
looking for anyone to replace her.”

Her face relaxed as she moved in and raised a
hand to touch his face, but pulled back at the last second.

He grabbed for her, and when she slipped out
of reach, stood with his hand out, as a forbidden longing made his
heart ache.

Get to the house! a voice in his head
demanded.

He looked at Megan to see if she was the one
who spoke, but she was turning away from him.

Danger! Hurry! the voice cried.

It felt like a slap in the face that made his
head jerk back. Megan was just turning back toward him when he did
a quick spin in the direction of his house.

“We’ve got to get back,” he cried as he
started running. “Something’s happening.”
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As Ed scratched his head, Tom looked around.
“You’re saying all of this is a prison and we, meaning my dad and
I, but not Terry and Charlie, are prisoners?”

“Your assessment of the situation is
basically correct,” the observation unit responded.

“But what did we do? How did we get here?”
Tom looked at his father. “Why don’t we know we’re prisoners?”

The creature paused before answering. “My
database has been partially damaged in the crash of my vehicle and
the following explosion. I do not have that information at present
and cannot make contact with the station computers for input.”

“So,” Ed said slowly, “If we aren’t supposed
to know we’re prisoners then it makes sense we shouldn’t know about
you either.”

“That is logical.”

Ed gave his son a nervous look. “And since we
have seen you, what now?”

“I cannot answer that question.”

Ed leaned toward his son and whispered, “What
if he has to kill us because we know too much?”

Tom looked nervously from his father to the
machine then both men raised their rifles.

The creature did not react to their action,
except to say, “I am not programmed to destroy. My primary duty is
as an observer. I must locate the Standard Internment Unit I seek.
It resides in this area.”

Tom glanced at the others. “What is its human
name?”

“His internment name is…” The machine paused.
“I do not have access to that information, but I have a visual
representation.”

“What does that mean?” Ed asked.

“Just like with you, an internment number is
printed on its forehead.”

Tom and Ed looked at each other.

“I don’t see any numbers,” Ed protested.

“The imprint uses patterns in your skin that
are far too subtle for a Human to detect.”

Tom ran fingers across his forehead. “What do
you plan to do with this…person.”

“I am to retrieve it and its mate for
termination.”

“I thought you weren’t programmed to kill,”
Charlie argued as he and Terry moved up beside their neighbors.

“I am going to terminate the Standard
Internment Unit, not kill the subject.”

“But you have no weapons,” Terry
observed.

Moving so fast neither man could react, the
robot snatched Tom and Ed’s guns.

“I do now,” it said.
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As Wyatt and Megan came within sight of his
cabin, four people were coming around the barn, followed by the
observation unit. Aurelia stood in the doorway, but they were too
far away to see her expression or hear what she was saying. It
didn’t matter, as both were staring at the object floating behind
the other four.

“Son of a bitch,” Megan swore as Wyatt pulled
her behind a bush. “What the hell is that?”

Wyatt shook his head. “This isn’t supposed to
be happening.”

“What isn’t supposed to be happening?”

He lifted his head to peek over the bush.
“We’re not supposed to be able to see that thing.”

“How would you know that?” Megan asked
impatiently while peering through the bush.

Shaking his head, Wyatt dropped down to sit
beside her. “Remember earlier, I told you someone was coming to
kill you? Maybe that’s it.”

“You think there’s a person inside that
thing?”

He shrugged. “No way to tell from here. I’ve
got to get closer.”

Megan grabbed Wyatt’s arm as he started to
rise. “And then what?”

He pulled free and peered over the bush. “I
don’t know. I guess I’ll improvise.”

“You’ll improvise? What about me?”

He squatted again. “Get over to Ed’s house
and call the Sheriff.”

“I’m coming with you!”

Wyatt shook his head. “If it’s here to kill
you, you need to be as far away from it as possible.”

“You’re just trying to get this silly girl
out of harm’s way.”

Frowning, he shook his head again. “You’re
one of the most capable people I know, male or female, but we’ve
got no weapons, nor do we know what it can do. Trust me on
this.”

She held his stare for a moment before
starting to rise, but he stopped her.

“Stay down until I get out of sight. If this
is a false alarm, I’ll call Mary and let her know.”

Releasing her, he patted her lightly on the
cheek before moving into a brush patch to their right.

As she rose, Megan muttered, “And if you get
your silly ass killed, Wyatt Simmons, I’ll kick your butt all the
way to Hell and back.”
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Supreme Commander Khephra quietly closed the
door to the small room and stumbled back into the hospital bed he’d
spent the last day in. Pulling a small box from his pocket, he
placed it on the bedside table and pressed an icon on its surface.
A red light flicked on, blinked half-a-dozen times before turning
green.

Pressing a button on another device wrapped
around his wrist, he said, “Dampening fields are in place. We
can…talk freely now.”

An electronically altered voice warbled as
the other party spoke, “And this channel?”

“Encrypted with my own…personal code. Even I
can’t break it without the unique…p…program encoded into
this…transmitter.”

“You are very thorough, Supreme
Commander.”

“Why are you…contacting me?”

“You're on a mission to kill Saki
N-Tschester.”

“How did you know about...”

“That's not important. What is important is
that you do the exact opposite.”

“What?”

“All is not as it seems, Supreme Commander.
Saki isn't the enemy here.”

“He put my daughter in this hell-hole.”

“No,” the caller insisted. “It was her
idea.”

“Don't try to dump this on Pana!”

“The destruction of Ooertfael? No, neither of
them is responsible.”

“I'm not following.”

“There's no time to explain, but it was your
daughter who proposed they be imprisoned.”

“Why?”

“Because not providing a scapegoat would have
meant civil war, or even worse if the Maatiirani had invaded. It
might have ended the Alliance and everything it stood for.”

“Cut the histrionics. Not even the Maatiirani
are that powerful.”

“They aren’t, but this is.”

“What is?”

There was a pause before the caller answered.
“You're going to have to trust me, Supreme Commander. I'm not
comfortable talking about this, even over a secure link. We will
meet after you've succeeded in rescuing Saki and your daughter. But
you must hurry. There are others at work trying to beat you to the
prize.”

“It's not my in…tention to
rescue…N-Tschester.”

“That's no longer your choice. If you lose
one, you lose both.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“That they are inextricably linked. Each has
a piece of the puzzle and we need both to figure it out.”

Khephra shook his head. “You’re going to have
to do…better than that.”

“For that I need Saki and your daughter.
Believe me, Supreme Commander. You will not be disappointed.”

“Trusting…Ghost Men isn’t in my nature.”

“Then this will be an unnatural
experience.”

Khephra grunted angrily. “Then I’d
rather…”

“Is everything on schedule?” the caller
interrupted.

The supreme commander paused for a moment
before answering. “My men just went down. I’ll be following in
another solar day and w…we’ll finish this.”

“Why not sooner?”

“The environment is too hostile for us
to…transport down in anything other than…b…bulky environmental
suits. That would increase the risk of exposing our operation and I
don’t think you…would like that, would you?”

There was a pause before the caller answered,
“No, my friend, it is quite imperative that no one ever knows what
we are about to do, even long after it has been done.”

“Then it has to be done a…particular way and
that…takes…t…time.”

“Your speech sounds rather halting. Are you
well?”

Khephra frowned. “Yes, but the transfer to
this humanoid b…body has not been an easy…process.”

“Can you carry out the mission?”

“A day ago I c…couldn’t even sp…eak. B…by
tomorrow I’ll be as fluent as a…native.”

“I hope so, because if you don’t get there in
time, it is possible that their Life Forces could be lost
permanently.”

Khephra glared at the box from which the
voice emanated. “How c…could that happen? The Life Force is
indestructible.”

“Not exactly. This area of space has a
higher-than-normal concentration of an ethereal life form we call
the Samhain. Nasty creatures, these: mindless, heartless, and
relentless. They swarm their victims, sucking out the essence of
who they are. When their prey is too depleted to resist, the
Samhain absorb them into their collective. They’ll be as good as
dead because they’ll never be able to take solid form again.”

Khephra shook his head. “Why are there so
many around here?”

“Humans kill thousands of their own every
day. The higher concentration of unattached Life Forces naturally
attracts predators. If your daughter’s or Saki’s body is
terminated, we’ll have only a very short time to recover them
before the Samhain drag them beyond our reach.”

“We’ve got the p…planet covered,” Khephra
argued. “Until we’re done here, no one comes or goes.”

“We believe the enemy operatives are already
down there. Time is not on our side.”

“My men are watching him right now.”

“But I hear they’re having trouble getting
close, so the enemy could strike and they’d be left with nothing to
do but watch it happen.”

“How c…can you know this, Amph…” Khephra
stopped abruptly, but the meaning was clear.

“Watch yourself, Supreme Commander,” the
voice warned angrily. “You’ve got as much to lose as I.”

Khephra snorted. “I’m f…fully aware of the
importance of the…situation.”

“Then let’s get it done.”

Khephra reached up to scratch his ear, but
jammed a finger into his forehead instead. Frustrated, he slammed
the errant hand against the bed, and hesitated momentarily before
echoing the caller,

“Let’s get it d…done.”

The voice asked, “When will you be contacting
me?”

“Not until this…b…business is…finished,”
Khephra said angrily before breaking the link and turning toward a
window filled with stars, knowing three of them were battleships.
“And believe me, AmPheet. If this is one of your tricks, it won’t
end in the w…way you expect.”
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“This is embarrassing,” Terry whined as
Wyatt’s cabin came into view. “We make first-contact with an alien
and it takes us hostage.”

“It’s not like we didn’t try,” Tom argued.
“What were we supposed to do against that thing?”

“How do we know you’re not in cahoots with
it?” Charlie snapped. “After all, it said you are aliens too.”

Ed shook his head sharply. “I’m no damned
alien. I was born two miles from here and my son is as human as I
am.”

“You are making a common mistake,” the
creature said flatly. “The assumption that all Humans are created
equal is actually…”

It stopped as a woman appeared at the cabin
door.

“Hello there,” Aurelia Simmons greeted.

Because the creature was hovering low and
behind the group, she didn’t notice it until after she spoke.

Before she could react, the robot moved up
beside its captives and said, “Greetings. I am Observation Unit
335536, and am looking for…a person.”

Unsure of what her neighbors were up to,
Aurelia smiled gamely. “What is this person’s name, Mr. Observation
Unit…uh?”

“335536.” it added. “The unit resides here,
but I do not have a name. I do, however, have a recent image used
for observational identification.”

“Oooh Kay,” she said cautiously while eying
her neighbors. “I’ll bite. Let’s see the photo.”

Everyone turned to face the observation unit
as its chest began to glow and slowly revealed a face they all
recognized.

“Oh my God,” Terry exclaimed. “It’s here to
kill Wyatt.”
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By the time Wyatt reached the back of the
house, sweat was trickling down his cheek. He was also breathing
harder than expected for such a short sprint. Though glad to
finally put some distance between himself and Megan, this didn’t
seem to be much of an improvement.

Leaning against the house, he heard Terry
saying, “It’s here to kill Wyatt.”

“So much for my premonitions,” he muttered
while looking around for a weapon.

“Terry? What are you talking about?” Aurelia
asked with alarm. “Who wants to murder my husband?”

Wyatt felt his muscles freeze momentarily as
he struggled to decide what to do. Seeing a large rock on the
ground, he picked it up and felt its weight before tossing it
away.

The observation unit can’t kill you, a
voice hissed in his head. It’s after Megan.

“That thing does,” he heard Terry say.

“How do you know this?” Wyatt asked as he
stepped back from the house and looked around. “Where are you?”

You can save your friend.

“Megan?”

“But why?” Aurelia was asking.

Otherwise, it will kill her and everyone else
who knows it is here.

“How do you know this?” Wyatt cried.

Don’t waste time. Go now!

Shocked into action by the revelation, Wyatt
hurried around the house.

“I believe you are looking for me,
Observation Unit,” he said upon entering the front yard. “What can
I do for you?”

As the robot turned toward him, Aurelia ran
to her husband, throwing her arms around him and pressing her face
into his chest.

“Standard Internment Unit 73983988223,” the
creature droned as it aimed a rifle at the couple. “Per Over
Council decree JMM44231, I am ordered to terminate you for the
purpose of…”

Aurelia squeezed tightly as Wyatt tensed for
what was to come. The others froze, staring silently at the
Observation Unit floating in front of them.

“…for the purpose of…”

The machine stopped, its weapon still pointed
at the couple. No one moved as it paused for a moment more before
lowering the rifle.

“I am experiencing technical difficulties,”
it said. “Please maintain your positions.”

Wyatt’s hand shook as he pointed at the
machine. “Are you damaged, Observation Unit?”

“That is correct. I cannot access information
necessary for the execution of this decree and am still unable to
contact the master control computer.” It laid the rifle on its
platform. “Therefore, I cannot terminate you.”

“Shit,” Wyatt exhaled shakily as he looked
from his four neighbors to his wife still squeezing the breath out
of him. “This has been one damned weird day,”

Aurelia relaxed her grip and leaned her head
back as everyone started talking at once.

Aurelia: “Wyatt, what’s this about?”

Tom: “I didn’t give him my gun, honest!”

Ed: “This thing says we’re aliens.”

Charlie: “What happens now?”

 


“Are Charlie and I the only humans here?” The
question silenced everyone as they turned toward Terry. “Well, are
we?”

Aurelia looked at her husband anxiously and
shrugged.

“I’m no damned Martian,” Ed insisted.

“Me neither,” Tom added.

Wyatt threw up his hands, palms out.
“Everybody calm down. We’ve a more immediate problem to deal with.”
He turned to the Observation Unit. “What are you going to do
now?”

The machine was silent for a moment before
saying, “I must follow the order given me.”

Wyatt shook his head. “But you don’t know
what that is.”

“That is correct. I will wait for further
instructions before terminating your internment unit.”

Hide him, the voice in Wyatt’s head
ordered. If others see him, it will create panic.

“And these people aren’t panicked?” he
muttered while looking again for the source of the voice.

He turned back to the robot and asked, “Are
we a threat to you?”

“I detect no technology that would endanger
me.”

Wyatt gave the area one more scan. “Listen.
You shouldn’t be seen hanging around my yard. How about parking
yourself in the garage?” He pointed to his neighbor. “Ed will open
the door for you.”

“Your request is reasonable, but you must not
leave this immediate area.”

Wyatt nodded. “I’m guessing you can watch me
from in there.”

The machine nodded as well. “Then I will
follow Standard Internment Unit…Ed.”

Ed scowled at the machine while leading it to
the garage.

No one else must know. Stop Megan.

Wyatt turned to his wife. “Get Mary on the
phone right away. Megan went there to call the police, and I want
to speak to her before she talks with anyone.”

“But, but,” Aurelia stammered.

“Explanations later,” he interrupted while
pushing her toward the house. “This is important.”

She hesitated for a moment before hurrying
away.

Running a hand over his face, Wyatt turned to
the remaining threesome.

“This is so weird I can’t begin to explain
it,” he said as calmly as he could while his hands shook. “But one
thing I do know is that this cannot get out.”

“You’re joking, right?” Charlie asked. “This
will be bigger than Area 51.”

“Oh God,” Terry cried. “We don’t want that
here.”

Wyatt held up his hands and shook his head.
“This is not an alien invasion, Charlie.”

Charlie looked at him incredulously. “This
thing could be the first of many. We need to tell someone.”

“To do what?” Tom asked. “Our weapons are
useless against it.”

“Wait,” Terry cautioned. “That thing said Tom
and Ed were also aliens. How do we know they’re not working with
it?”

“This is stupid,” Tom protested.

“So who are you going to trust?” Wyatt asked.
“Neighbors you’ve known for years or some strange contraption that
came from who-knows-where?”

When no one answered, Tom added, “It was
damaged in the crash. Even it doesn’t really know why it’s
here.”

Wyatt shook his head. “It might be something
our military cooked up.”

Terry looked at him suspiciously. “Then why
is it after you?”

Before Wyatt could answer, Aurelia appeared
in the doorway.

“Honey. Megan’s on the phone.”

Hurrying to her, Wyatt leaned in to give her
a kiss, but suddenly changed his mind and patted her cheek instead.
While puzzling over this sudden alteration, he moved inside and
grabbed the phone.

“Megan?”

“I just got here. What’s up?”

“What have you told Mary?”

“Nothing yet.”

“Good. Has she called the Sheriff?”

“No. There’s something wrong with the phone
lines. We can call locally, but the Sheriff’s office just rings and
rings and no one answers.”

“Let’s not involve the police just yet. I
think things are under control.”

There was a long pause on Megan’s end before
Wyatt added, “No one’s holding a gun to my head. Everything is
really under control.”

“So what’s going on?”

“Just get back here and keep quiet about
it.”

After a short pause, she said, “Mary says
Tom’s pickup has the keys in it. She’ll drive me up.”

“Better yet, I’ll send Ed to get you. We
don’t want anyone else to see this just yet.”

“Why?”

“The thing we saw is threatening to kill
me.”
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For the first time since the conversion
process started, Khephra was seeing Earth entirely through Human
eyes. The experience was so dramatically different than anything
he’d ever known, he spent the better part of an hour just looking
out his window.

“Good afternoon, Supreme Commander.” The
SLM’s voice sounded tinny as the wall on Khephra’s right became
transparent. “As we discussed earlier, since your Human body
requires oxygen and a higher atmospheric pressure, we will be
communicating through transparent media from now on.”

From the supreme commander’s new perspective
the SLM looked, well…ugly. His short, hairless body bulged at the
middle and was framed by long, skinny arms that seemed to droop to
his knees. His legs were thin and half the length of Khephra’s
Human ones and the head, admittedly his most striking feature, was
large in proportion to the body, with a bulging forehead, huge
almond-shaped eyes, a small chinless mouth and almost no nose.

“How are you feeling today?” the SLM
asked.

Khephra nodded and was happy he could do so
smoothly. “Like I want to fly down to the planet and get to
work.”

“Your team will make contact in a quarter of
a deca-pak…” The SLM paused and checked his clipboard. “If you
don’t mind, Sir, I’d like to use Earth-based time references from
now on. It will help with your transition.”

“Works for me.”

“Good. Then you’ll be talking with your team
in one-half of an hour. Do you feel up to the meeting?”

“Absolutely, but there is something I want to
understand. Why do you look so…different?”

The SLM laughed. “With short-term insertions,
such as yours, we have to alter the individual’s perception
algorithms. Otherwise, you’d go mad trying to interact with such
repulsive creatures.”

The supreme commander looked into the mirror
to find a pale-skinned face with tiny eyes, a bulging nose and
protruding chin. He held up a hand with five short, stubby fingers
and shook his head.

“The algorithms aren’t working in my case,”
he grumbled as he turned to look at the SLM. “This is one ugly
body.”

The SLM nodded. “We do our best, but with
strong personalities like yours, the effect is less
successful.”

Khephra looked in the mirror then back to the
SLM. “So now everybody is ugly.”

The SLM shrugged. “Is it a workable
compromise?”

Khephra looked back at the mirror and nodded.
“I won’t go berserk and hide in someone’s basement.”

“I’m glad you’re taking this so well. Your
men had some problems at first, and we were concerned that you
might as well.”

The Supreme Commander smiled lamely. “If
their faces are as ugly as mine, it’s no wonder.”

“It’s difficult when the transition time is
so short. If we had a bit more time, this would go smoother.”

Khephra shook his head. “Ugly or not, I’m
going down before the end of this solar day.”

“But Sir,” the SLM protested. “The control
units won’t be active for at least another day and the Samhain
concentrations in this area are abnormally high.”

Khephra frowned. “This is not a choice. You
know what will happen if we fail.”

Looking frightened, the SLM nodded.

“Then let’s not waste time.”
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Megan jumped from the truck and hurried to
Wyatt. “What the hell is going on?”

After a decade-long platonic relationship
with this spitfire of a woman, Wyatt wanted nothing more than to
take her in his arms and kiss her. It puzzled him that he’d not
felt this way toward his wife earlier.

“It was a bit scary at first, but it all
worked out.”

She moved in close, and met his eyes, which
intensified his uncomfortable longing.

“What happened?”

Stepping away from her he pointed at the
house. “I reached the back yard without being seen, but didn’t have
a weapon. It was then I realized it probably already knew I was
there, so I just walked around the house and said hello.”

Megan looked at the others, before turning
back to Wyatt. “Are you nuts?”

He rolled his eyes. “Apparently not. I’m
still alive.”

“So what did it do?”

“It pointed a damned rifle at him and said it
was going to kill him,” Terry explained excitedly, “but for some
reason, it didn’t.”

Megan kept her eyes on Wyatt. “Why?”

He shook his head. “Its memory is damaged,
and it can’t remember why it was supposed to.”

“What happened next?” she asked angrily.

Wyatt shrugged as Terry spoke, “It put the
gun down, Wyatt told it to go sit in the garage and I’ll be damned
if it did just that.”

Megan did a quick spin to face the garage.
“It’s there now?”

When five heads nodded as one, she charged up
to Wyatt and slammed both hands on his chest. “Why did you
let yourself be captured?”

He smiled weakly. “Because I think it can
help us.”
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Khephra stopped at the door to the
communications room and leaned heavily against the wall.

“Why is this body in such poor condition?” he
asked no one in particular.

“It’s not,” the SLM said from behind him.
“It’s just not yours.”

The supreme commander jerked around to find
the SLM wearing an environmental suit.

“It shouldn’t be that hard to walk a couple
dozen – what do you call them? Meters? – without being rendered
helpless.”

He could see the SLM nodding knowingly inside
the suit. “The dynamics of this body are quite different than your
own. Trust me, Supreme Commander, if you gave us another day you’d
be marching up and down these halls with little effort.”

Khephra shook his head. “Unfortunately, there
just isn’t time.”

“Then you must be careful not to overexert
yourself down there.”

The supreme commander nodded toward the
communications room. “And my men?”

The SLM giggled in a way Khephra found
annoying. “They have exceeded everyone’s expectations, but there
are some difficulties. Their dexterity isn’t quite what I’d like to
see, and some are having problems with nausea, but they should be
able to complete their mission.”

After briefly resting his head against the
wall, Khephra took a deep breath and pushed himself upright. “Good.
That means they won’t need a long pep-talk to get their spirits up.
I may not last more than a few minutes…if that.”

The SLM pressed the door release and turned
back to his superior. “I’ve heard you speak, Supreme Commander. You
won’t need more than that.”
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The shadowy figure pulled the curtains closed
and lifted a transmitter to trembling lips. “Kronshak? That
observation unit seems more interested in protecting them than
helping me.”

“Is necessary they trust it,” Kronshak
responded condescendingly. “Don’t be so damned paranoid. When time
come, it will do as told.”

“But what about the woman?”

“We not need her,” he growled. “If she get in
way, terminate.”

“But the control station’s down. They won’t
be able to recover her Life Force.”

“Not your problem.”

“Why can’t I kill her now?”

“Our ship not in position yet. We not want to
get anyone excited until everything ready.”

“But what if something else goes wrong?”

“Deal with it, but don’t let your body be
terminated until we be ready.”

“What do you mean?”

“You know of Samhain?”

The figure nodded. “Down here they’re called
the Specter of Death.”

Kronshak laughed. “Very appropriate, no?
Cold, thoughtless creatures that suck up Life Force. We love
it!”

The figure shivered. “I don’t.”

“Maybe, if you fail, that be your fate.”

“That’s not part of our deal!”

“Is now.”

Pausing, the figure pushed back a curtain,
revealing glistening tears on a pale cheek.”

“How do I know you’ll recover me even if I do
deliver?”

“You not got much choice now.”

A sigh shuddered from the figures lips as the
transmitter beeped, showing the connection had been broken.
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Wyatt moved up behind his wife, massaging her
shoulders while watching through their living room window as the
Observation Unit helped Megan haul feed to the goats.

“It’s been here a day and she’s already got
it helping with chores?”

Aurelia shrugged. “It was Megan’s idea.”

“But what ever prompted her to ask it?”

Aurelia rubbed her hands together and turned
to face her husband. “More to the point, what are we doing about
Augustus?”

“Augustus?”

She put her arms around his waist. “We had to
call it something and Observation Unit 335536 doesn’t exactly roll
off the tongue.”

“But Augustus?”

She smiled crookedly, an affectation he
loved. “The robot sounds pompous as does the name.” She looked back
out the window. “A perfect fit.”

Wyatt sighed while continuing to watch Megan
and the machine. “Well if it wants to help, hopefully cleaning the
barn isn’t beneath our Caesar’s dignity.”

“You haven’t answered my question.”

Wyatt shook his head. “I have a strong
feeling it’s just the precursor of things to come.”

“An invasion? But if these creatures are as
powerful as Augustus, we’re helpless against them.”

Wyatt shrugged. “I’ve been wondering if its
damaged circuits can be repaired.”

Aurelia’s eyes widened. “Are you kidding?
It’ll kill you.”

Wyatt shook his head again. “But that doesn’t
jive with my feeling that the victim will be a woman.”

Aurelia looked alarmed. “What feeling?”

He shrugged. “It’s just a voice in my head
telling me that if I cooperate, it will help us.”

“So it’s not here to kill you?”

Wyatt barked a hollow laugh. “Either that or
I’m being paroled from this prison it says we’re in.”

“But where does that leave us?”

Wyatt looked across the yard as Augustus
herded sheep into a pen. “With the exception of its threat to kill
me, the robot has been benevolent towards the rest of you. It
rescued Terry and Charlie and didn’t hurt Tom and Ed, even after
they shot at it. And now Megan has it helping with chores.” He
turned back to Aurelia. “I think, if other aliens come, it’ll
protect the lot of us.”

His wife frowned while waving a hand toward
the sky. “Unless they sent it. After all, Augustus is just a
machine and it’ll likely do whatever they tell it to do.”

Wyatt took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.
“Then I guess we’d just better ask it.”

Before she could protest, he walked quickly
out of the house, forcing her to scramble after him.

“Observation Unit? May I have a word?”

“Standard Internment Unit Wyatt,” the robot
greeted. “How may I assist?”

“Except for killing me, why are you
here?”

“I was not sent to kill you, Standard
Internment Unit Wyatt; my mission is to terminate you.”

“What’s the difference?” Megan asked as she
moved up beside Wyatt.

“Your body is a vessel that contains the Life
Force. When the body dies, the Life Force is recycled.”

“Recycled?” Megan threw up her hands. “What
the hell does that mean?”

“His Life Force is inserted into a different
body.”

“But why? What has he done?”

“I cannot answer that question.”

After brushing both hands through her hair,
Megan cupped them behind her bowed head. “Can’t or won’t?”

Augustus did not hesitate. “That information
is not relevant to my mission.”

Hands dropping to her sides, Megan did a
quick spin-about and started walking away. “This is getting us
nowhere.”

When Wyatt put an arm in front of her, she
pushed into it, but stopped.

“Augustus,” he said. “We think someone wants
to harm Megan.” Megan looked up to find Wyatt staring at her. “If
we are correct, would you protect her?”

Instead of pushing his arm away, she turned
to face the robot again, letting the arm slide to her waist. She
felt the urge to put her hand on his, but resisted.

“Where would these beings come from?”
Augustus asked.

“Outer space.”

“That is forbidden. Unauthorized termination
or mistreatment of internment units by anyone other than the
natural or interred occupants of Prak a’Terra is not allowed.
Violation of this statute is punishable by an internment of no less
than fifty druak in the same facility.”

Megan squinted at the robot. “Fifty
what?”

“A druak is a unit of time, equivalent to
ninety-seven-point-three of your Earth years.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“I am not.”

“But people don’t live that long.”

Though it seemed impossible for the robot to
do so, it nodded.

“Humans do not, but when it comes to…”

“I think we need to get back to the original
subject.” Aurelia interrupted. “How would they get down here?”

“In a transport disk similar to mine, or if
more than six individuals are involved, a larger ship.”

“Would they arrive at night, to avoid being
seen?” Wyatt asked.

“No. The craft would be shielded and almost
entirely invisible to your technology, even during the day.”

Megan moved closer to the robot. “Could you
see them?”

“Yes.”

“Would you help us defend against them?”

“It would depend on whether or not they had
an Irrevocable Council Authorization certificate.”

“And if they didn’t?”

“I would be required to detain them.”

“Would you give us weapons to defend
ourselves with?”

“Giving internees such advanced technology is
forbidden. Your weaponry must be made from local resources using
your own limited knowledge.”

“Limited?” Megan snapped as she scooped up a
rock. “Limit your ass with this,” she snarled while hurling it at
the robot.

Augustus did not seem to react as the
projectile bounced off its skin, arched high into the air and
landed only inches from Megan’s feet.

“His point exactly,” Wyatt said wryly as
Megan grabbed the rock and threw it again.

Like before, it landed only inches from where
she was standing.

“Shit,” she cried, but left the rock
alone.

“You can see,” Augustus explained, “why it
would be inappropriate to give such primitive peoples advanced
technology. If that had been a halogen fusion grenade, it would
have destroyed me and everyone within a hundred of your meters,
including yourself.”

Wyatt picked up the rock and nodded. “We’d be
more of a danger to ourselves than the enemy if we were to use
weapons technology we didn’t understand.”

Aurelia looked toward the sky and asked,
“What will they look like?”

“Only one off-world species is allowed access
to Prak a’Terra. However, their native bodies cannot exist for long
in your nitrogen-oxygen atmosphere. To compensate, they use Rapid
Insertion Units, which look very much like you, but are better
conditioned.”

“Better conditioned?”

Augustus nodded. “They would likely be
experienced warriors: faster reflexes, stronger limbs and highly
conditioned minds.” It turned to face Wyatt. “In hand-to-hand
combat, even you would be disabled in seconds.”

Wyatt’s muscles tensed as he glared at the
robot, but said nothing.

Aurelia waved a hand. “Are they invincible
then?”

Augustus shook its head. “No one in Human
form is invincible, but the chances of your mounting a successful
resistance are quite low.”

“But you could help us,” Megan stated.

“That very much depends on…”

“Yeah. Yeah,” she said impatiently. “That
Council authorization thing, but we’ve done nothing wrong. You’ve
got to protect us.”

“I cannot defy a Council order.”

Megan looked at Wyatt for a moment then back
to Augustus. “But you haven’t received a Council order, have
you?”

“The one I have is incomplete, and therefore
invalid.”

“And you don’t have solid proof that anyone
from outer space is coming here, right?”

“Human feelings cannot be considered proof of
anything.”

“Then will you help us defend against an
unknown enemy which may be as skilled as those alien soldiers you
talked about.”

“I cannot give you weapons technology
exceeding what you currently have.”

Wyatt shook his head. “I suppose they’ll
probably have some kind of ray gun.”

“Our energy weapons cannot be used in this
environment.”

“What about your shields?” Aurelia asked
timidly.

“The equipment used to support shielding
technology is too heavy for a Human form to carry. However, the
shielding on a troop transport carrier would allow them to move
about unseen.”

“How big is this carrier?”

“In your measurements, the platform is one
and one-half meters by three meters.”

“We’re sunk,” Aurelia announced sadly.

“Maybe not,” Megan said as she paced a circle
in front of Augustus. “They have to use bodies like ours and guns
like ours and the only advantage they really have, besides their
hunky physiques, is this transport sled to make them
invisible.”

“What are you thinking?” Wyatt asked.

Megan looked at him, feeling more protective
of her friend than ever. “I’m thinking all we need from Augustus is
to know when they are coming and how big their ship is.”

“That’s all?” Aurelia asked
incredulously.

Megan nodded. “That and we have to move
everyone to my place.”
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“Major Phaa, report,” Khephra demanded as he
entered the cigar-shaped transport unit his men were using.

“Per your orders, Sir, we have been observing
the subjects since our arrival.”

“The plan was to mix with them and gain their
trust.”

“Yes, Sir, but there is a problem.” He
pointed at the screen. “They appear to have made contact with the
downed Observation Unit we thought was destroyed. We cannot get any
information from the unit, probably because its transmission
equipment is damaged. We were concerned that if we approached the
location, it might expose us and compromise the mission.”

“Can you make physical contact with the
unit?”

“Negative Sir. The Humans are keeping a close
eye on it and we have not been able to isolate it long enough to
safely do so. In addition, considering that the Observation Unit
has defied its programming by allowing the humanoids to see it, we
are concerned that damage may extend to its logic control
circuits.”

Khephra looked again at the screen to see the
Observation Unit carrying a large bucket piled high with something
brown and spongy.

“What is it carrying?”

The major shook his head. “It is offal, Sir.
I believe it is from the creatures they keep in that building
behind him.”

The Observation Unit moved to a mound a short
distance from the barn and dumped the contents of the bucket onto
it.

“And they just dump this stuff in their back
yard?”

Phaa nodded as his face registered disgust.
“They collect the offal – they call it manure – and later spread it
on the ground they use to grow crops.”

The supreme commander shook his head as the
major waived at the men seated behind him. “I thought it prudent to
keep everyone on rations and avoid all contact with native
food.”

“A wise precaution, Major.”

“Sir, we are prepared to terminate the
subject on your order.”

Khephra shook his head slowly. “As much as I
dislike doing so, we’re going to have to wait.”

“Sir?”

“Work on the array is taking longer than
expected. One of the primary power units is faulty.”

“Something’s happening,” a voice behind them
announced.

All eyes turned to face the main view screen
as two vehicles pulled into the barnyard. After Ed and Tom appeared
from their trucks, the Observation Unit turned toward them and
raised a hand.

“I believe the Observation Unit is using a
local form of greeting. It seems quite familiar with this group of
people.”

“Can we hear what they are saying?”

The captain shook his head. “We are
approximately two of their kilometers from the location. We’ve
tried audio surveillance, but this area is rife with small flying
wildlife they call birds. There are so many of these noisy
creatures between us and them, listening is nearly impossible.”

“What about mounting a sensor closer in?”

Major Phaa looked at the scowling Captain
Praetor.

“We tried that, Sir,” Praetor answered.
“Unfortunately, soon after it is in place, these birds push mud and
grass into the listening cones. Apparently they create a
bowl-shaped receptacle with this litter and place their young in
it.”

Shaking his head, Khephra turned back to the
viewing screen. “Are we to assume the Observation Unit’s
programming will be of no help with terminating the subjects.”

“Yes, Sir,” Phaa agreed.

“Then we need to disable it.”

Captain Theara stood. “Supreme Commander. I
have a plan.”

“Yes?”

“If I can make physical contact with the
unit, it will be possible to use its internal communications system
to regain control.”

“How long will it take?”

The captain’s eyes dropped to his notepad.
“The unit would go into maintenance mode within micro-paks, er,
seconds after contact is made. It would only take a moment more to
transfer our control program.”

“And if the input circuits are disabled?”

“The unit will still be immobilized.”

The supreme commander looked at the screen
again as Augustus put a large box into one of the vehicles. “Then
we must make it our priority to get Captain Theara close enough to
do his job.”

“How do we do that, Sir?” Major Phaa
asked.

Khephra shrugged. “We have one solar day to
figure that out.”
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Augustus lowered a piano into the back of
Tom’s truck, sinking it nearly a foot.

“Geeze, Robot,” Megan cried as she ran to the
vehicle. “We won’t need accompanying music.”

Aurelia hurried from the house. “That’s my
fault. I told Augustus to load up the pie pans sitting on the
piano. I guess it misunderstood.”

Megan shook her head. “Well, take it back
inside, or there won’t be room for anything else.”

Augustus looked at Aurelia who nodded.
Lifting the piano as though it were merely a box of pie pans, the
robot carried it back to the house.

“Why does Augustus always look at you before
doing what I tell it?” Megan asked.

Both women watched the robot maneuver its
load through the front door.

“You and Wyatt are its prisoners. It may
think it’s not supposed to be helping you.”

Megan looked at Aurelia and was surprised to
see her more as a competitor than a friend. She shook her head
sharply to banish the unwanted feeling, but it remained.

“God, I wish I knew what the hell this was
all about.”

“That makes two of us,” Aurelia said solemnly
as she patted her friend’s shoulder and headed back to the
house.

And I wish I didn’t want your husband so
much, Megan thought while chewing her lower lip.

“Megan,” Wyatt called as he exited the barn.
“I’m going take a load to your place. Do you want to come
along?”

Feeling her face flush, she shook her head,
thankful that Wyatt simply turned and went back into the barn.

“Son of a bitch,” she muttered under her
breath. “If something doesn’t happen soon, I’m going to come
unglued.”

Seeing Wyatt’s truck pull out from behind the
barn, she moved toward that building.

“Standard Internment Unit Megan. I wish to
speak with you.”

“What the hell is it now?” she yelled while
spinning around to face the robot.

“We are being observed.”

Megan’s mood shifted so quickly, she stumbled
back a step. “What do you mean? By who?”

“Two Rapid Insertion Units have been observed
placing remote listening devices within the range of my
sensors.”

“Remote listening…?”

“That is correct. It has happened on three
occasions. In each case, I disabled the devices using local
resources.”

“Wha…What resources?” Megan asked while
looking around the yard.

“Complying with the primary Council Directive
132.a.445, I used mud and twigs, similar to the technique used by
the small winged creatures that dominate this area.”

Megan shook her head. “You built a bird’s
nest in their listening device?”

“That is correct.”

She gaped at the machine for a moment before
smiling. “You’re damned creative for a tin man.”

“I did not think the situation threatening,
but that has changed.”

“How?”

“A large craft recently moved to the planet’s
surface, one-point-nine-seven kilometers away.” Augustus pointed to
a low hill. “It landed outside the range of my scanning equipment,
but I did observe it visually. It stopped for only a few of your
minutes and then departed. I recognized the craft and determined
from its descent and departure telemetry, that it offloaded
approximately six-hundred kilos while it was here.”

“Reinforcements? Additional weapons?”

“Such a move implies a change in
strategy.”

Megan shaded her eyes and looked at the hill.
“They’re coming?”

“That is one possibility.”

Megan started moving toward the house.

“Come on, Robot,” she called over her
shoulder. “Let’s move.”
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Sub-commander Pheet looked up and down the
gangway before slipping into the cabin.

“Matrina?” he called softly while hurrying
through the dark room to the small bedroom illuminated with a dim
light.

As he passed through the bedroom door,
something moved to his right. He jerked around to find a Shentowin
woman dressed in a light silky shift. Unlike the thin fuzz that
passed for hair on an Antraka’s head, this Shentowin’s bountiful,
wavy, blue-black mass flowed down over her shoulders to cover her
chest. Though the hair aroused him, he felt even more excited when
she brushed it back to reveal hard nipples under the thin
cloth.

“I was wondering if your silly supreme
commander was going to let you come,” she said huskily while moving
close to him.

He embraced her, pushing his face into the
perfumed hair.

“He’s down on the planet right now,” he
murmured into her ear, “but Ceratha and all his demons couldn’t
keep me away.”

Her closeness combined with an intoxicating
perfume numbed his brain, so he resisted only slightly when she
pulled back and started unbuttoning his shirt. For a thrilling
moment, she looked at him with eyes that he knew varied in color
with her changing mood. Matrina’s normally blue eyes were now
bright lusty amber.

As he fondled her hair, she pulled off his
shirt and tossed it aside before running her hands over his naked
chest. The sensation aroused him even more. When he pulled her
close, she kissed his neck and then nibbled an ear lobe.

“Tonight, let’s try something different,” she
whispered.

He pulled back slightly to look into her
eyes. “Oh?”

Turning quickly, she moved to the nightstand
and snatched up a small cube. It opened as she walked back to him,
revealing two tiny blue tablets.

“Our sex has been great up to now,” she
announced huskily while picking up a pill and holding it out, “but
this will simply blow your mind.”

He jerked back, looking questioningly at her
offering. “What is it?”

She giggled derisively. “Don’t be so silly.
It’s just Pharmitan.”

When he shook his head, she moved in close
and fondled him gently with her free hand. “It’s a very low dose,”
she assured him, “but it heightens the sexual experience to a level
you would never have imagined.”

He continued to look skeptical. “I think
we’re doing just fine without help.”

She brought her face up to his, gently
brushing his lips with hers before pulling back. He almost fell
forward while trying to maintain the contact.

“Let’s try it just this once and see if you
still feel that way afterward.”

Without waiting for a reply, she stepped
further back and tossed a tablet into her mouth.

“I don’t want to go on this wonderful journey
alone,” she pleaded softly while offering him the remaining
one.

Looking at her now-pouting face, he hesitated
only a few micro-paks before releasing a sharp breath and taking
the pill.

“Just this once,” he conceded before popping
it into his mouth.

At first he didn’t feel any different as they
undressed and pressed their bodies together, but as time passed,
the experience became more and more intense. His skin tingled with
sharply higher sensitivity. Every touch was thrilling to the point
of being overwhelming. After a little more time, it seemed like he
was no longer making love to her, but that they were a single
entity at the height of an almost permanent orgasm. He lost track
of time and place, and finally consciousness.

He wasn’t sure why, but even in the total
darkness, he knew she wasn’t there when he awoke. He also knew he
could barely lift his head, let alone sit up.

“Lights,” he called when he could think of
nothing else to do.

He was initially blinded by the light, but
when his eyes adjusted he released an involuntary gasp, and with
great effort, struggled to a sitting position.

He was fully dressed and sitting on his own
bed.
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Two full moons hung heavily in the sky as a
pair of dark figures moved through a wall of brush. Their presence
had no effect on the katydids, whose loud mating stridulations made
conversation nearly impossible.

“What the hell you drag me out here for?” the
old woman yelled angrily as her young companion motioned for
quiet.

“You’ll see, Auntie,” he answered
impatiently. “Just wait.”

“And what is it I’m supposed to be seein’,
Nephew?” she protested over the raucous insect’s noise. “Old women
like me shouldn’t be sneakin’ around in the dark, crawling through
brush to peek into someone’s bedroom window.”

“I’m no peeper, Auntie,” he said while
pointing to the road at the bottom of the hill on which they were
standing. “You ain’t gonna believe this unless you see it
yourself.”

“You brought me up here to watch cars?”

“No ma’am.”

“Then what are we looking for?”

“Nothin’,” he answered solemnly while waving
his right hand at the empty road below, “that becomes
somethin’.”

Shaking her head derisively, she barked a
laugh. “Raytaan, please tell me you ain’t gone completely…”

She stopped as the katydids went suddenly
quiet. Seconds later, a large silver bus blasted into existence in
the middle of the road and sped the rest of the way across their
field of view before disappearing around a corner.

“Son of a...”

She was interrupted as another bus popped
into view, following the path of the first.

“You fucking with my head, boy?” she asked
angrily.

While shaking his head, Raytaan kept his eyes
on the road below as a third bus appeared. “I have no idea who
could do somethin’ like that.”

Grabbing his arm, she yanked him back from
the road. “Let’s go.”

“Why?”

“Because I do.”
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“Sir,” Captain Theara announced as he looked
up from the monitoring station. “Four vehicles just arrived at the
house.”

“We should take them now, Sir,” Captain
Praetor stated.

Khephra shook his head. “It’s too early, and
besides, where are they going to go?”

“Sir,” Major Phaa said. “One of them is
separated from the group right now. If it is N-Tschester, it would
be far less risky to grab him now.”

Khephra scowled. “No. They must be taken
together.”

The major passed his commander a puzzled
look. “Sir, I know your daughter is one of that group. If this is
personal…”

Khephra turned on him, his fist clenched.
“Someone’s trying to disrupt a peace we’ve struggled for decades to
maintain. If they succeed, it will not only tear apart our
alliance, but bring war with the Maatiirani as well. Billions of
lives are at risk, gentlemen. How much more personal can it get
than that?”

The Supreme Commander sagged against a chair,
but quickly righted himself. “My daughter’s involvement isn’t a
factor here, Major.” He stiffened his back, straightened his jacket
and stared directly at Phaa. “Is that understood?”

The Major snapped to attention and said,
“Sir! Yes Sir!” The remaining officers jumped up and copied their
team-leader.

Shoulders drooping, Khephra waved them at
ease and trudged toward his sleeping quarters.

“Damn, it’s a struggle to keep this body
going,” he muttered. “I can’t wait to get back into my own
skin.”

Without comment, the men watched him move
past them and disappear into the other room.

As the door closed, Phaa motioned for a
subordinate to approach.

“Take three men and follow them, but be
discreet.”



“We have an idea where they’re going,
Sir.”

Phaa nodded. “Then you’ll have an easy time
of it.”

“But Sir. Should we pick up the one that has
separated from the others?”

Phaa shook his head. “We’ll follow
orders.”

“Sir?”

“How long have you been with the supreme
commander, Captain?”

“Twelve druak.”

“And if he asked you to follow him into
Ceratha’s burning bowels, would you do it?”

“Without question, Sir.”

Phaa shook his head again. “That’s good,
because I’m thinking that’s exactly where he’s going to take
us.”
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The aide knocked twice then quietly opened
the door into the dimly lit room. From behind two monitors on a
wide desk, the creature within raised first one reptilian-shaped
head then the other. Even in the dark room, the sight of the
occupant’s rough, pale skin sent shivers of revulsion up the aide’s
spine. The three moist nostrils dominating the front of each snout
swelled and shrank as the occupant took a pair of quick breaths and
focused two pairs of large weepy eyes on the intruder.

“Senator Addy,” the single-headed aide called
as he leaned though the open doorway, but the overpoweringly rancid
smell of the room kept him from entering. “The report from
Secor-Alpha Four has arrived. I’m afraid it is not good news. Would
you like it now?”

One of the senator’s heads nodded silently as
the other turned toward a monitor screen glowing dimly in the
gloomy room. A glob of drool slowly dropped from the side of one
mouth and onto his desk, but the creature seemed not to notice.

“Drop it on desk,” the nodding head said. “We
get to it in moment.” The speaking head turned briefly toward the
screen then back to the aide. “Has any udder peoples been briefed
on this?”

Moving quickly, the aide put the file on the
desk, and returned to the doorway, before speaking.

“We’ve been monitoring communications, and
since the attack there has been only minimal activity in the region
around that planet. Almost all of it has been ours.”

The head facing the monitor moved up beside
its companion. Its left ear, which looked much like a frayed tube
of paper, twitched as it spoke in a much lower voice than its mate.
“Any report from intervention team?”

The aide nodded. “Due to the distance there
is a two-pak delay, but based on their last contact, the
Secor-Alpha Four team will arrive at the planet tomorrow
morning.”

The senator’s left head shook, but the aide
couldn’t tell if he was grimacing or smiling as both heads slowly
lowered to stare at the monitor again.

“Be there any problems at other prisons?”

The aide nodded. “Oddly enough, we just
received a report that Prak a’Terra has recently lost a monitoring
station. Our intervention teams have learned that Supreme Commander
Khephra is already on site. With help from his crew, that station
should be online about…”

The aide stopped abruptly as both of the
senator’s heads snapped up, his eyes wide with surprise. “Khephra?
At Prak a’Terra?”

The aide took a step back. “I assumed he was
part of the team sent to prevent N-Tschester from escaping.”

“But he not should be anyplace near Prak
a’Terra. Our source say bulk of Antrakan fleet on udder side of
region. You make mistake.”

“N…no Sir. Our people arrived several pak ago
and the supreme commander was already on site. The intervention
team’s commander was very clear on that point.”

The senator’s heads turned inward to look at
each other.

“Let us hope he just check on daughter,” the
left head said.

“In thirty druak he been not there once,” the
right head countered. “That mean...”

Addy’s heads froze as his four eyes jerked
toward the Antrakan aide then back to their opposites.

When the two heads finally turned to face the
aide, both issued a collective sigh. “Why we ever let it come to
this?”

“Sir?”

Addy pointed a finger at the aide. “You be
papa?”

“Yes, Sir. Two boys and three girls.”

“All still live in home?”

The aide nodded. “The oldest are twins.
They’ll be twenty-sirius old tomorrow.”

“That much too young,” the senator said as
both heads turned to the monitor again and repeated the collective
sigh. Without looking back up, the creature said, “Do them favor,
my friend. Go home and kill them.”
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Tammabet Ferrisis’ gulped air in labored
gasps as she leaned against the alley wall with her good hand. Her
left wrist throbbed with pain, probably fractured in the bad fall
she’d just taken. The pain brought a sharp reality to an already
too-damned-real nightmare.

Footsteps, like a platoon marching in double
time, echoed against the alley’s concrete walls. She jerked upright
and stared down an empty alley glowing with light from the largest
of the planet’s two moons.

God, please let this be a damned
dream, she thought as blind panic contracted her chest.

The sight of her chubby silhouette on the
alley wall caused her to jump back then bark an angry laugh.

“Shit, girl. You’re even jumping at your own
fat shadow.”

Struggling on jelly-like legs, she stumbled
across the next street, until her foot snagged a crack, almost
sending her to the ground. Mustering all her remaining strength,
she regained her balance and hurried on.

Entering the next alley, she rattled the
knobs of locked doors until one gave at her push. It opened so
quickly she went sprawling onto the floor, crying out as her left
hand impacted the solid surface. Doubling up, she yanked the
injured wing to the safety of her chest, rolled onto her back and
kicked the door closed.

Tears dribbling down her cheeks, she sucked
in air and listened for the footsteps, but noise from a nearby
refrigerator threatened to mask them. Whimpering, she started to
rise, but before reaching her feet, an inside door opened and a man
appeared.

“Who are you?” he demanded of the woman
crouching in front of him in the dark room.

She almost collapsed as the lights came on
and she recognized him. “Bottar?”

“Tamm? What are you doing here?”

“There’s someone after me,” she cried, still
clutching her hand to her chest. “I need to hide fast.”

“Are you injured?”

Looking at her wrist, she was about to answer
when she heard the tromp, tromp, tromp of her pursuer. Both of them
froze as the perfectly-synchronized marching stopped outside the
door. She tried to jump up and push him back through the door, but
her legs wouldn’t move.

“Oh dear God,” she cried as the door exploded
in a flash of light and darkness quickly enveloped her.
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Wyatt’s attention was drawn to the sky above
his vehicle, and when he looked up through his front windshield,
two large birds circled several-hundred feet above. Without knowing
why, he continued to watch until one of them stopped abruptly and
dropped some distance before regaining control and leveling
out.

Pulling over, he jumped from the truck and
stared into the sky. Seconds later, the other bird, which seemed to
be higher than the first, vanished for several heartbeats before
reappearing. He watched it continue to circle until it repeated its
disappearing act at close to the same location.

“Christ,” he swore as he looked around the
area. “They’re coming!”

Jumping back into his vehicle, he grabbed his
cell phone and dialed. When nothing happened, he looked at the
display to see “No Service” boldly displayed.

Dropping the phone, he stepped on the gas,
cranked the steering wheel to wrench the vehicle into a quick turn.
The road being too narrow for such a maneuver, he ran down a short
bank, through a fence and into a field, his trailer of sheep
bouncing and bleating noisily. He didn’t look up again as he drove
to the nearest opening to the road, crashed through a gate and
returned to the road, leaving a cloud of dust behind him. Pressing
his foot onto the accelerator, he was caught off guard when his
vehicle’s engine suddenly stopped, throwing him into the steering
wheel.

“Crap,” he yelled as he leaped from the
stalled truck and looked again at the sky.

Unfortunately, his foot landed on a rock,
twisting his ankle and sending him crashing to the ground. He
jumped up to continue on, but the damaged ankle refused to carry
his weight, sending him right back to the gravel roadway.

Rolling onto his back, he looked up just in
time to see another bird repeat the vanishing/reappearing act.

“Shit man,” he grunted while staring at the
blood on his scuffed hands. “They’ve got you now.”
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“What do you mean, the Standard Internment
Unit has spotted you?” Major Phaa asked as he stared at the
monitor. “Weren’t you shielded?”

“Yes, Sir, but a male unit appears to have
seen us because he stopped his vehicle and looked in our direction
before doing a quick turnaround to head back in the direction from
which he came. To keep him from exposing our position to the
others, we were forced to stop his vehicle, but he appears to have
injured himself attempting to escape on foot. We now have him
segregated from the others, but another of their party is
approaching.”

Phaa shook his head. “Do you know which unit
this is?”

“The Human name is Wyatt Simmons, but we’re
unsure which Life Force occupies the body. We are too far away to
get the information from his implant with our hand-held
readers.”

“Then pull back,” Phaa ordered. “Do not
approach the subject and stay out of visual range of the
Observation Unit accompanying the others.”

“Yes Sir! Pulling back now.”

“Phaa?” a familiar voice called from
behind.

Oh no, he thought as he turned around and
asked, “Yes Sir?”

“Which Standard Internment Unit are they
talking about?”

“The male, Wyatt Simmons, Sir.”

Instead of showing anger, Khephra seemed to
pause for a moment as though deep in thought. Finally, he turned to
one of the other officers and said, “Open a link to Sergeant
Specialist Akki. I want to know what his status is.”

As the officer acknowledged the order,
Khephra turned to the Major. “Where was he headed?”

Phaa looked at his monitor. “Back to join the
others. I believe their objective was to gather at the home of the
unit known as Megan Simplot. The back part of that property has
high-voltage electrical power lines crossing it.”

“Power lines? They don’t generate enough
energy to threaten us.”

“That is correct, Sir, but whenever our
vehicles come close to these lines, interference from our tri-phase
engines interrupts the flow of the electricity. It can jump from
the power lines to the craft, creating a high-energy plasma field
that disables our shielding, making the craft visible and
vulnerable to attack. In addition, since these lines often feed
power to their major cities, such an interruption, even for a
minute, is hardly an event that would go unnoticed.”

The supreme commander stared at the monitor
for a moment more before turning back to Phaa. “Let them go onto
the property.”

“But Sir…”

Khephra silenced him with an upheld hand.
“Somehow they know our mobile vehicle can’t approach them while
they are under that power line. That means they’ll stay there until
we route them out, correct?”

“That seems reasonable, Sir,” Phaa said
hesitantly.

“Once they are there, make sure they stay put
until we are ready.”

“Yes, Sir,” Phaa acknowledged.

“And this is important, Major,” Khephra said
seriously as he locked eyes with his subordinate. “We don’t move
until the array is up.”

“Understood, Sir.”

Khephra patted Phaa on the shoulder and
walked back to his office. Just as he entered, another officer
announced a link with Sergeant Specialist Akki.

“Report, Akki.”

“I’ve got good news and bad news, Sir.”

“Start at the top, Sergeant Specialist.”

“The array is operational and we’re preparing
to install the first fifty controllers now.”

The supreme commander smiled at the monitor.
“And the antenna?”

“It will be operational tomorrow about
sunrise in your area. We can start connecting to units on the
planet’s surface as soon as it’s aligned.”

“Good job, Sergeant, that’s a day ahead of
schedule.”

“I have to give credit to the engineers on
this station, Sir. The threat of total annihilation is highly
motivating.”

“You said there was bad news?”

Akki looked around cautiously before
continuing. “Something strange is happening here. The other ships
gathering around us aren’t allowing us to mingle with them.”

“Is there no communication?”

“Yes, Sir. The basic stuff, but none of us
has been allowed to visit or even communicate with friends on the
other ships.”

“I see,” Khephra said almost too quietly for
Akki to hear.

“Any idea what’s going on, Sir?”

“Yes, I do, Son, but we can’t talk about that
right now. How long would it take to get the ship ready for
high-speed transport?”

The Sergeant Specialist paused for a moment
before answering. “We’re in standby mode at present, so it would be
at least one deca-pak before we could attempt acceleration.”

“Would you say the other battleships are also
on standby?”

“Absolutely, Sir. I checked their energy
outputs and none are ready for acceleration.”

“How short can you make that time and not let
any of the other ships know what you’re up to?”

Another pause as the Sergeant Specialist
looked around. “We’re due for a fusion purge in two days.” He
looked at his watch. “If I start it now, we won’t be able to go
anywhere for nearly two deca-paks, but at the end of the cycle,
we’ll be putting out so much energy that no one will notice our
engines building for a jump. In fact, standard procedure is to
follow this process with a full-ship maintenance check. They won’t
expect us to even move for another solar day.”

The supreme commander also looked at his
watch. “Don’t start right away. I want you to be ready when this
part of the planet is just experiencing sunrise.”

“If I understand this time-keeping system,
that would be five o’clock, your time.”

“I’ll leave that up to you,” Khephra said.
“And another thing. Tell the engineers working on the array that
they are not to stop their work, even if we leave. That array must
be completely operational in two solar days.”

“What should I tell them?”

“I think they already have incentive
enough.”

“But won’t the other ships chase after
us?”

“It’s doubtful. They believe something more
dangerous than us is on that planet.”

“Something more dangerous than a fully-armed
battleship? What in Hammond’s name could that be?”

Khephra shook his head as he stared at the
face in his monitor. “An idea,” he answered softly.
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Megan poked her head through the front door
of the house. “Aurelia? Are you there?”

Hearing no reply, she turned to find Augustus
floating behind her. “Standard Internment Unit Megan, Rapid
Insertion Unit Aurelia is not here.”

Megan froze. “What did you say?”

“Standard Internment Unit Megan, Rapid
Insertion Unit Aurelia is not here.”

“I thought you said she was human.”

“I did not.”

“Shit! Where did she go?”

“Rapid Insertion Unit Aurelia advised me that
she was following Standard Internment Unit Wyatt to your
property.”

Megan began running toward her pickup and
Augustus followed. “You said the attackers would come as rapid
insertion units.” Megan stopped at the truck and turned to the
robot. “That means she’s here to kill him.”

When the machine didn’t respond, she asked,
“Why would she do this?”

“She could then collect his Life Force for
insertion into another body.”

“But why Wyatt? What did he do?”

“That information is unavailable to me.”

Megan slammed a fist on the truck’s door.
“We’ve got to stop them.”

“I cannot comply.”

She hit the truck again. “Why?”

When Augustus remained silent, she jumped
into the pickup and turned the key.

Nothing happened.

“Damned,” she cried while fruitlessly turning
the key again and again. “Start you son of a bitch.”

“Standard Internment Unit Megan, your vehicle
will not start.”

Megan turned an angry face toward Augustus.
“What?”

“All of your vehicles have been
disabled.”

“Then take me there yourself.”

“I cannot assist you in this matter.”

She jumped from the truck and scanned the
barnyard. Finding what she was looking for, she dashed to the barn
and stopped in front of a bicycle. Yanking it around, she climbed
on and started peddling.

Augustus pulled up beside her as she went.
“You will not arrive in time.”

Megan glared at the robot. “At least I’m
going to try.”

“To what end?”

“Because that’s what humans do.”
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“Sir,” Major Phaa called as he approached the
supreme commander. “We’ve discovered something.”

“Report,” Khephra demanded while following
Phaa into the main room.

“Sir,” Captain Praetor announced as his
superior officers raced into the room. “We just learned that the
woman we thought was Human is actually a Rapid Insertion Unit. Its
controlling signal signature was being masked somehow.”

“Any idea who sent it?”

“None, Sir, but we did learn that it is
transmitting a signal in a very narrow band. We only discovered it
when the unit left the farmhouse and passed under our observation
platform. I’ve transferred the coordinates to our ship and they’re
looking for it now.”

Khephra tapped the emblem on his sleeve.
“Sergeant Specialist Akki. This is the supreme commander. What is
your status?”

“We’ve been having problems with the power
unit, but I think it’s resolved now. We‘re going to take a break
and then start aligning the control units. We’ll have the antenna
and more than a dozen units online by morning.”

“We don’t have until morning. The enemy agent
is making her move now.”

“We’ll start right away, Sir, but it will
take time to get these up and running.”

“Can you fake the fusion purge while ramping
up our engines? We’re going to need to leave this area
quickly.”

“Yes, Sir, but I’m using all available crew
to get the monitoring station up.”

“Focus on getting the antenna and two control
units up first, then do what you can about the ship,” Khephra
ordered. “We’ll give you as much time as we can.”

“But Sir, I can’t protect…”

“You have your orders, Sergeant Specialist.
Khephra out.”

The supreme commander turned to his major.
“Phaa, order the advance team to intercept and destroy that rapid
insertion unit and disable the observation unit.”

“Sir,” Captain Praetor called. “I’ve detected
a shielded craft moving in our direction. The energy signature is
Koko.”

“Where is it?”

“It is currently about one Earth hour
northwest of our position.”

“But it wouldn’t have to get all the way here
to do its job,” Phaa added. “In less than half that time, it would
only need a small control unit to extract a Life Force.”

Khephra shook his head. “And if it got to
within a few kilometers, it would be powerful enough to pull the
Life Force out of a living body.”

The room went silent for a moment before
Khephra swore, “Hammond’s balls! I’ll not let those bastards get
away with this.”

All eyes turned to him and he tapped his
sleeve. “Supreme Commander to lead ship. Give me the fighter
squadron leader.”
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Peddling hard, Megan raced around a corner
and found Augustus hovering in the middle of the road, with Aurelia
and Wyatt’s vehicles behind him.

“Where is he?” she screamed.

“Standard Internment Unit Wyatt has gone into
the woods and is approximately fifty meters from this location. You
are not permitted into that area.”

“The hell I’m not,” Megan screamed as she
jumped from the moving bike, hit the ground running and headed into
the woods.

As Augustus started to move between her and
the forest, Megan heard a loud ringing sound and turned to see the
robot drop to the ground and go inert.

“What the…” she started to cry, but was
interrupted by a popping sound coming from the woods. “No,” she
screamed as her pace quickened.

To her surprise, Wyatt was still standing
when she first sighted them.

“Aurelia, what are you doing?” he pleaded
while hobbling from one tree to another.

Megan ran with all her might as Aurelia
silently leveled her gun and squeezed the trigger again. Wyatt
yelped as the bullet plowed into his shoulder, spinning him around
and away from the protection of a tree. When two more bullets
punched into his back, he pitched forward to sprawl onto the forest
floor.

As Wyatt fell, the two women collided, but
Aurelia was far more agile than she appeared. Scooping an arm under
Megan’s crotch, Aurelia used her attacker’s momentum to heave her
over her own body. Megan’s head struck a tree trunk, but she still
managed to do a quick roll and come up in a crouch. As her blurry
vision began to clear, she could see Aurelia leveling her
weapon.

“Two birds with one stone,” she laughed as a
puff of smoke erupted from her gun.

Feeling a painful tug on her neck, Megan
staggered back a step before dropping to her knees. Warm liquid
splashed onto her hands as she lifted them to cover the wound, but
before she could even find it, the scene blurred and faded to
black.

To her surprise, she found herself floating
above her prostrate body. Though she could hear no sounds, she saw
Aurelia’s body jerk twice with blood exploding from her chest
before a third shot ripped her forehead open. As several figures
ran toward her, guns at the ready, Aurelia’s corpse sprawled on the
spongy ground, like a puppet suddenly deprived of its life-giving
strings.

As armed men moved to surround the inert
bodies, Megan watched a ghostly form rise from Aurelia’s remains.
It appeared to be momentarily disoriented, but quickly recovered
and began rising.

“Don’t let them get her!” Aurelia’s Life
Force screamed.

Megan turned to see what appeared to be
clouds of mist swirling around a central figure, which she
recognized as Wyatt.

As Aurelia rushed past her, she tried to suck
air into lungs she no longer had.

“Samhain!”

“She’s ours,” Aurelia screamed before she
slammed into one of the mist-like creatures.

To Megan’s surprise, the impact knocked the
creature away from Wyatt as Aurelia made a tight arc to crash into
another. Her momentum somewhat reduced by the tight turn, the
second impact wasn’t as effective. Before she could smash into the
third one, the other two were already moving back toward their
intended victim.

Still not fully comprehending what was
happening, Megan looked down at the men below waving their arms,
and yelling something she couldn’t hear. She turned back to see
dozens of the ghostly shapes had appeared a short distance from
them. Within seconds their numbers doubled then doubled again.

“Take that one,” Aurelia screamed while
crashing into yet another Samhain. “This one’s mine!”

Megan turned to find two of the creatures
approaching her. Without really knowing how, she moved toward
Wyatt, working to gain enough speed to knock Samhain away from her
mate.

As she moved, the essence of what made her
Megan began melting away. By the time she impacted an ethereal
creature, all of her physical features had vanished along with her
sense of physical self, and gender. A pulse no longer thumped in
her ears and the wounds on her body were a distant memory. Slamming
into the Samhain, she felt the pressure of impact, but no sense of
pain.

Turning to attack again, she suddenly
realized the beings were now just sensations that gave off a
dull-gray glow. She and Wyatt were splashes of green in a swirling
sea of gray. Aurelia was an intense blue.

“They should have us by now,” Aurelia
cried.

Megan tried to turn her non-existent head.
“Who should have us?”

“Fool,” she screamed while knocking another
Samhain from Wyatt. “We don’t need a loser like you. Pana’s the
key.”

Megan felt confusion swirling under her fear.
“But I thought…”

“Because your body was female?” a voice
laughed in her head. “You’re Saki, idiot. It doesn’t matter what
your physical body is, your Life Force is male.”

A Samhain scratched painfully at Saki’s
consciousness: razor-sharp cuts that drained energy and caused his
color to fade slightly. As he pushed the creature away, several
more swept in, digging in unseen claws. Though pushing them away
used even more energy, the need to find his mate kept him
going.

Within moments the number of invaders grew to
allow only random flashes of his companion’s color flickering
through the swirling gray. Panic exploded inside him as more and
more Samhain latched onto his consciousness, painfully gouging
deeper and deeper, sapping strength and pulling him further and
further from the others. Try as he might, the ever-increasing
numbers were simply overwhelming.

The low roar of their empty thoughts clouded
his own. Aurelia’s cries soon faded to nothing, leaving him cut
off, alone, desolate, and sensing the approach of a great abyss; a
place he knew was devoid of love, caring,…hope.

He heard Pana’s voice at the center of his
being, “Hang on, my love. Father will save us. I promise you
he…”

Though he fought to stay connected, her voice
faded into the ever-increasing noise. Like a small fish resisting
the great river, he struggled vainly against the mindless flow,
trying to find her again. Even as he did, his color faded, his
being merging with theirs as they tore away the remaining feelings,
desires, and wants that defined his humanity.

But was he human? The shadows of his memory
hinted at a different being he couldn’t quite see. He was
struggling to remember when Aurelia screamed a last, distant,
“Noooo!”

As the infinite depths of nothingness
absorbed him, he felt intensely cold and forgot why he should
care.
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Tammabet Ferrisis awoke to the worst
nightmare she could ever imagine.

Her injured wrist throbbed painfully as she
opened her eyes the tiniest bit and saw what looked like the head
of a short-snouted alligator, its bulging eyes staring at her legs.
Before she could process this, another head, just as ugly and
attached to the same body, appeared in her limited view. One face
grimaced, showing sharp, irregular teeth. A blob of drool dropped
from the left face and splattered on her exposed belly. She
flinched, but did not otherwise move. It was at this point she felt
the rough ground digging into her back and butt.

God almighty, she thought. I’m
naked!

The creature lifted a device with one of four
hands and squawked like a hoarse vulture. When a different hand
reached down and touched her thigh, it was all she could do to keep
from pulling away. Somehow Tamm knew she should play dead. Even so,
it took a great effort to keep still as rough fingers moved up and
down her thigh, leaving her unsure as to whether it was going to
eat or rape her.

With another hand, the creature grabbed her
injured wrist, causing her to whimper, but it hardly seemed to
notice.

Shaking its cumbersome head, which scattered
spittle the length of her body, the creature lifted the device and
squawked again. However, this time Tamm was sure, though she didn’t
know how, she understood what it was saying.

“The flesh be damaged,” said one head.
“Swelling increases ever since we pick this one up.”

“Whole arm be useless if not fixed quick,”
added the other. “Such injury sours flesh.”

“Fix now,” a voice squawked from the device.
“And get back for others.”

The first head nodded as a hand pulled what
looked like a fat, silver rod from the apron-like skirt hanging
from its waist. Pressing a glyph on the device’s side, the creature
passed it back and forth over Tamm’s wrist. Her whole arm began
vibrating and the initial pain made her wince, but after several
passes, the creature grunted and released the wrist. Afraid to show
she was conscious, Tamm let it drop, and was surprised to feel no
pain as her wrist struck the ground.

Peeking again, she saw two faces leaning
closer to her own. As rancid breath filled her nostrils she
struggled to control her gag reflex. Another drop of drool plopped
onto her breast just before the creature removed its hand from her
thigh, grunted derisively, and moved off. She struggled to remain
still while listening to its many drumming feet march through the
gate. The lock clicked, and when she looked, the creature was
gone.

“Gawd,” she gasped while sitting up and
wiping drool from her chest and belly. “That thing smells like
rotting flesh.”

Looking around, she found herself in a large
cave, its broad opening covered with a fence. Lying next to her,
Bottar Wak was unconscious and also stripped of his clothing.
Nakedness notwithstanding, she wrapped her arms around herself as a
chill came over her. Upon standing she found a small glowing device
a short distance away, and next to it, a pile of cloth.

Scanning the cavern one more time, to make
sure they were alone, she moved to the device and found it gave off
quite a bit of heat. After warming herself for a moment, she moved
to the pile and began extracting its contents: Two each, loosely
fitting shirt, and pants.

She dressed quickly and took an outfit to
Bottar, carefully laying the clothes on top of him. She then
pressed her hand to his forehead to see if he was warm enough to be
alive. Her touch roused him, but she held him down.

“Watch it, buster,” she warned. “They took
your clothes.”

Bottar looked down at the pile covering his
groin then up to her. “What the hell?”

She shook her head. “Not a clue, but we've
got to get out of here fast.”

As he sat up, his eyes jerked around the
cave. “How did we get here?”

She laughed dryly. “You don’t remember?”

He shook his head, his face blank. “I
remember seeing you in the back room of my uncle’s store. Nothing
after that.”

She moved back to the heater, held her hands
out toward the welcome warmth and sighed. “You wouldn't believe me
if I told you.”

While pulling on the shirt, Bottar asked,
“This some kind of kinky sex thing?”

Tamm's laugh had a hollow sound to it. “We
should be so lucky. We've been kidnapped by some kind of alien.”
She pointed in the direction of the gate. “They just left and
they’re really creepy.”

“Alien? Like in, not from this country?”

She shook her head slowly. “More likely from
outer space.”

“You're shitting me.”

When she shrugged, Bottar lifted his head and
sniffed.

“This place smells like crap,” he complained
while pulling on the pants.

Tamm moved to the gate blocking the entrance
and rattled it. “I think you’re smelling the creatures who put us
in here.”

Bottar grimaced. “Damn.”

She rattled the gate again. “Our more
immediate problem is how to get out.”

Moving up beside her, Bottar shook the gate
as well. “Maybe we could negotiate with them. This might just be
some kind of misunderstanding.”

Tamm shook her head. “Trust me, friend. We
don’t want to be here when they get back.”

Her companion turned to face the interior of
the cave. “It’s pretty dark back there. We’ll need a light
source.”

Tamm scooped up a stick, moved back to the
heater and held the tip close to it. After a moment, it burst into
flame.

“How about this?” she asked just before the
fire vanished.

Bottar sighed. “We’ll need more than
that.”

Tamm lowered the stick and looked around.
Finding nothing of use, she lifted her shirt over her head and
began wrapping it around her stick. When she was done, she turned
to Bottar, whose eyes were on her exposed breasts.

“Find us some wire,” she ordered with a
laugh. “I’d rather run around naked than be eaten by those friggin’
aliens.”

“But we could have used my shirt,” he
protested.

Tamm shrugged. “Odds are we’ll need your
shirt, and probably our pants before we get out of here.” She
looked at the ceiling. “This lava tube could run for miles.”

“And what if we don’t find a way out before
we run out of clothes?”

“Then we’ll stumble along in the dark until
they catch up with us and give them the fight of their lives.”

As she shook the stick over her head,
Bottar’s eyes jerked from the shaft to her jiggling breasts and
back. Without further comment, he scrambled away.

Shaking her head, Tamm moved in the opposite
direction, scanning the ground for something useful. After a few
paces she found a limb large enough to act as a second torch. Soon
after, a wave from Bottar standing at the far edge of the entrance,
signaled he’d found some wire.

As they came together, her mind was suddenly
flooded with so many images she became disoriented, stumbled and
pitched forward into Bottar.

“Whoa,” he exclaimed as his arms wrapped
around her.

The sensation vanished as quickly as it had
come, and she then realized Bottar’s hand was on her left breast.
To his credit, he quickly jerked it to her arm pit and lifted her
back to her feet.

“What happened?” he asked while still holding
her up.

She regained her legs and stepped back. “I’m
not sure,” she said while involuntarily folding her arms over her
chest. “My head was suddenly full of things that made no
sense.”

“Some kind of mind control?”

She shook her head quickly, before moving
toward the heater. “Until we know more, let’s stick with our
plan.”

Working as she walked, Tamm wrapped the wire
around the shirt and lowered it close to the glowing device. When
it quickly lit, she lifted it over her head and turned back to find
Bottar gaping at her.

“What?” she asked just as she remembered she
was topless.

“You…you look like the goddess Liberty.”

She forced a laugh, turned and headed into
the cave. “Oh get a grip, man. It’s not like you’ve never seen
boobs before.”

Bottar paused momentarily as he struggled
with feelings of both lust and respect for the half-naked woman
walking away from him. Finally coming to his senses, he snatched up
the extra stick and wire and ran after her.

We’re probably doomed, he thought,
but at least I’ll have something to die for.
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Sergeant Specialist Akki jerked as his
communications link beeped. A data cube and an empty cup clattered
to the floor as he jumped from his chair and scrambled to his main
console to hit the speaker icon.

“Sergeant Specialist…uh, good morning, Sir,”
Akki greeted as the ugly Human face of his superior appeared on the
screen.

“Progress report.”

“The antenna’s power supply is still giving
us trouble, but we’ll have five control units ready as soon as it
is up again.”

The supreme commander shook his head. “We
need to capture their Life Forces now.”

Akki frowned. “The power supply’s an old
design and we don’t have a replacement.”

“Do you have anything on board that can
substitute? We only need to extract two Life Forces quickly. There
are Samhain in the area.”

Akki looked shocked. “I think we can reroute
the signal through our main antenna.”

“Do it now, Sergeant Specialist,” Khephra
said grimly. “Micro-paks count.”

“Yes Sir,” he said as he broke the connection
and switched to a local relay.

“Communications Maintenance here,” announced
a familiar face. “Hey, Akki. What’s up?”

“Kimmo,” Akki blurted. “I need to take over
your antenna right now. Direct order from the supreme
commander.”

“Sure man. We’re transmitting status reports
to the other ships. You can have it in about five milli-paks.”

Akki typed a command at his terminal. “No
time.”

Cutting off the transmission, he pressed
another key and took control of the antenna. A few more key-presses
reoriented it to align with the newly refitted control station.

Flipping on his communications link again, he
called, “Akki to control station.”

The SLM’s face appeared on the screen.
“Control station here.”

“We’ve had an unplanned termination. I need
two controllers online as soon as you can get them powered up.”

“Five are running right now, but we have no
antenna,” the SLM protested.

“I’m going to route the signal through our
own antenna. We’ll handle the transfer.”

“But this is not according to protocol!”

“No time for rules,” Akki cried. “We move
now, or the enemy gets them. I don’t need to tell you what will
happen next.”

Akki watched the SLM’s face go pale as he
barked instructions to a subordinate.

“We’re transferring control to you now,
Sergeant Specialist,” he announced. “May Hammond guide your
hands.”

Without responding, Akki cut the connection
and jumped to another terminal.
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“Sir,” Captain Praetor called as his face
appeared on Khephra’s communications screen. “We’ve regained
control of the Observation unit.”

Sweat beading on his humanoid forehead,
Khephra hesitated for a moment before nodding. “Have it take
everyone else back to their homes.” He paused to refer to a device
in his hand. “I’m sending it memory modification instructions. As
far as those people are concerned, this never happened.”

“Good enough, Sir, but what do we do with the
bodies?”

“Leave them in the woods, but arrange things
to look like a murder/suicide incident. The Humans won’t have any
reason to question something like that.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Once that is taken care of, we’ll pick you
up. Since there aren’t enough monitoring control relays, we’ll be
flying back to the ship.”

“Will we be reporting to the station for
reprocessing?”

Khephra shook his head. “There won’t be time.
We’re moving out as soon as we’ve recovered the Life Forces.”

“Sir? Are we taking him from the
planet?”

“That is correct. And another thing. There
will be no further communication with the ship until we are back on
board.”

“Sir?”

“Much depends on what we do here, Captain,”
Khephra said gravely. “For the sake of my family and yours, we must
not fail.”

“With all due respect, Sir,” the captain said
cautiously. “Is this a coup attempt?”

Khephra’s face turned grim. “I’m no tyrant,
but there are others who want to be, and our job is to stop
them.”

The Supreme Commander’s communicator beeped
and Akki’s face appeared on the screen. “It’s crude, but
everything’s connected, Sir. We’re starting the extraction process
right now.”

“How’s it going?”

“Their signals are very weak, and we’re
having trouble distinguishing them from the Samhain.”

Khephra struggled to maintain his composure.
“I know you’ll do your best, Sergeant Specialist,” he said with a
calm voice that covered the screaming terror raging in his head.
“That’s all I can ask.”

“Sir,” Captain Theara called. “Our fighters
will not get to the Koko ship in time.”

“Can we fire on them from here?”

“No Sir. We are too low in the
atmosphere.”

“Move us into their path and engage full
shields,” Khephra ordered. “That should keep them from locking onto
someone.”

As their ship lifted off, Khephra looked at
his men -- the best the military had to offer -- all working to
outwit the enemy and save his daughter. He wanted to believe that
skill alone was enough, but his cramping gut told him no one
controlled the luck factor.

However, if they were to have a chance, his
men needed a strong leader and that was a role he was born to play.
Straightening to his full height, he moved among them, barking
orders and watching their progress. He was doing what he’d always
loved, but this time it felt painfully surreal. There was no
exciting adrenaline rush. His legs felt rubbery; his heart thudded
dully. This time the prize was too precious and the confusion of
uncertainty clouded his thoughts.

“You’re no quitter,” he mumbled angrily to
himself before calling for more speed from the engines.

The muscles in his neck were hard as rocks as
the ship moved far too slowly to where it would block the Koko’s
extraction beam. He should have felt the thrill of the challenge,
but there was none.

The cabin was awash in noise as the crew
passed information back and forth, but everyone went suddenly
silent when the Koko ship vanished from their screens. Khephra’s
mind went blank as the sudden realization of what that meant
stripped the air from his lungs.

Who has Pana? was the only thought in
his head.

Though no one looked his way, Khephra quickly
realized they were all waiting for him to say something dramatic --
something that might make their effort sound heroic -- but he could
only turn to Phaa and whisper,

“Pray for them Major. It never should have
gone this far.”
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He awoke in an endless blackness, devoid of
any sense of space or time. He was a child unborn: a blank slate
with no past or future. And then they appeared: white dots against
the ebony background. As the first few reached him, they felt like
snowflakes pelting a windshield, but he quickly realized they were
thoughts. The few became many, the many became a flood and the
flood a torrent that merged into one long-running, disorganized
movie with him at the center. A billion-trillion snowflake/thoughts
enveloped him, burying him until its energy became a solid mass
that dissolved and reformed in repeating cycles until it took on a
new form.

Fleeting moments combined into continuous
hours that evolved into days then weeks, years, decades and finally
lifetimes so numerous he began confusing one with the other. It was
nonsensical and yet made perfect sense. He knew it all and yet was
lost in its sheer volume.

Eventually, the memories merged into a hazy
white glow, making time transparent, as the past became
contemporary with the present. He was a soldier, a farmer, a
prince, and a pauper. He had been fat and skinny, happily
penniless, and miserably rich. He ran naked through an ancient
forest in pursuit of a fleeing buck, fought hand-to-hand with a
vicious enemy, made love to the woman of his dreams, prayed
devoutly in a great cathedral wearing scratchy monk’s robes, and
struggled with a body distorted by cerebral palsy. He had succumbed
to old age, been killed by an enraged husband, died bravely in
battle, and suffered the agony of the Black Plague. It was all
there and yet…how could it?

In time he couldn’t measure, he absorbed,
organized and cataloged the memories. Half-a-hundred or more lives
all put in their places. Slowly, as he accepted them, his mind grew
calmer and he once again floated in space, alone.

While drifting in the calmness of the moment,
he saw a memory much different than the rest. It came, not as
individual, unorganized thoughts, but as one continuous stream,
seemingly prepared for him in advance. A fearful chill stabbed the
depths of his soul as it played out.

An alarm sounded.

“Incoming debris,” someone screamed.

The planet in the view screen was breaking
apart, but most of it still rotated around an invisible center.
Smaller pieces were flying everywhere, including directly at the
station in which he was standing.

“Engage the deflecting shields,” someone else
cried.

“They’re out,” a third person responded,
“We’re defenseless!”

“This wasn’t supposed to happen,” he could
hear himself saying in disbelief. “This isn’t…”

The station shuddered as a console lurched up
to knock him across the room. As he tried to pick himself up
another console to his right exploded sending dust and debris
flying. The floor continued to lurch as smaller impacts shook the
station.

“Pana?” he called desperately while
struggling to rise. “PANA?”

He grabbed for a handrail, but couldn’t grip
it with his blood-soaked hand. Pushing off the floor, he walked
unsteadily on the trembling surface to Pana’s station. She was
sprawled on the floor like a dropped doll, blood oozing from her
forehead. When he picked her up, a cry of anguish gurgled in his
throat as her head lolled back. Struggling to maintain his footing,
he pressed an ear to her chest, gratefully sensing the beat of a
heart slightly out of synch with his own.

Another impact knocked him off his feet. As
he struggled to right himself without letting go of her, an airlock
burst open. Soldiers, their weapons drawn, surged into the station
and overtook the terrified and unarmed occupants.

“All clear for the general,” someone shouted,
just before a tall figure hurried through the airlock, and marched
right up to him. Saki was still on his knees as General Khephra’s
hard eyes glared down at him and his burden.

“I hope you’re ready for a very long stay in
Ceratha’s burning bowels, N-Tschester,” he said coldly while
glaring down at the girl. “I just wish you hadn’t taken her
with you.”

With a wave of the general’s hand, two
soldiers lifted Saki up, with Pana still in his arms. A rifle
barrel jabbed his back as he stumbled forward, clutching his
precious burden and feeling all hope vanish as they entered the
dark airlock.
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Akki’s face appeared in the SLM’s monitor.
“Sir. I’ve just received a communication from the supreme
commander. The mission was a success. Only three individuals
killed. We’ve recovered two of them.”

“We’re prepared to process them,” the SLM
said eagerly. “When shall I expect the transfer?”

Akki shook his head. “We’ve been called away
on an important mission, and will be taking the life forces with
us. However, it is important that you continue to work on the
array.”

“Is N-Tschester among them?”

“No, Sir. We’ve returned him to his home,
though he and his primary mate have been injured.”

“Can I know when you’ll be back?”

“I’m afraid not, but we’ll handle the return
of our people to their bodies.”

“I’ve seen enough to know you can accomplish
that without much difficulty,” the SLM acknowledged. “Is there
anything we need to know about him?”

Akki looked at his monitoring screens. “It
should take them a while to recover, but they aren’t so seriously
damaged that the indigenous doctors can’t handle it. None of them
will remember our visit, so there shouldn’t be any need to change
protocols.”

“What about the problems at Secor-Alpha Four?
Have their control units been restored?”

“I don’t know, Sir. I’m just a lowly
sergeant. They don’t tell me much more than I need to know.”

The SLM nodded with a knowing smile. “On that
point, I can relate entirely.”

Both men laughed before Akki raised a hand.
“Well, I must get back to my duties, Sir. We’re departing very
soon. It’s been a pleasure working with you.”

“The same here, Sergeant,” the SLM said. “Who
shall I report to now?”

Akki shrugged. “I’m told someone will be
contacting you.”

The SLM shook his head. “I’m glad I don’t
work for the military. Too much secrecy for my taste.”

Akki swiped a hand at the screen and a
different face appeared. “Captain, all pleasantries have been
dispensed with. You’re back in control now.”

“Thank you, Sergeant Specialist.”

Without further comment, the screen went
blank and Akki smiled at the hum of engines revving for launch.
However, his smile quickly vanished as he looked at the two
coffin-like capsules sitting in his storage room.

“I sure hope the Supreme Commander knows what
he’s doing with this lot,” he muttered just as his monitor
beeped.

“Sorry to bother you, Sergeant Specialist,”
The SLM announced, “but I just thought I’d ask.”

Akki’s heart sank as he struggled to keep his
feelings from his face. “Oh?”

“Should I have our observations units paying
closer attention to N-Tschester from now on?”

Akki shook his head. “That won’t be
necessary. We believe all the perpetrators of the escape attempt
have been rounded up.”

“Escape?” the SLM squeaked. “They were
actually trying to leave the planet?”

“Don’t worry. The situation is under
control.”

“I am relieved to hear that, but how did it
manage to get this far?”

Akki shrugged. “Space pirates.”

The SLM looked puzzled. “Maatiirani? In this
sector?”

Akki nodded. “If the prize is rich enough,
even they will take the risk.”

“I can only shiver at the ramifications,
Sergeant Specialist. How did they bypass our security?”

Akki shook his head. “It seems they modified
your computer system so it couldn’t see them. I’ve made changes
that will prevent that from happening in the future. However, it is
important to keep this secret. Rumors would sprout like infectious
weeds and quickly blossom into wholesale panic.”

The SLM nodded energetically. “I remember
what it was like just before he was captured. I shudder to think
what would happen if this were to get out.”

Akki nodded as well, playing on the obvious
fear shadowing the SLM’s face. “The pirates may still have spies
hidden among the staff of our fleet. It’s critical they not know
what we’ve done here until we route them out.”

“What else can I do to help?”

“Just keep your status reports normal, like
he’s still working and playing as before. He’ll be down for about
two of his weeks. Then all will be as it was and no one will be the
wiser.”

The SLM frowned. “I don’t like
subterfuge.”

“Nor do I,” Akki said softly, “but it’s a
small price to pay for preserving our way of life.”

The SLM hesitated for a moment before giving
a quick, but decisive nod. “You make a very persuasive case,
Sergeant Specialist. I’ll do the best I can.”

Akki thanked the civilian and signed off.
Working at his console, he uploaded several new algorithms to make
the fake Wyatt and Megan routines more active over time.

“Hopefully, this boob won’t try to make
visual contact with either unit,” he mumbled while wiping
perspiration from his brow.
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Sub-commander Pheet leaned against the
bulkhead and sucked down another gulp of thoapa as he struggled to
muster enough energy to continue on. At that moment, Matrina
rounded the corner.

“Well, hello there,” she purred with a
lecherous smile.

Pushing away from the bulkhead, Pheet lifted
his spill-proof mug and shook it. “This damned thing has enough
caffeine to kill a giant rock sloth and I’m on my fourth mug this
morning.”

Matrina laughed. “Did our lovemaking take all
the strength out of you?”

Pheet shook his head. “It was that damned
pill you gave me. What was it again?”

She waved a hand dismissively. “Just a sex
stimulant.” She took a step back and spread her arms. “I’m not
having any problems.”

Pheet growled angrily while slumping against
the bulkhead again. “Well, that’s not how I’m feeling.”

After looking around conspiratorially,
Matrina pulled a small packet from her fanny pack. “Try this,” she
said while tearing the top off the bag.

Before the sluggish Pheet could react, she
flipped the mug’s lid open and poured the contents in.

As she snapped the lid closed and shook the
mug, Pheet scowled angrily. “What is it this time?”

Matrina laughed. “It’s just an herbal
caffeine booster. Totally safe. My mother takes it when she’s
down.”

Looking around again, she moved close to him
and ran a hand down to his crotch. “Maybe we can get together when
I get off shift. I had a simply wonderful time last night.” Though
Pheet reacted to the pleasure of her touch, his skeptical look made
her scowl. “Well, if all you can do is lean against this bulkhead,
and look hostile, I’m not sure I want to spend time with you.” She
patted the bottom of his mug. “Drink up.”

Though he wanted to resist, his hand rose
automatically until the hot liquid was pouring down his throat.
Within micro-paks, he began to feel normal again.

Pushing away from the bulkhead, he barked a
laugh. “Wow! This really works.”

“Well, I’ve got work to do,” Matrina
announced abruptly as she moved past him. “I’ll see you
tonight.”

She was gone before he remembered to ask her
about how he got back to his room the last time they made love. Not
wanting to make a scene by chasing her down, he just shook his head
and took another sip from the mug.

“Guess I’ll talk to her about it tonight,” he
murmured while continuing on his way.
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For Saki, the gray ceiling of his hospital
room was a welcome relief to the constant barrage of memories.
Anxious voices echoed dully in his ears, but he could not make out
words. His body remained frozen, limiting his sight to one small
patch of ceiling.

More excited speech reached his dulled
consciousness just as sensation came into his chest, spreading
quickly to his arms and legs. He could now feel and hear his
rapidly-beating heart gradually slowing.

“Can you hear me?” a distant voice asked.

He tried to nod, but his eyes blinked
instead.

“Don’t be afraid,” the voice assured him.
“This is just temporary. You’ll be OK soon.”

He gave a nod/blink but knew from the recent
flood of memories that it was only a lie. If he really killed all
those people, he’d never be OK.

Can you hear me? echoed in his head,
though he intended to speak it.

“Yes,” the voice answered. “I’m Doctor
Paquet. How are you doing?”

I’m not sure I know how to answer that.

“Your brain will have to learn how to
communicate with your body,” the doctor explained. “It won’t take
long, now that you’re conscious.”

Why am I here?

“I don’t know. Supreme Commander Khephra
thought it was important, but I’ve no further explanation than
that.”

Do they intend to kill me?

“I doubt it,” Paquet answered. “They could
have done that on the planet.”

Where are we going to next?

“Angrolicat.”

May Hammond have mercy on me.

“I’m sorry? What is the problem?”

That’s where the survivors of Ooertfael went
after their planet was destroyed.

“But certainly the supreme commander didn’t
go to all this trouble just to sacrifice you to the survivors.”

He might. After all, because of me, his
daughter… Saki paused as he struggled and failed to sit up.
Where’s Pana?

“I am not sure where your wife is.”

They didn’t recover her?

“They recovered a woman, but I don’t know
anything more.”

Would you find out and let me know?

“I’ll take care of it personally, but in the
meantime, you need to focus on your recovery.”

The doctor stood, spoke briefly with a
technician and left the room. As he moved down the hall, a dark
figure approached from a side room.

“How is he doing?”

Though startled by the question, the doctor
recovered quickly. “I’m not sure I should be talking with you.”

The figure shook his head while handing him a
data chip. “The supreme commander has authorized you to keep me
informed.”

After reading the authorization, the doctor
shrugged. “He’s just become conscious, but we’re still
communicating with him telepathically. He’ll be verbal and mobile
by tomorrow. You can see him then.”

“Did you tell him about his wife?” the figure
asked.

The physician shook his head. “Not a good
idea in his present state.”

“When will you tell him?”

“I think it’s best to wait until he’s
stronger.”

The figure nodded curtly. “And how will you
go about it?”

Frowning, the doctor shrugged as he handed
the chip back. “Maybe I’ll leave that bit to you.”
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With a labored sigh, he settled his frame
onto a small stool facing the stasis chamber that held Pana’s body.
Around him lights blinked erratically as the machines hummed, but
his attention was on the face showing through the observation
bubble.

“I know you’re not in there,” Khephra sighed
softly, “but I have to talk with someone, and in my position there
just isn’t anyone else.”

He quickly scanned the room before putting
his hands on his knees and leaning toward her.

“I can’t chase after you,” he whispered
guiltily. “Lord knows if your mother ever finds out, she’ll poke
out my eyes, but there’s too much at stake.”

He dropped his head, shaking it slowly for a
moment before looking at her again. “Maybe old Senator Patatior was
right. After the last war we should have just wiped those damned
Kokos from existence instead of making an alliance with them.
Patatior knew the Councils couldn’t keep them in line forever and
he was right.

“But now I have to get to them before they
can use you against us. Even though it may mean…”

His voice broke as he once again did a quick
survey of the room. Finally satisfied, he turned back to her.

“As soon as I can, I’ll come looking for
you.” He swallowed hard, steeling his resolve. “The day of regret
is coming for the saterhi who kidnapped my girl.” He shot
quickly to his feet, shaking a fist in the air. “I speak true,
Daughter.”

His enthusiasm vanished as his eyes once
again fell on the still face.

He watched a moment longer before sighing
deeply, and quietly leaving the room. After the door hissed closed,
the only remaining sounds were the life-giving hum of the stasis
chamber and the slightest of beeps made by a hidden transceiver
denoting the end of its transmission.
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“Supreme Commander on deck,” the captain
announced as Khephra stepped onto the flight deck. “Glad to have
you back, Sir.”

“What’s our status?”

“We caught the other ships off guard, Sir. No
one has followed us, nor could they.”

“Are we tracking the enemy ship?”

“Yes, Sir. Once it was outside the
atmosphere, they turned off their shields.”

“Estimated destination?”

“If they maintain their course, it will be
the same as ours: Angrolicat. Are we planning to get there before
them?”

Khephra hesitated for a moment before shaking
his head. “Have we made our first course correction yet?”

Letting his concern show only briefly, the
captain quickly blanked his face and nodded. “We left passive
sensor range two deca-paks after departure. I waited another
deca-pak before making the change.” He looked at his watch. “Our
next course correction will be just after shift change tomorrow
morning.”

Khephra smiled. “Very good, Captain, but I’ll
be altering that heading.”

“Yes, Sir. Will we be intercepting the Koko
ship before they reach their destination?”

“No. Our destination is Secor-Alpha Four, and
I want all sails at full mast.”

“Will we have time for refueling at our
destination?”

“No, but we should make Todulous Station,
don’t you think?”

“Do you anticipate resistance, Sir?”

The supreme commander shook his head. “I
don’t expect it, but we’ll plan for it anyway.”

“What do you expect, Sir?”

The supreme commander’s lips curled into a
smile not reflected in his eyes. “To meet some very old
friends.”

“Shall I announce our new destination to the
crew?”

Khephra shook his head. “Let’s keep this
party small for the time being. Make the change slowly so as not to
attract attention and have your security boys listen in on the
internal chatter.”

“You think we might be carrying a spy?”

The supreme commander shook his head. “Of the
three-hundred-and-twenty people on board, there has to be someone
with loyalties contrary to our own.”

The captain turned to the communications
officer. “Chief, let’s go silent.”

As the chief worked at his station, the
captain turned back to his superior. “Would you mind if I run a
battle drill? If they’re going to spy on us, they might as well do
some real work at the same time.”

The supreme commander nodded. “It’s your
ship, Captain and it looks like you’ve got it well in hand.”

“And where will you be, Sir?”

Khephra smiled grimly. “Visiting a different
old friend.”

 


50

 


He tried to open his eyes, but the brightness
of the room forced them closed again.

“Did someone call for me?” he asked while
shading his eyes and peering at the two shapes by his bed. “I
thought I heard someone say my name.”

“Do you know what your name is?” asked a
voice he immediately recognized, and for reasons he did not fully
understand, feared.

“I don’t know,” he said cautiously. “There
seem to have been so many.”

“Your first one,” a tall man wearing a
uniform asked as he moved to the foot of the bed. “The one you had
before this all happened.”

“Saki…uh…something or other.”

“Saki N-Tschester,” the man announced with a
hint of irritation.

Saki sat up for a better look at the man.
“And what am I supposed to have done to you?”

“Don’t you remember any of it?”

Saki shook his head. “Bits and pieces, but it
makes little sense. I couldn’t be responsible for what
happened.”

“You make a habit of avoiding
responsibility?” the man asked sarcastically.

Saki shook his head uncertainly. “I…don’t
think so. But of all the things I remember, that part is so…jumbled
and incomplete.”

The tall man turned to his short companion,
who wore a dull brown robe of a style Saki didn’t recognize. “How
long before he’s past this phase?”

The short man shook his head. “A couple pak,
maybe more. It’s too early to tell at this stage.”

The taller man turned back to Saki. “You’ve
got three pak to figure this out, Son. If you don’t, I’m going to
have a hard time making the rest of my plan work.”

“But I don’t even know exactly what happened.
How can I possibly help?”

The man turned and opened the only door in
the room. “One way or the other, you’ve got three paks.”

“But…” his protest was cut off when the man
slipped through the door and snapped it closed.

“Don’t worry,” the shorter man was saying.
“I’m confident you can do it.”

Saki stared at him. “How can you know
that?”

“You said all the other memories came in a
flood. In time, these will do likewise. Your brain just needs time
to absorb it all.”

Saki shook his head. “This is different. The
other memories came without hesitation, like old friends at a
reunion. But I’m afraid of this last one. There’s something there I
don’t want to know.”

“Then I’ll do what I can to help you.”

“And who are you?”

The man pushed away from the wall and
extended a hand that slid from under his long sleeve. The skin was
nearly transparent, clearly showing muscles, bone and green blood
vessels.

“Forgive me, Saki N-Tschester. I’ve been
working with you for so long during your transition, I forget that
you don’t know me. My name is Doctor Forrtess Makhaman. My friends
and comrades call me Makh. I am here to help you through this.”

Ignoring the hand, Saki shivered and slipped
down under the covers. “What does it matter? Everyone thinks I’m
the mastermind behind this thing. If I was even just part of it, I
deserve to die.”

Lowering his hand until it slid back under
his robe’s sleeve, the short man nodded. “Yes, but if someone else
planned this, they could strike again.”

Saki threw off the covers and sat up. “It’s
been thirty druak since this happened. Wouldn’t he have done
something else by now?”

Makh shrugged. “Maybe he has. The people he
destroyed were primitive and only just experimenting with space
flight. If we hadn’t been tipped off to what was happening, he
would have wiped them all out and we’d never have known. In the
meantime, this is a vast galaxy. He may have destroyed another
hundred planets and we’d be none the wiser. Worse yet, he could be
building a fleet, using these primitive creatures as slaves and has
one large enough to take on the Hierarchy of Councils.”

“But, if the Councils are so worried about
this guy, why kill me?”

Makh shook his head. “Because everybody else
thinks you are him.”

Saki shook his head as well. “But I’m not. I
can’t be.”

“It doesn’t matter. The act of destroying an
entire planet stunned the Maatiirani and stopped a galactic war
just as it was starting. Your capture and imprisonment kept the war
at bay because neither side wants to risk the instability that
might set you free.”

“Just because of me?”

The man sighed. “Let’s just say some very
smart people made you out to be somewhat more evil and clever than
you really are.”

“Somewhat?”

He laughed softly. “OK, a hell of a lot more,
and it was very effective.”

“I don’t get it.”

“He who hates my enemy can’t be my enemy. If
you and your allies were seen as more dangerous than the other
side, it made sense for both sides to parlay a peace just to keep
you bottled up.”

“And it worked?”

Makh’s smile faded. “Until now, yes.”

“Is the fear factor losing its effect?”

He frowned. “On numerous levels, I’m
afraid.”

“What of my comrades?”

“Your second mate, Tammabet Ferrisis and
about five hundred of your men vanished from another prison planet
called Secor-Alpha Four.”

Saki’s face clouded. “Is Tamm OK?”

Makh held up both hands, palms up. “All we
know for certain is that they’re missing. However, the fact that
the array controlling them was destroyed just before they
disappeared is quite telling.”

“What do you mean?”

The doctor shrugged. “There are those who
will benefit by the resumption of the war.”

“Remove the threat. Remove the peace.”

“There might be another way of looking at
it.”

Saki shook his head. “If one side thinks the
other has me they’ll feel compelled to attack in self-defense.”

The doctor smiled grimly. “You know, you’re
every bit as smart as the Supreme Commander said you were.”

“That was him in here earlier, wasn’t
it?”

Makh nodded. “When the Secor-Alpha Four array
went down, he seemed to be the only one who realized what might be
happening and made straight for you.”

“So I’m a bargaining chip?”

Makh moved to the side of the bed so quickly
it startled Saki.

“You’re much more than that, my foolish
friend,” he said seriously. “You may be the only hope we have
left.”
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“Senator Addy,” the aide called softly as he
shook what he hoped was the creature’s shoulder. “Sir, I’ve got
news from the intervention teams.”

The bed was wide enough for four
KokoroTetians and Addy was sprawled sideways on it. The aide was
thankful the senator’s heads were closest to the bedroom door, so
he didn’t have to crawl up on the bed to make contact with him.
Though the first Koko to ever sit on the Over Council, Addy had
been forced to accept an Antraka aide. It was rumored that the
senator had eaten the previous one when he disturbed him in
bed.

Unwinding from his voluminous covers, Addy
rolled over, revealing both faces at once. “Since you risk wrath by
waking us, We guess it not good news.”

“No, Sir,” the aide answered as he took
several quick steps back. “They’re gone.”

“Who gone?”

“All of them, Sir: N-Tschester, his two wives
and all his men.”

“That not possible! They light-years apart.
How it happen so fast?”

“It was two different teams. Of that we’re
sure.”

“Well, spill out, man!” Addy snapped angrily
as he rolled out of bed. “Don’t make us crankier than We already
be.”

“The first team, at Secor-Alpha Four blew out
two control stations, disabled the Observation Units and shut down
all sensor arrays in that region of the planet. No one is sure how
they did it, but they lifted about five-hundred Standard Internment
Units off the planet before the defense teams could arrive.”

The senator’s heads turned toward each
other.

“Impossible task, maybe?” one said.

“Militia strike force?” asked the other.

The first head shook. “Even so, that a lotta
butts to move.”

The second head jerked toward the aide. “How
long this take?”

“One, maybe two paks.”

“Not possible.”

The second head lunged at the aide forcing
him to jump back, “What about other prison?”

“At Prak a’Terra, the station’s SLM reported
that Supreme Commander Khephra went down to the planet to secure
the prisoners. He later told the SLM that the pirates had been
defeated and all was as it had been. However, after he left it was
discovered that the internment units holding N-Tschester and his
mate, Pana-Teelr Khephra had been terminated. Their control units
had been modified to hide that fact.”

“That Khephra always be smart for Antraka,”
said the right head.

The left head shook. “But attacks be so much
different. Maybe not coordinated effort.”

The right head shook as well. “Khephra not
traitor. This gotta be pre-emptive strike.”

The left head’s mouth dropped open. “We be in
negotiations with Council about our increased fleet size. He not
dare attack us while they still talking about…”

Both heads suddenly turned to face the
doorway. Raising a hand to silence the aide, the senator reached
under his pillow and extracted a weapon. As he moved toward the
door, a third hand carefully moved a chair out of the way. Jumping
forward, he fired twice into the wall to the left of the doorway. A
dull thump followed as a single-headed body fell across the
doorway.

“But Sir, that’s our janitor,” the aide
squeaked as Addy rushed to the body.

Without comment, the senator rummaged through
the corpse’s clothes.

“Ceratha’s ass!” he exclaimed while lifting a
small device to the light. “Transmitter.”

“Lord Hammond,” the aide cried. “That
means…”

Both heads nodded slowly as they turned
toward the aide. “Yes, my friend. That mean we in race against
time.”

“Yes Sir, but it is our understanding that
Supreme Commander Khephra has N-Tschester. Surely he won’t side
with a traitor.”

The aide hoped the expression on the
senator’s face was a smile, though he hadn’t been with him long
enough to really know for sure.

“Only Khephra truly know his intentions,
maybe?” the left head said grimly.

“He not work under Council orders now,” the
right head grumbled.

“We can only hope he not in league with
somebody else,” the first head added.

The aide looked nervously toward the door.
“But I thought you said he wasn’t a traitor.”

The heads shook quickly. “What We want to
believe and what be real may be different things,” the left head
said.

The right head nodded. “Maybe he on our side,
maybe not. Still got big asses to cover.”

The aide took two steps toward the door.
“Then the Over Council should be notified at once.”

The senator looked shocked as both faces
paled noticeably. “Now we at war,” he said, whipping his weapon
around and firing.

As the Antrakan crumpled to the floor, Addy
hurried to his monitor, punched several keys and stared into the
screen until two faces much like his appeared.

“Get guards in here on double,” he growled.
“And prepare our shuttle for departure quick.”

“Yes Sir!”

Addy punched several more buttons as two
frightened Koko Marines rushed through his doorway.

“Secure apartment,” he demanded. “Nobody to
go in or out, but us.” He swept a hand at the corpses. “Clear this
garbage out, but leave guard to help carry our things to
shuttle.”

“Yes Sir,” responded the first Marine as he
grabbed the aide’s feet and started dragging him toward the
door.

“Not that way, idiot. You spread blood all
over carpet. Pick it up and carry out.”

Just then two faces appeared in his
monitor.

“Major. What activity on Maatiirani front?”
Addy asked abruptly.

One of the Major’s faces turned away
momentarily before he answered, “No activity in demilitarization
zone for weeks and even then, just cargo ship.”

“Ship? What ship?”

Both heads left the screen this time,
followed by hushed, but urgent whispering.

Returning, they glanced at each other before
the left one spoke hesitantly, “It be …Elktaterian ship. They be
authorized to trade with Maatiirani, so…apparently, uh, since this
be regular visit, we not track them once they…leave zone.”

The senator stared at the screen with an
expression of mixed rage and terror.

With a calm that was obviously forced, he
asked, “What name of ship?”

The Major nodded eagerly. “It be the…”

“Then send battle cruiser to find damned
thing and interrogate crew!” he shouted angrily.

Though a well disciplined soldier, the major
still paused briefly before answering, “Yes Sir. If they follow
flight plan, we have them in half deca-pak.”

As the faces moved off the screen the senator
spoke again. “And Major,” he said, showing obvious restraint. “They
will lie to you at first. Before interrogation team leave ship,
make undoubtedly certain they have truth.”

The major’s faces reappeared in the screen.
“Undoubtedly certain, Sir?”

“Even to point of skinning alive and
slow-roasting on spit,” he said angrily.

The Marine guard was certain he saw both of
the major’s mouths curve up into a smile as he saluted. “Yes Sir!”
he barked in stereo.

For a moment after the screen went blank the
senator continued to stare at it. When he finally turned to the
Marine, his eyes were inquisitive.

“You ever eat roasted Elktaterian,
maybe?”

Looking puzzled, the guard shook his
heads.

“It be over century ago now, during
Boortstoor wars. We lead division against those devils. After each
battle, we got in habit of cooking captives, both as psychological
tactic, and because we low on food. It turn out they be really
quite good, and it not be long before we put more effort into
capturing than killing.” Letting his gaze drift to a random point
on the far side of the room, he rubbed his stomach. “After war end,
we take some thirty thousand home, but before we have celebratory
feast the Council make us give them back.”

He sighed and looked back at the guard. “Even
so, a black market thrive for many sirius after and We have to
admit We never lose taste for them.” Turning to the blank monitor
screen, he smacked his lips. “You know, this might be long
interrogation, and We think Major could use hand, maybe?” he said
with a smile while moving to his dressing room.
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“Oh Damn,” Pana said as she awoke for the
first time.

Her vision cleared quickly and she found
herself staring into the face of the ugliest person she could ever
remember seeing. The oversized face was distorted with a large
almond-shaped eye on its right side and a shrunken and somewhat
recessed eye on the left. A scar ran from his right temple, through
the small eye and across his mouth. His nose had obviously been
broken at some distant time and not healed well. In addition, his
right ear was only a flat scar on the side of his head.

“How are you feeling?” the face asked.

“Like curdled pig shit,” she snapped through
the mask covering her face.

When he reached for her face, she pulled back
against her pillow.

“Do not be afraid,” he said in a soft,
reassuring voice. “I’m only going to remove your breathing
mask.”

She didn’t relax as he lifted the mask over
her head. Without another look at her, he moved to a side table and
worked a console. With his back to her, she slipped her legs from
under the covers and tried to rise, but the room started to spin as
she did. Falling back against the pillow, she struggled to resist
the threatening urge to vomit.

His hands quickly but gently pulled her back
into the bed. “Don’t move so quickly, Pana,” he said while pulling
the blankets over her. “Most who do end up puking their guts
out.”

She tried to shake his hands off. “You
drugged me!”

Without much effort, he continued to restrain
her.

“You were not sedated. This is just part of
the transitional trauma. It will pass soon, now that you’re
awake.”

Lifting her hands, she noticed her skin was
no longer pink, but a greenish-gray with six long, slender, fingers
that felt stiff as she flexed them.

She looked into the speaker’s face which,
though still scarred, seemed more attractive. In fact, she had the
impression she’d seen him somewhere before.

“What have you done to me?”

“There’s much to explain,” he said almost too
quietly to hear. “Most of it you’re going to remember soon.”

“What do you mean, I’m going to remember?”
she asked as a memory of a child running toward her flashed in her
mind.

Before she could process it, another memory
followed. She saw a man standing in a crowded control room as an
overhead panel exploded into his face.

“You’re Kappa,” she said softly as another
thought cut off anything else she planned to say.

She was a man standing by a bed and looking
down at the naked Aurelia. She was both excited and repulsed by the
sight.

“Shit,” she exclaimed as she shook her
head.

As Kappa moved closer, the undamaged side of
his face now looked almost handsome, but another memory filled her
head so powerfully she lost sight of him again. She was staring at
a different man for whom she felt a powerful attraction. They were
in a space station and he was looking shocked.

“This wasn’t supposed to happen,” he was
saying in disbelief. “This isn’t…”

The room lurched and her last thought was a
sense of falling.

“What just happened?” she cried as Kappa’s
concerned face reappeared.

“Don’t be alarmed,” he said. “You’ve made it
through the initial flood of memories, but there are still a number
of suppressed ones to come. They may be a bit overwhelming, but
will explain a lot.”

He could see her face contort with the
beginnings of a protest before her eyes suddenly glazed over. Kappa
sighed as he glanced at the screens above her bed. Her pulse rose
and fell in tune with the changing pace of her respiration. Brain
waves were spiking all over the chart.

Shaking his head, he walked to a chair and
picked up the tablet he had been reading.

“How she doing?” a voice squawked in his
ear.

“Nothing unusual for someone trying to absorb
a billion memories they didn’t know they had.” He sighed. “Let’s
keep the release of memories slow for the moment. It’s not going to
be an easy ride for her.”

“Negative,” came the insistent reply. “In two
paks we reach destination. What she know not as important as what
someone pay for her.”

“It’s not a good idea to rush this part of
the process. She has over fifty lives to absorb and process. No one
can do that in two paks.”

“So what? It doubtful she survive
anyway.”

“What do you mean?”

“You not know?”

Kappa shook his head. “What?”

“She mate of N-Tschester,” came the reply.
“Ooertfael are mad to get hands on either of them. By the Ooertfael
old solar cycle, they observing one-hundredth anniversary of
destruction of home planet.” The voice laughed maliciously.
“Ironic, no? We get money to snatch her from Samhain and then sell
to Ooertfael so they can send her back to them. Primitive races be
so bloody profitable!”

“But she can’t be as culpable as he is?”

“Who care? We only paid to get her there on
time.”

Kappa shook his head slowly as he looked at
the sleeping woman. “You think I could take a bathroom break?”

“She be secure?”

He nodded. “She won’t regain consciousness
for some time.”

“Take all time you need. None of us be going
anywhere until after rendezvous.”

Kappa rose and waited for the guard to
release the door. Walking briskly toward the restroom, he glanced
around before lifting a device from his pocket. Cupping it inside
his hand, he pushed through the door, relaxing only when he saw the
room was empty.

“It’s me,” he said into the device. “We’ve
got a problem.”

“What?” asked a gravelly voice.

“We’ve got less than two paks to make our
move.”

“Are they on to us?”

“No, but they’re going to rendezvous with the
Ooertfael. Once she’s in their possession we won’t get another
chance.”

“Understood.”

Footsteps in the hallway.

“Regular meeting place in a few milli-paks,”
he said quickly.

Not waiting for the response, he shoved the
device back into his pocket and moved to a large oval opening in
the floor the Kokos used as a urinal. Just as he started to relieve
himself, two Kokos entered.

“We tell you, Monik. The sooner we rid of
that vermin, the better,” said the taller of the two.

Monik stepped over the urinal next to Kappa,
and squatted down before turning one head toward him. “You Antraka,
right?”

Kappa zipped up, stepped away from the urinal
and nodded.

Orkid looked past his comrade. “Shit. They
only got one head…”

Monik stopped him with a sharp slap on the
arm.

“But We never see one before,” Orkid
protested.

Both of Monik’s faces glared at him. “Geeze,”
he cried while slapping Orkid again. “You gotta forgive stupid
friend, maybe?” he said while turning both faces toward Kappa. “My
comrade not often mix with other peoples. Of course, that probably
why peace last so long.”

“We say We sorry,” Orkid whined. “But We
still wants to know why we risk Antraka wrath by doing this?”

Monik nodded toward Kappa. “You restoring
N-Tschester mate?”

Kappa nodded. “She just woke up this
morning.”

“How you feel about selling your kind to
Ooertfael?”

Kappa shook his head. “I’m just here to do a
job. It’s nothing to me.”

Monik finished his task and rose. “But why
not do this thirty Druak ago, maybe? How many millions be spent
incarcerating these peoples?”

Kappa shrugged. “No idea, but I’m guessing it
has something to do with politics.”

Orkid nodded. “That probably right. We be
told his capture stop war with damned Maatiirani and keep it
stopped. Antraka commander find way to make that permanent,
maybe?”

Monik slapped his comrade on the shoulder.
“Maybe he likewise find way to make everybody rich. That make Us
happy.”

As the two Kokos laughed, Kappa followed them
out of the restroom. When the pair turned left, chatting as they
went, he hurried in the opposite direction. Within micro-paks he
was around a corner and letting out a huge sigh as his pace
slowed.

He fondled the communication device in his
pocket while thinking, We need to get out of here and
soon.
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Stopping at the doorway to Matrina’s
apartment, Pheet leaned heavily against the door frame before
pressing the call button.

Matrina looked surprised to see him. “I
thought we were meeting at the usual place.”

Without answering, Pheet pushed past her. “I
need some more of that herbal stuff you gave me earlier.”

“Still feeling a bit down?” she asked as the
door closed.

“Very,” he gasped while crashing into the
nearest chair. “That stuff you gave me only lasted a deca-pak.
Nothing else seems to help.”

“Poor baby,” she said mockingly while moving
into an adjoining room. “Better let Matrina fix up something to get
your lazy butt off the floor.”

“No more of the sex stimulant stuff,” he said
loudly. “I’ve had enough of that.”

“No,” she agreed while reappearing with a
frothy looking drink. “This has nothing to do with stimulating your
sex drive.”

He grabbed the drink from her hands and
gulped down half of it before even taking a breath. Lowering the
glass, he smiled at her briefly before his eye lids started
drooping. As his hands and the glass settle into his lap, Pheet’s
eyes closed and his head slumped against the chair back.

Smiling, Matrina lifted the glass from his
hands. “And now, my love, our relationship is going to change for
the better.” She chuckled while sniffing the fragrant drink. “At
least for me that is.”

 


54

 


“Something’s wrong here,” Saki announced as
he sat up in bed.

“What?” Makh asked from his chair in the far
corner of the room.

“You’re not a doctor, are you?”

The man’s face betrayed no emotion, but he
didn’t speak for several moments. “What makes you think that?”

“Because you don’t dress or act like
one.”

Makh lifted both arms away from his body.
“Ah, the robe.”

Saki shrugged. “That and the questions you
ask seem more geared toward helping the general than me.”

“Well, we are on a tight deadline.”

“But a medical doctor would put his patient’s
needs first.”

The man shook his head slowly. “You always
were quick to figure things out.”

“Why would you know that?”

He waved a hand dismissively. “It doesn’t
matter. What we need to…”

“The hell it doesn’t,” Saki shouted. “My head
is so full of senseless blarth, I can barely remember my name.
Everything matters to me.”

The man was quietly shaking his head when the
room’s only door opened. The tall man Saki had seen earlier
entered.

“Do you know who I am?” he asked, his eyes
locked on Saki.

Saki’s anger was instantly replaced with
regret.

He nodded. “You’re General Khephra.”

“It’s Supreme Commander now. Anything
else?”

Shaking his head, Saki looked at the short
man. “What is your real name, anyway?”

Looking indecisive, the man hesitated until
the supreme commander answered, “We call him AmPheet.”

Behind Khephra, AmPheet’s mouth curled into a
sneer, but he said nothing.

Saki turned to the Supreme Commander. “I have
the impression that stands for donkey urine.”

Khephra nodded. “I see you’re good with
useless information. How about something that can save your entire
species?”

Saki’s eyes dropped to his hands. “If I could
tell you, I would.” He looked up at Khephra. “I honestly don’t have
any reason to keep secrets from you.”

The tall man turned abruptly and marched to
the door. Holding it opened, he turned back, staring directly at
Saki.

“I don’t care about reasons, Son,” he said
softly. “I need answers.”

The two remaining men stared at the door as
it clicked closed and held that pose for several moments.

“So, what name would you like to be known
by?” Saki finally asked.

The man shrugged. “AmPheet will do for
now.”

“No it won’t,” Saki insisted. “I can’t work
with anyone I don’t trust and that certainly applies to someone who
won’t tell me his real name.”

AmPheet sighed. “That’s difficult, because I
don’t really know myself.”

“How can that be? I’ve been through dozens of
lives and I still know who I am.”

“You have an advantage,” AmPheet said sadly.
“You actually knew your original name. I was but a pup when my
parents were killed in the Dekstert Rebellion. There were millions
of us orphans roaming the streets of PanPher looking for anything
to stay alive. Trouble was never something I went looking for, but
it found me often enough. Whenever things got too hot, I’d change
my name and move to another part of town. Let’s just say, I made a
lot of moves.”

“So what do they call you now?”

AmPheet’s eyes drifted to the floor. “Now
might not be a good time for this.”

“It doesn’t look like I’ve much time left, so
out with it.”

The man’s mouth opened and closed several
times before he finally said, “AnKat Ta-Tschester.”

A memory flashed in Saki’s mind, knocking any
response out of reach. He was a child hopelessly entangled in his
crashed bicycle, his left elbow scraped and bleeding. A man
appeared above him as Saki struggled to rise, but his legs were
painfully entangled in the bicycle’s frame. Finally, big hands
reached down and pulled him free. As he was lifted up, the man’s
face came into view.

“Damn,” Saki exclaimed. “You’re my
father.”
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While scanning the hallway, Kappa knocked on
the door with three light taps. Micro-paks later the door opened
quietly, but the entryway was empty. Without hesitation, he hurried
inside and stood in the entryway as the door quickly closed behind
him.

“This is foolhardy,” a dark figure complained
from the shadows as he slid something shiny into his belt.

Looking up at a man nearly a third-of-a-meter
taller than himself, Kappa shrugged. “I know, Baroque, but we’re
two paks from Angrolicat space. By this time tomorrow, she’ll be in
lock down, so we do it now or she’s lost to us.”

His wide mouth curving down, Baroque glared
down at his comrade. “If those Koko bastards even think we’re about
to betray them, they’ll literally eat us alive.”

Kappa nodded slowly. “It’s risky, but there’s
no other choice.” He walked across the room to his comrade. “If you
want out, now’s the best time.”

“And who will fly the shuttle?”

Kappa shrugged. “Guess I will.”

The taller man laughed dryly, his eyes
mirthless. “Sorry, friend, but you couldn’t fly a mosquito through
an open window.”

Kappa looked hurt. “I’m not that bad.”

“You’re probably worse, and that won’t save
us.”

Kappa’s shrugged. “If you leave, it won’t be
your problem.”

As Baroque’s head shook, his silver-gold hair
glistened in the low light. “I promised your mother I’d look out
for you.” The hint of a smile appeared on his face. “At the very
least, I’ve got to get you out of that shuttle bay.”

“After this, we’ll go to Gibbron and rest for
a while. We can reconnect with our families and settle down. I
promise. No more adventures.”

Baroque mouthed a silent laugh. “We both know
that if these guys are dealing with the Maatiirani, this could
start a war.”

Kappa frowned. “They’re going to sell her to
the Ooertfael.”

“You’re kidding. But they’ll…”

“Pay much more than the Maatiirani,” Kappa
interrupted. “Is everything ready?”

“As much as it can be, considering the
security protocols in place around her.”

“That will have to do.”

“I’ve checked the shuttle bay and they don’t
have anything here that can outrun this ship.”

Kappa shrugged. “I think we may be able to
come up with something that will keep them occupied long enough to
get safely inside Angrolicat air space.”

Baroque rolled his eyes. “What scheme has the
Lord Hammond put in your head?”

Kappa motioned for Baroque to go into the
living room.

“I’m not dressing up as a damned Koko,”
Baroque stated as they walked.

“I have, or rather, had an uncle who was a
con man. He said that even the lousiest plan will work if the
distraction is good enough.”

“What happened to your uncle?”

“What usually happens to his kind? He conned
a guy with the resources to get back at him.”

“And you think these Koko pirates don’t?”

Kappa shrugged. “If we can get to Gibbron,
they won’t follow us.”

“We’ll be lucky to make it to the priest’s
protection on Angrolicat, so why take her to Gibbron?”

Kappa was silent for a moment as he stared at
nothing in particular. “Because it’s close and the Kokos fear
Gibbi’s worse than death.”

Shaking his head, Baroque opened his mouth to
speak, but a triple tap on the door made both men freeze.

After another more insistent knock, Baroque
slipped a knife from his belt and moved to the door. Both men
released a sigh of relief as the thin Wat Wat hurried in carrying
two large bundles.

“I got the stuff you wanted,” he announced as
the door zipped closed.

Sheathing his knife, Baroque moved up beside
the new arrival. “I’m risking my life with a pile of electronics?
We need weapons.”

Shaking his head, Kappa looked into the bags.
“Is everything working as expected?”

Wat Wat nodded. “I’ve got a link into their
main computer system, but what does that get us?”

Kappa smiled. “With the right programming,
we’re going to send their heads spinning.”
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“Your light is going out,” Bottar observed as
he caught up with Tamm for the umpteenth time. “And could you slow
the pace a bit? An antelope couldn’t keep up with you on this rough
ground.”

Tamm lowered her torch and looked at it.
“Prepare your stick,” she ordered. “You can light it from
mine.”

Yanking off his shirt Bottar started tying it
to the stick. “This damned thing is pretty wet,” he complained.
“I’ve been working up a good sweat climbing over these rocks.”

Tamm was turned slightly away from him,
obscuring her breasts, but he could see beads of sweat reflecting
the light she held.

“It will have to do,” she said, “or we go
ahead in the dark.”

“That’s going to be a challenge,” he observed
while wrapping the wire around his shirt. “I can barely get around
with the light we have.”

Tamm shook her head. “I’ve been in caves like
this without light. You move slower, but you can get along pretty
well after a while. We can use the sticks to tell what’s in front
of us.”

“But those aliens are going to have lanterns
and weapons. What chance do we have against that?”

Tamm turned to face him, and the light
illuminated her bare chest in a soft warm glow. The sight caused
him to miss a wrap and slug himself in the gut. As Tamm laughed,
her breasts jiggled even more, turning the poor man’s mind to mush.
His second attempt at wrapping the wire missed its mark.

“Shit, Bottar,” she chastised. “Hold this
thing and let me do it.”

She held out the torch, which he took
begrudgingly, embarrassed by his failure to control himself.
Shaking her head, Tamm finished the task and touched the new torch
to its predecessor. When she turned her attention to Bottar, he was
looking further into the cave.

“I don’t see any end to it.”

Tamm shook her head, and looked up at the
ceiling now only a meter above their heads. “It’s going to end
soon, one way or the other. Let’s just hope we find daylight and
not solid stone.”

Bottar nodded as she handed him the lit torch
but said nothing as they continued on. However, around the next
corner they found a solid wall of rock. At the sight of it, Bottar
stopped in his tracks, but Tamm marched straight up and hit it with
her stick.

“Damn it,” she screamed as the stick broke in
half. “Damn, damn, damn.”

In desperate frustration, she threw the
remainder of the wooden shaft at the center of the wall. Both of
them stared in wonder as it disappeared from sight, and clattered
against rocks somewhere beyond the wall.

“What the hell?” Bottar swore. “Do that
again.”

Tamm snorted while marching forward. “I think
once is enough.”

Without even hesitating, she walked through
wall.

“Get your butt in here, lummox,” she yelled.
“I need that damned light.”

Startled into action, Bottar lurched forward,
but slowed as he approached the wall. It looked as solid as the
stone around it, but when he pressed his hand against the wall, it
went right through. Before he could react further, Tamm grabbed the
hand and yanked the rest of him in.

“What are you? Some kind of caveman?” she
chastised while taking the torch from him. “It’s just a projection
system.” She spat on the ground. “Shit, these guys aren’t as clever
as I thought. Even I could put something like this together.”

Recovering quickly, Bottar stared at the path
ahead.

“Look,” he cried. “This shaft intersects
another one.”

Tamm laughed. “If they haven’t beat us to it,
we’re out’a here.”

The ceiling of the intersecting cave rose to
their right, so they turned that way and walked until they came to
a stream crossing their path. Beyond it, the way narrowed as it
climbed steadily and curved to their left.

“I see light,” Bottar cried as he waded
through the cold water.

“Then let’s get up there and find out what it
is,” Tamm insisted as she splashed past him and raced up the
path.

Once again on dry ground, Bottar hesitated.
“But what if the aliens are there?”

Tamm stopped and turned back. “If they
are up there, we’re screwed,” she said, matter-of-factly. “On the
other hand, if we cower down here long enough, they will find us
and you can bet we’ll be screwed then.”

When Bottar looked indecisive, she added, “Up
there, maybe screwed. Down here, certainly screwed. Move it!”

Not waiting for a response, she charged up
the path with Bottar close behind. They continued on until the
passageway opened into a larger space. Hesitating at the edge of
the opening, they peeked in to find the cave beyond empty and the
entrance only partially covered with fencing.

“We got here just in time,” Bottar said as he
moved cautiously into the opening.

Tossing her torch aside, Tamm rushed past him
toward the entrance. “Well, let’s not wait for them to finish
it.”
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“I was told you were dead,” Saki said, not
sure if he should be angry or happy.

AnKat shrugged. “Your mother wasn’t pleased
that I left.” He rolled his eyes. “But then she wasn’t happy when I
was there either.”

“But you never came back.”

His father’s head shook slowly. “Some time
ago, I made a mistake that lead to my exposure. If a ghost isn’t
invisible, he and his family will soon be dead.”

“You were a Ghost Man…a spy?”

AnKat wagged his eyebrows and looked down at
his hands. “Though there were many spies before me, I am the
original Ghost Man. My upbringing made me the perfect candidate. No
one was better at getting into and out of trouble.”

“There seems to be quite a bit of animosity
between you and the Supreme Commander.”

“He doesn’t care for our lot, but he needs
the information we provide.”

“Does he know you’re my father?”

AnKat nodded.

“Do you know what happened to put me here?”
Saki asked.

His father’s head jerked a quick no. “I was
in the Sokar sector when it happened.”

“But surely there were news reports.”

The short man sighed. “There are always news
reports, but in my line of work you quickly learn they’re less
about accuracy and more about capturing eyeballs with money to
spend.”

“Do you believe I did this…thing?”

AnKat shrugged. “I nosed around a bit, but
found a great void where there should have been someone with an ax
to grind or a self-defined moral reason to tell what they know.
It’s impossible to keep something this big bottled up unless the
number of people involved is very small.”

His mouth opened then closed quickly as he
pressed a hand over his left ear.

“I’m afraid this conversation will have to
wait for another time,” he said after a short pause. “Work
beckons.”

“What kind of work?”

AnKat’s only response was a knowing smile as
he moved quickly through the door.
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Senator Addy rushed through the entry of his
transport shuttle. “Let us be going,” he demanded, “and give us
secure line to Fleet Commander Brak.”

The craft was a modified commercial shuttle,
redesigned for the larger KokoroTetian bodies. On the left side of
the cabin, every other row of seats had been replaced with tables.
KokoroTetians do not nibble at food, but gulp large quantities at a
time. The regular, pathetic seat-back tray simply would never
do.

On the other side of the cabin, was a
sleeping bench wide enough for two. Kokos do not mate for life. In
fact, once they finish mating, they go their separate ways. The
women carry the fertilized eggs to term and then deposit them in a
safe place to hatch on their own. Those children who live long
enough to make their way back to civilization are raised by the
community until they are old enough to strike out on their own.
Those that do not are usually eaten by the survivors.

Moving to his usual seat, Addy looked out the
transport’s window to see his former aide’s corpse through his
office window.

“Damn,” he muttered as the vehicle started to
rise. “We hate to kill stupid bastard. He not much smarter than
dog, but at least he not pee on furniture.”

“Antrakans not taste good as dog though,”
someone behind him said, “but as general rule, we better off when
they dead.”

Addy jerked around to find the two heads of
Senator Dec peeking from the aft restroom doorway.

Oh no, he thought angrily. Biggest
jabbermouth in galaxy!

“Dec?” he asked. “What you do on our
shuttle?”

Dec waved a hand dismissively. “Ours be on
blink and yours be convenient. We got couple of girls up there that
need…uh, tending to and since it not far from your ship, We availed
ourselves of hospitality.”

Turning one head, Addy shot a withering glare
at the attendant who quickly slipped into the galley.

“But…”

Large, even for a KokoroTetian, Dec waddled
toward his host. “While We got your attention, there be some
serious thing We wanna discuss.”

Addy looked out the window at the quickly
vanishing heliport. “What that be?” he asked, pretending a
disinterest he certainly didn’t feel.

“Well, We hear you be very naughty boy,
maybe?” Dec answered haughtily.

“In…what way?”

“It be said you smuggle hundred cases of
illegal Andreatite sour grape on last visit to their system.” Dec
smiled broadly. “Your secret safe with us, but We pay handsomely
for case of that wine.”

“Yes, well, like you say, Antrakans not be
good tasting, but the wine help when stuck at private dinner with
nothing else to eat.”

“You should try Human, maybe?” Dec laughed.
“Saltier than local fare, but juicier and lot more flesh. Of
course, they be expensive ‘cause you gotta import them. We sure you
know they not grow without oxygen, which make challenge to cooking.
Our chef soak in bittew juice for whole week to get caustic crap
out of meat.”

“With such trouble, be they worth it,
maybe?”

Grinning, Dec nodded eagerly. “After one been
stewing in own juices for day, kitchen smell like heaven.” He
gurgled something like a laugh. “God, We get all slobbery just to
think about it.”

“We try one sometime,” Addy said as he
settled back into his seat to the sound of Dec’s muttering and lip
smacking.

“Just let us know,” Dec gurgled. “We got
rock-solid source for them.”

Picking up his communicator, Addy pressed it
to one ear and spoke, “Is Fleet Commander on line yet?”

“Yes Sir,” came the reply, “but he be, uh,
sleeping. He be there quick.”

The senator pressed the video icon and a
virtual screen materialized in front of him. After a moment
watching the dark screen, he yelled, “Get up, Brak! You try our
patience.”

Within micro-paks two heads appeared: one
with a sleeping cap heavily skewed to the left, and the other
topped with women’s underwear.

The Fleet Commander snatched away the
underwear as he spoke, “Sorry Senator. We be…otherwise
occupied.”

Addy nodded. “That obvious, Brak, but time be
of essence. Get entire fleet on full alert quickly.”

“What happening?”

The senator looked around. “We fill you in
after We get to our ship. Just get things in motion.”

“Is there nothing you can tell us,
maybe?”

Addy sighed. “Oh well, it get out soon
enough.” One of his heads looked back at Dec who had settled in
behind him and was still slobbering over his thoughts of a Human
dinner. “He has escaped.”

“You don’t mean…?”

“Precisely. We also hear Khephra got him and
that mean you be really busy very soon.”

The fleet commander blanched. “But Khephra be
one to bring him in. Why this mean trouble for us?”

“Because he gonna find out who behind
kidnapping. Was it you, maybe?”

Though he didn’t know how Brak’s face could
turn any whiter, it did.

“Hammond save us,” he moaned. “He know?”

Addy sighed. “What precisely do he know?”

Jaws open, Brak’s faces stared blankly on the
screen.

“Brak?”

The fleet commander remained blank for a
moment more before snapping out of his trance. “We gotta go.”

Before Addy could react, his screen went
blank.

“Hammond’s red rump,” his left head cried.
“That idiot be death of us all, maybe?”

“Having some trouble with fleet commander?”
Dec asked eagerly. “We not help overhearing. Who escaped?”

Without responding, Addy pocketed his
transmitter and pulled out a silenced pistol. Turning in his seat,
he fired two rounds into the still-drooling Dec, shaking his own
heads as his victim slumped forward.

After watching for a moment more, to make
sure Dec was truly dead, he settled back into his own seat and
signaled for the attendant.

“Clean up mess behind us,” he commanded.
“Dump everything in recycling processor and set for maximum
demolecularization. When done, bring us sour-grape wine. Make it
tall and dry. This not one of our better days.”

As one of the attendant’s heads looked at the
slumped Dec, the other responded as though he’d been asked to bring
a bag of peanuts. “Yes, Senator. We get right on it, Sir.”

“One more thing,” he said as the attendant
started to leave. “Another surprise visitor on shuttle, and you be
joining him.”
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“Alpha One base, this be KokoroTet Transport
nine-one-six-six available for guided approach to planet.”

“We see you, Transport nine-one-six-six,”
Alpha base responded. “Set your autopilot for frequency
two-two-one. Your present course and speed will bring you in range
of our controls in thirty-three milli-paks. We’ll contact you again
just before takeover commences. Welcome to Angrolicat.”

“Thank you, Alpha One. We looking forward to
arrival,” the pilot said while shaking his heads as he switched off
his microphone. “And being rid of little bombshell in sickbay.”

Pressing an icon on his console, he said,
“Timer. Count down twenty-five milli-paks.”

Shaking his heads again, the pilot pulled out
a digital clipboard and started clicking off items on his
checklist. He was only two items down when his communications/scan
officer yelled,

“Captain. Maatiirani ships approach at high
speed.”

Almost dropping his clipboard, the captain
looked at his scanner where six Marauder light cruisers almost
filled his aft view.

Though both of his hearts were thumping
wildly, he managed to keep his voice calm. “They just fly by,
maybe? We check it out.”

“Yes Sir.”

The captain glanced at his timer while
grabbing his radio. “Angrolicat, this be Transport
nine-one-six-six. We see Maatiirani raiders approach our position.
Be they on scheduled approach, maybe?”

“That’s a negative, Transport
nine-one-six-six. We’ve had no contact with them.”

“We not have business with them either and we
just transport shuttle. Could you send help, maybe?”

“Increase your speed to 116 and lower your
angle of approach by ten degrees. Hopefully, that will put you
inside our protection zone by the time they make contact. We’ll
send ships to support you, but you’ll have to hold them off for a
few milli-paks until they can get...”

“Koko ship, stand down your engines or be
fired upon,” came the unmistakably Maatiirani demand. “We won’t
repeat this order.”

The Koko captain released a quick whimper
before squeezing his microphone. “This be KokoroTet Transport
nine-one-six-six to Maatiirani ship. What are intentions,
maybe?”

“To blast your fat, two-headed ass into space
if you don’t shut down your engines now.”

“But we under Angrolicat planetary security
protection. You no have rights to interfere with us passing.”

A fist of light streaked from the Maatiirani
ship, striking the Koko’s light shielding on the starboard engine.
The impact rattled every one of the captain’s teeth.

“You want we should use our heavy canon
next?”

“But we have nothing you want,” the captain
pleaded.

“In ten micro-paks, no one else will want it
either.”

The captain scanned his console screen.
“Where is help when We need it?” he cried.

“Sir,” his co-pilot announced. “Angrolicat
fighters just leaving atmosphere, but even if arrive in time, they
not risk war by attacking Maatiirani outside Angrolicat security
border.”

With a shuddering sigh, the captain grabbed
the throttle control and slid it down to minimum. “And we not have
firepower to take on six Maatiirani light cruisers.”

Pressing his communicator icon, he announced
with as calm a voice as could be managed, “We be peaceful people.
With you we no have quarrel.”

“Then you’ll have no problem with us paying
you a visit,” the Maatiirani captain snarled.

His KokoroTetian counterpart swallowed hard.
“We meet in starboard shuttle bay.”

“My boarding party is already on their way,”
came the brusque reply. “You’d better hurry because they don’t like
to be kept waiting.”

As the captain scurried toward the starboard
shuttle bay, Wat Wat was squeezing his own communications device in
a sweaty hand.

“We’ve got serious trouble,” he said without
preamble.

“What the hell hit us?” Kappa asked.

“Maatiirani boarding party is on its way to
the starboard shuttle bay.”

“Get Baroque and meet me in the port
bay.”

“Right,” Wat Wat acknowledged as he dropped
his communicator.

“Aren’t you going to need that?” Baroque
asked while pointing to the dropped device.

The thin man shook his head, grabbed a black
bag and lurched toward the door. “If we don’t make it to that bay,
it’ll be because we’re dead.”

With a quick nod, Baroque ran after him.

They entered a corridor filled with terrified
crew members rushing to escape pods.

“Word travels fast,” Baroque observed as they
dashed down the hallway, crashing alternately into running Kokos
and corridor walls. They finally came to an intersection jammed
with bodies trying to go in all four directions. The terrified crew
members were pressed so tightly together, no one could move.

“Hammond’s Royal Red Rump,” Wat Wat exclaimed
as Baroque rattled the handle of a door next to them.

Pointing across the corridor at an open
passageway, he yelled, “Get in there.”

When his comrade hesitated, he gave him a
shove before screaming, “Maatiirani in the starboard and port
shuttle bays. They’re heading this way.”

As Baroque threw himself through the open
door, a mass of screaming, squawking KokoroTetians pushed past.
Both men watched until the flow decreased enough to allow them back
into the corridor. However, as Baroque reentered the hallway, a
large Koko knocked him to the deck, and he had to scramble to avoid
being stomped by its many stubby feet.

Wat Wat jumped through the door, just
avoiding another terrified Koko as he helped Baroque to his feet.
Running to the intersection, they turned right as Kappa appeared
from the medical bay with a blanket-wrapped bundle in his arms.

They rushed to catch up with him, but Wat
Wat’s black bag snagged a tool in a Koko’s belt pack and was yanked
from his hands.

When he turned to retrieve it, Baroque cried,
“Leave it.”

Ignoring him, Wat Wat scrambled between two
panicked Kokos, taking several hits from flailing arms as he tried
to pick up his bag. Baroque raced back, grabbing his companion’s
arm and pulling him up just as another Koko kicked the bag further
down the hall. Wat Wat ripped his arm free and chased after the bag
again.

This time he managed to get it, but as he
turned back, two large Kokos, running side-by-side down the hall,
blocked his way. When he tried to push between them, they shoved
back, unwilling to slow even for a micro-pak to let the hapless
Antraka past. Two legs were no match against twenty and Wat Wat was
carried to the intersection where they dumped him as they turned
right. By the time Baroque saw him again, Wat Wat was running in
his direction.

Baroque did an about face and saw Kappa, his
precious bundle over his shoulder, entering the port bay. While
glancing back occasionally, to make sure Wat Wat was still coming,
he also made for the bay.

As the two men burst into the almost empty
space, Kappa was nowhere to be seen.

“What was so important about that bag?”
Baroque demanded as they gasped for air and looked for their
friend.

“It’s our only chance of getting out alive,”
his companion answered. “That is, if we can find a shuttle.”

“They’ve taken them all,” Baroque said in
disbelief.

“Not all of them,” Kappa countered from
somewhere to their left.

“Where are you?” Wat Wat asked as he and
Baroque moved in the direction of his voice.

As both men peeked into a small bay, Wat Wat
cried, “Shit, Kappa, that’s a maintenance rig. It’s only designed
to carry two people.”

Kappa stuck his head from the rig’s small
door and smiled. “Two Kokos take up as much room as four of us.
I’ve tied Pana into the cargo space behind the seats.”

Baroque peered into the tiny craft. “You ever
fly one of these?”

Kappa shook his head. “That’s what you’re
here for.”

“Strap in beside Pana,” Baroque advised. “She
might wake up before we land.”

“You have your gear, Wat Wat?” Kappa asked
while climbing in.

Nodding, the thin man entered via the
passenger side and kneeled into a space designed for ten Koko
feet.

“We’re going to die, aren’t we?” he asked
while unpacking his gear.

Baroque shrugged. “Probably.”

Shaking his head, Wat Wat grunted. “You
skipped leadership class in school, didn’t you?”

Baroque started the rig’s engine. “I used the
time to practice my piloting skills.”

Wat Wat yanked a controller unit from his
bag. “If we’re still on plan, then I need to get the ship’s main
laser canon on-line.”

“We’re still on plan, buddy,” Kappa announced
as he buckled in beside Pana, “but now we’re going to be shooting
at Maatiirani instead of satellites.”

“Prepare for launch,” Baroque called as he
continued to tap the surface of the console. Just as the small
engine engaged, the ship shuddered. “What was that?”

Wat Wat jutted his chin toward the front of
the ship. “The main laser canon moving into position.”

“Shit,” Baroque laughed nervously. “You are
fast.”

“I did the programming earlier today,” his
companion announced while watching the small screen on his
controller unit. “Let’s hope you’re as fast with this rig.” Quickly
thumbing a joy stick, Wat Wat pressed an icon and the whole ship
vibrated. “Direct hit on the lead Maatiirani ship, but their
shields deflected it. You’ve got less than twenty micro-paks to get
us out of here.”

The rig burped, jumped forward, jerked to a
stop then jumped again. While being alternately slammed against the
console and the seat back, Baroque struggled to activate the rig’s
booster drive.

“Ceratha’s Holy Hell,” Wat Wat cried as he
held the laser canon’s controller to his chest.

Smoke billowed into the bay as the rig shot
straight for the opposite wall. Pressed back into the
poorly-fitting seat, Baroque struggled with the controls, barely
managing a left turn that slid them past a support beam. As the
hanger door loomed ahead, the ship shuddered again.

“That would be the Maatiirani returning
fire,” Wat Wat cried as the bay doors opened. “Ten micro-paks.”

The tiny craft shuddered violently as it
burst from the ship’s hold. Baroque worked quickly to dodge the
debris filling their view as the Maatiirani’s heavier-duty canon
fire tore into the KokoroTetian ship.

“Hold her steady,” Wat Wat screamed as the
rig barely missed a large piece of shielding.

“What in Ceratha’s Name do you think I’m
doing?” Baroque screamed back.

“I’m trying to get another shot off,” Wat Wat
protested as the Maatiirani lead ship began moving into a better
firing position.

When the enemy ship tilted slightly for a
turn, Wat Wat thumbed a control, sending a blazing pulse of energy
at an unshielded cover plate on its starboard engine. Smoke spewed
out as the other Maatiirani joined in with combined firepower of
their five remaining ships, sending more debris into the space
around them.

“I can get off one more shot,” Wat Wat
announced, “if you can hold this thing steady for half a
micro-pak.”

Baroque banked the rig up as a large chunk of
the Koko’s port engine flew past them. “Do it now! Their deflector
engine just exploded.”

All three men watched as the shot collapsed
the lead Maatiirani ship’s cover plate. It veered sharply to the
right as engine parts flew into space.

“Head for the planet, boys,” Wat Wat
commanded as the Koko ship disintegrated behind them. “And hope
they don’t notice that this little bit of debris has engines.”
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Fleet Commander Brak looked up from his work
to watch three bodies being carried from his bedroom. “Feed them to
poor,” he sighed to the men carrying the women. “It what they would
want.”

The lead carrier nodded to the fleet
commander who watched until they disappeared into the front
room.

“Damned waste,” Brak muttered as he turned
back to his console’s screen.

He hadn’t been working long before the
high-priority communicator light blinked on his monitor. Pressing
an icon, he turned one head away to spit on the floor as the
senator’s faces appeared on the screen.

“What is status of fleet, maybe?” Addy asked
as Brak’s second head moved back into view.

“All fired up and ready to move out,” Brak
answered solemnly, “but We had to kill our three favorite
women.”

“They overheard?”

Both of the fleet commander’s heads
nodded.

Addy sighed. “You get over women, Fleet
Commander. You know they spill plans with only tiny threat of
torture.”

Brak sniffled. “But one was with eggs. We not
fertilize woman’s eggs since before this whole damned mess start.
All this stress is bad for our virility.”

“Shereeta, Brak,” Addy swore. “We not have
time for soap opera. If you not get Khephra before he built up
fleet, he chop off more than egg fertilizing parts.”

Brak’s two heads looked at each other, his
fear more apparent in profile.

“We hear Khephra got six ships only,” Addy
continued, “and he be in southern district.”

“How you know this?”

Addy waggled his heads. “We have source on
his ship, but now he go dark, so we not know more than that.”

Brak brightened. “We got thirty light
cruisers less than pak from there.”

“Then get them hunting. If they not defeat
his heavy battleships, at least they keep him bottled up until rest
of fleet can overtake.”

“Well… it not wise to send whole fleet,
maybe?” Brak argued nervously. “That leave our rear
unprotected.”

“He only got six battleships,” Addy screamed.
“You got fifty, along with over three-hundred light cruisers. How
he ever get to your fat butt?”

“Remember,” Brak argued. “Those who
underestimate Khephra, he defeat. That not happen to us.”

The senator shook his heads. “Well then, save
couple of ships to protect precious butt, but get others moving
toward southern district quick. Your advantage in numbers not last
long.”

“We take care of it,” Brak announced as he
broke the connection and paged his assistant.

“Yes Sir,” Styxx announced as he entered.

“Supreme Commander Khephra be in southern
sector. We have thirty light cruisers there, maybe?”

“Correct, Sir.”

“Break into three groups of ten and search
for Supreme Commander. Tell them to report to us when he be
found.”

“Should they engage enemy, maybe?”

Brak shook his head. “No. Just report back,
but keep safe distance.”

“Yes Sir,” Styxx acknowledged.

“In addition, send another thirty light
cruisers and twelve battleships to reinforce.”

“How many are ships of enemy, Sir?”

Brak drummed his fingers on one of his chins.
“We hear maybe six battleships, but should expect more.”

“We take care of it right quick, Fleet
Commander,” Styxx said. “Anything else?”

“Just one thing,” Brak said as he approached
the aide. “Have rest of fleet form defensive sphere around this
planet.”

“Entire fleet, Sir?”

Brak nodded. “Every ship that fly must be
ready to defend.”

“Sir?” Styxx asked, looking puzzled.

“There be something here Khephra want, and We
not intend to let him have it.”

“What that be, maybe?”

Brak nodded both heads as he stared intently
at his subordinate.

“Your Fleet Commander.”
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“So what do we do now?” Bottar asked as they
hid behind bushes and scanned the area in front of the cave.

“Where the hell are we?”

Bottar looked back at the cave entrance. “As
far as I know, the only lava tubes close to our home are in the
Pittston Basin.”

“Shit,” Tamm exclaimed. “They moved us over
three-hundred miles? What for?”

“No idea. I’m just hoping they’re somewhere
else right now.”

Tamm shook her head. “I don’t see anything
moving. Let’s go.”

“Where?”

“We’ve got to contact the authorities,” Tamm
insisted. “We need a phone.”

Bottar shook his head. “Who will take us
seriously? It’s a good bet that, ‘Excuse me folks. My half-naked
comrade and I were kidnapped by aliens. Can we borrow your phone?’
might not be received well. Especially in the Pittston Basin where
you’re more likely to get a Bible bounced off your head than a
helping hand.”

Tamm glared at her companion. “You got any
brilliant ideas?”

Bottar looked around while rubbing his chin.
“You know? I just might.” He moved past the bush while motioning
for Tamm to follow. “Let’s find an empty house.”

Stumbling through dry grass, sharp rocks and
sticks with feet too soft for the task, they moved to the top of a
ridge where a cluster of trees provided both protection from the
glaring sun and softer ground to walk on. Starting down the other
side, they came upon a small tent. From the sounds reaching their
ears, the couple inside were doing anything but sleeping.

After Tamm scanned the campsite, she turned
to catch Bottar staring at her chest.

“Would you stop doing that?”

He pointed past her breasts toward a clump of
bushes below the campsite. “There’s a vehicle down there.”

“Oh,” Tamm said, feeling her face blush.

“Let’s cut around and see if they have any
spare clothes in there.”

“Could you hotwire their rig?”

Bottar shook his head. “Tamm, I don’t
think...”

“Listen, stupid,” she interrupted. “We don’t
know how many those aliens have taken. The faster we get the word
out, the sooner the authorities can start doing something about
it.”

“Who is going to believe us?”

The groans from the couple in the tent began
climbing to a higher pitch.

Tamm stood. “They’re almost done. Let’s
go.”

Moving as quickly as their bleeding feet
would allow, the twosome reached the vehicle just as climatic
screams came from the tent.

“There are clothes in the back,” Bottar
announced. “Get in. We can dress later.”

Climbing in, they closed the doors quietly as
Bottar reached around to hotwire the car.

“Son of a bitch,” he exclaimed. “They left
the keys in the ignition.”

“Then get this thing rolling,” Tamm demanded
as she twisted around to search the bags in the seat behind
them.

Bottar twisted the ignition key, slipped the
car into gear and pressed hard on the accelerator, raising a dust
cloud as the vehicle lurched forward.

Sitting back into her seat, Tamm pulled a
T-shirt from the duffel bag in her lap.

“I like you better topless,” Bottar joked as
she pulled the shirt on.

“Yeah,” Tamm responded with a laugh. “The
free peepshow is over. The next peek is going to cost you a knee in
the nuts.”

Despite the stress of their situation, Bottar
couldn’t help thinking how nice it would be to have Tamm naked next
to him in a small tent. To his embarrassment, his body responded to
the thought as well. To make matters worse, Tamm stripped off her
cotton pants before scrounging in the bag and lifting out a pair of
jeans.

“This girl is a bit bigger than I am, but it
will do.” Digging some more, she found a pair of panties. Tossing
the bag into the back, she began pulling them on, which caused
Bottar to almost miss a turn in the road.

“Watch where you’re going, damn it,” she
protested as she fell against him.

“Sorry,” was all he could think to say as he
guided the car back onto the narrow track.

Embarrassed, Bottar kept his eyes forward
while Tamm finished dressing. She then twisted around and grabbed
the bag again, extracting a man’s shirt, shorts and pants.

“Pull over and let’s get you dressed,” she
announced while pointing to a wide spot in the dirt road.

Stopping the car, Bottar locked the brake,
took the offered clothing and jumped out. As he pulled them on,
Tamm exited the other side to tuck in her shirt and roll up its
sleeves.

“Just so you know,” she said while finishing.
“I’m married.”

“When did this happen?” he asked while
buttoning his pants.”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?” he asked incredulously.
“How could you not know something as important as…”

A tear trickling down her cheek stopped him.
For a moment they stood frozen, staring across the car at each
other until Bottar looked down.

“Well then, I guess we’d better get home so
you can find him.”

“That’s another thing,” Tamm said as they
settled into the car. “I don’t think we belong on this planet
either.”

“You mean we look like those aliens?” Bottar
asked as he shifted the car into gear and stepped on the
accelerator.

She shrugged. “It’s all rather muddled, but I
don’t think so.”

“There’s more than one kind of alien?”

“Why wouldn’t there be?” Tam answered. “There
are billions of suns out there and we’re already finding planets
around many of them.”

“Then why haven’t we made contact with them
before now?”

Tamm shrugged. “Apparently we have. It’s just
that most people refused to believe the people who report it.”

Bottar shook his head. “And I used to be one
of those disbelievers.”

Tamm looked around. “We’ve got to ditch this
car quickly.”

“Why? We’re just getting going.”

“Don’t you think that couple heard us drive
off?” she argued. “If they have a cell phone it’s a good bet
they’ve already called the cops. Who’s going to believe us if we
get picked up driving a stolen vehicle?”

Bottar shook his head as Tamm opened the
glove box.

“What are we going to do?” he asked. “Steal
another car?”

“Maybe we don’t have to,” Tamm responded
while pulling out a wallet fat with bills. “There’s got to be a
couple thousand bucks in here.”

“We still can’t buy or rent a car without
ID.”

“Look at this,” Tamm said as they passed a
sign announcing that they were entering a town. She held up the
wallet. “This guy’s license says he lives here.”

“Yeah, so?”

“It also says he’s married. Would a married
couple drive five miles into the woods just to have sex?”

“I would.”

Tamm laughed. “Yeah, but I’m not talking
about deviants like you.”

“You’re the one taking her clothes off.”

“And you couldn’t give a lady a little
privacy?”

Bottar shook his head. “So where does this
get us?”

“If there’s a missus and little kiddies at
home, maybe lover boy will be willing to let us borrow his
car.”

Tamm dug into the glove box as Bottar tried
to locate the address on the driver’s license. Finding nothing more
of use, she unbuckled her seatbelt and climbed into the back
seat.

“Well, looky here,” she announced
triumphantly while holding up a cell phone. “This big thing’s gotta
belong to a guy.”

“How does that help us?”

Tamm grinned. “I don’t see another phone back
here, or the woman’s purse, so it’s a good bet she has it in the
tent.”

She fiddled with the phone’s controls as
Bottar announced, “I found his house.”

As he parked the car and pointed at a house
three doors down, an attractive woman lifted a baby from the back
seat of a SUV.

“If that isn’t the wife, I’ll sleep with you
myself,” Tamm stated.

Bottar started to get out of the vehicle but
Tamm grabbed his arm.

“I thought I’d ask her.”

Tamm shook her head. “Don’t you think the
woman’s going to notice you’re wearing her husband’s clothes?”

“I wouldn’t.”

“Yeah, but you’re a hormonal accident waiting
to happen. All you see is a pretty face, boobs and an ass. Women
pay more attention to clothes. Especially that shirt with…” She
checked the driver’s license again. “…his initials embroidered into
it.”

He looked down at the letters. “So this was a
gift?”

Tamm nodded. “And maybe from her.”

“Bad idea?”

“Yup!”

Bottar sank back into his seat as the woman
unlocked her front door and went inside. “So what do we do?”

Tamm began fiddling with the phone again.
“It’s a good bet this guy’s last call was to his girlfriend. If she
still has her phone, maybe we can reach him through her.”

She pressed a key and held the phone to her
ear. Bottar heard three rings before a woman answered. Though he
couldn’t make out words, the tone of her greeting implied she was
not a happy girl.

“I’d like to speak to Eldron, please?” Tamm
asked. There was a pause before a man spoke. “Eldron, you don’t
know me,” Tamm continued, “but I have your car.” She jerked the
phone from her ear until the screaming stopped. “Eldron, I’m
sitting three-doors down from your house and just saw a beautiful
woman and her baby go inside. Who were you just screwing?” She
waited for a moment before continuing. “Are you still there,
Eldron?”

After the man grunted a yes, Tamm continued,
“Have you called the cops yet?”

Bottar heard a loud, “No.”

“That’s good, because we need to borrow your
car and we don’t need any complications. I’m pretty sure you know
what that would mean, don’t you, Eldron?”

Tamm held the phone away from her ear as
Eldron babbled on about what an inconvenience it would be and that
they surely misunderstood what was going on and that he was sure an
understanding could be reached, if only…

“Eldron!” Tamm yelled. “Does your girlfriend
have a car we can bring you?”

While listening, she signaled for something
to write with. After digging around in the glove box, Bottar pulled
out a pen and paper.

Tamm scribbled something and smiled.

“Eldron, you’ve got yourself a deal.”

She closed the cell phone. “We’re going to
get his girlfriend’s car and drop it off where the gravel road
meets the highway. We’ll give him back his wallet and half the
money.”

Bottar shook his head. “Should we be helping
a guy who cheats on his wife?”

Tamm shrugged. “I’d like to whack off his
manly privileges, but this gets us wheels and money. Besides, it
will only take a few minutes, since she lives close by.”

Bottar sighed. “So should we find the nearest
police station and report what happened?”

Tamm looked out the window for a moment
before turning back to her companion. “Let’s get back home and find
out who else is missing?”

They dropped the girl’s car at the agreed
upon spot, and as the sun dipped behind the western hills, started
driving home. Tamm turned on the car radio, but could not find a
station. After trying for a few minutes, she dialed information
with the cell phone, but was told all the circuits to their home
town were busy.

With nothing else to do and no way to get
information about what was going on, Tamm eventually fell asleep.
Less than an hour later Bottar felt his eyelids grow heavy as well,
but when he looked at Tamm, she was leaning awkwardly against her
door, still asleep.

“Tamm,” he called while nudging her. “I need
some coffee.”

When she didn’t respond, he scanned the empty
highway ahead for some sign of civilization. By the time the lights
of a rundown motel appeared along the road, he knew his battle
against sleep was lost.

He pulled into the lot, parked and shook Tamm
again. When she still didn’t respond, he exited the car and looked
at the single-story building. A lit sign over the manager’s office
indicated they had a vacancy, but he could see no sign of a coffee
shop.

Leaving her to sleep, he stepped out of the
car and stretched, but all his tired body wanted now was a warm
bed.

“Guess this is as far as we go for now, hon,”
he said to the still sleeping woman.
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“This is Pecta at-Hammond,” Baroque
explained. “Hammond’s oldest temple is here.”

To Wat Wat, the city sprawling across the
broad plain below looked anything but holy. Smoke rising from the
myriad of simple huts created a hazy view of horse-drawn wagons
sharing congested, narrow roads with motorized vehicles and
pedestrians wearing colorful, broad-brimmed hats. The roads formed
a concentric set of rings radiating out from a central hill on
which the religious complex sat. South of the hill, an even larger
collection of buildings provided a sharp contrast to the diminutive
dwellings peppering the hillside and plain below.

“You mean that big red one against the
eastern wall?” Wat Wat asked while wiping his breath off the rig’s
small window.

Baroque shook his head. “The small one in the
middle. It’s over ten-thousand druak old. Legend has it that He
built it with His own hands, just prior to ascending to Heaven.” He
laughed. “No one would dare try to improve on God’s handiwork.”

“Whoa,” Wat Wat whispered. “Are we going to
land inside the complex?”

Baroque smiled sympathetically at his
companion. “Civilians only rarely land there.”

“Not even the Maatiirani?”

“Especially not them.”

“Surely they don’t fear Hammond’s wrath.”

Baroque tilted the rig to give Wat Wat a
better view of the pentagonally shaped complex. “You may notice
that there are four other temples to match the one you first
pointed out.”
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