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“Insane!” Mobia screamed as he lurched
forward, grunting involuntarily when the tip of a shock stick
bounced off his left shoulder, sending searing agony down his
side.

He jerked right, stumbling forward in a dark,
narrow corridor filled with the stench of offal and rotting flesh.
Desperate to avoid another jolt, he pushed into the confusing blur
of naked prisoners running ahead of him. Stopped by the wall of
soft bodies, he jammed a toe, stumbled, and slammed a knee on the
ground. The rough floor stripped off skin, but as he cried out,
another sharp jolt between the shoulder blades forced him up, and
forward. Clearly, his captors had no patience for stragglers.

The terrified captives ran full tilt,
rounding a tight corner to suddenly find themselves in a large open
area. Before Mobia could get his bearings, bright lights flashed
on, blinding him. He yanked both hands up to block the light, and
stumbled when his feet sank into the soft dirt floor of this new
space.

Falling forward, he grabbed one of the other
captives to keep from sprawling on the ground, but as he righted
himself, they were both distracted by shrieks and jeers coming from
somewhere overhead. He looked up to see who was shouting, but his
attention was again diverted by the loud clang of huge doors
shutting behind them. Jerking around to face the opening they had
been chased through, his heart sank when heavy latches slammed into
place.

Desperate for a way out, he started to run
back to the doors, but stopped when the guttural roar of unseen
thousands assaulted his ears. After so much time in a dark holding
cell, even lifting a hand to block the glaring lights gave only
limited vision. However, as he looked at the space around him,
squinting improved his sight enough to see they were in a huge
circular arena.

At least fifty meters across, with over
four-meter-high walls, the spacious area made him feel tiny. As his
eyes slowly adjusted to the glaring light, Mobia took several quick
steps away from the others. Stumbling again in the soft dirt, he
righted himself then stopped in place when he realized the steep
grandstands around them were packed with tens of thousands of
indistinct, but obviously excited beings.

By the scars of Ptherita, he thought,
only because his frozen lungs denied him voice. Please don’t let
it be...

“What’s that?” someone cried as a flash of
light pulled the attention of all six captives to the only other
being in the dusty enclosure.

Mobia felt his heart stop when he saw the
light reflecting off the highly polished breastplate of a
monstrous, two-headed KokoroTetian warrior. Nearly three meters in
height, he was half-again taller than was normal for his species,
and twice the height of the stunned Antrakan prisoners.

Dressed in a short red tunic under a bronzed
breastplate inscribed with the outline of a great horned lizard,
the creature tramped ten stubby feet in the deep powder. Rapid-fire
puffs of dust billowed out from under his bright-green battle skirt
as he saluted the crowd, and it responded with an enthusiastic
roar.

From his position opposite the captives, the
Koko moved to his right, following the arena’s perimeter while
swinging a large, black cudgel as though warming up. The ornately
carved club was so massive the creature held it with all four of
his hands, sometimes having to throw both heads back to lift it,
but the trained fighter handled the weapon with deadly
precision.

As he strutted past the first section of
bleachers, his stubby, crocodile-like mouths opened, baring
erratically spaced, but sharp teeth. Stereophonic shrieks echoed
off the arena’s walls as he shook the weapon over his heads, and
brought the bloodthirsty crowd stomping to its feet.

Sucking in a desperate breath, Mobia tore his
eyes from the warrior to watch his Antrakan companions gawk at the
massive creature. Like him, their over-sized heads seemed
precariously balanced on narrow shoulders that topped stocky
bodies. Long, slender arms hung down past bulging bellies, reaching
almost to the knees of their short legs.

“We can’t fight that,” one of the captives
cried, his lipless mouth a thin, tense line, while his large,
almond-shaped eyes bulged wide with panic.

When a voice squawked unintelligibly from
loudspeakers, the crowd’s excitement spiked, and the prisoners
shuddered.

Mobia turned back to watch their opponent
swing his massive cudgel, but jerked around when someone tapped his
arm. A fellow prisoner was pointing at the ground, mouthing,
“Spears."

The others were already looking at the six
thick metal-tipped shafts lying almost buried in the dust.

“What’s happening?” wailed the only female
among them.

The crowd’s roar dropped dramatically as the
loudspeakers squawked again. The smallest of the male captives ran
to the spears, lifting one of the two-meter-long weapons with some
effort. Three of the other males followed his example, and also
struggled to handle the thick, clumsy shafts.

Watching them, Mobia unconsciously rubbed the
bright green scar running from his nose, through his chin, and down
his exposed chest. He continued to stand apart from the rest, but
returned his attention to the prancing warrior.

“We need a strategy,” he yelled hoarsely
while the subdued crowd listened to the announcer.

“I can’t carry that,” the female whined as
she stood knock-kneed, one arm over her ample breasts, her free
hand covering her pubis.

“We’ll protect you,” another captive
announced as four of them moved to surround her.

Mobia shook his head. “Bunched up like that,
he’ll kill you all with one swing.”

“What would you do?” the shorter male
challenged as the female moaned hysterically.

“Listen up! My name is Mobia. I’ve served
with Supreme Commander Khephra since the start of the war.” The
female went silent, her eyes wide. “I fought in the battle for
Idona earlier this sirius, and at one point we faced a
similar situation.”

The short male looked at Mobia. “Is that
where you got...?” The rest of his words were drowned out by the
crowd’s roar as he pointed at Mobia’s scar.

Rubbing the bright-green spot on his chin,
the old soldier nodded and yelled, “We need to spread out.”

His eyes still on their strutting opponent,
Mobia rubbed his aching shoulder before hurrying to a spear and
lifting it. The crowd once again quieted as an announcer’s voice
squawked from invisible speakers.

“Split into three groups.”

“Why three?” the shorter male demanded, his
eyes wide.

Mobia pointed at the creature. “He’s only got
two heads.”

Grabbing the female’s spear as well, he moved
further into the arena. “And remember, he’s got two hearts. We
gotta stop ‘em both to kill him.”

“Kill him? Why?” another male asked while
hurrying after Mobia with the others close behind.

Dropping one spear, Mobia turned toward them.
“Only one outcome in a cudgel fight,” he yelled over the rising
noise. “The survivor wins.”

He turned to see their opponent had stopped
parading, and was now facing them. The tip of his club dropped
slowly to the dusty ground as the rambunctious crowd began to
chant,

“Mak-ad! Mak-ad! Mak-ad!”

Lifting the cudgel in salute, he moved slowly
forward, squawking a phrase Mobia could not understand. Seeming to
sense something excitingly different in this contest, the chant
changed to, “Ben do stat cha,” with everyone in the crowd
making a chopping motion on the last word. “Ben do stat
cha!”

Struggling to contain the rising panic in his
chest, Mobia pointed to two of his companions, and motioned to the
left side of the arena. “Go that way,” he yelled before waving the
remaining two to the right.

“What about me?” the female cried, her eyes
wide, hands rubbing together, fear seeming to have erased
inhibitions about her nakedness.

When Mobia handed her the butt of the extra
spear, it slipped through her shaking fingers, and thumped into the
soft dirt.

He leaned close, but kept his eyes on the
KokoroTetian. “Stay a couple of meters behind me with this. If I
throw my spear, bring it up quickly on my left side, butt-end
forward.”

“Butt end?”

Turning toward her, he smiled grimly. “I’ll
be moving quickly, and don’t want you impaling me.”

“Oh God,” she gasped before picking up one
end of the shaft, and dragging it away.

Opening his mouths wide, the Koko surged
forward while emitting stereophonic cries as he ran directly at
Mobia in the middle of the arc formed by the three groups. Upon
reaching the midpoint between the two outer pairs, he suddenly
changed direction, sprinting to his left. Seeing the warrior moving
across his view, Mobia motioned for the opposite pair to
attack.

Bellowing out a high-pitched squeal, they ran
toward their opponent, but the experienced warrior stopped
abruptly, swinging his club back and into the ground. The floor of
the arena had been tilled, but was still littered with bits of
bone, body parts and pebbles. The cudgel dug into the soft dirt,
and bounced up, sending a massive projectile-laden dust cloud up to
overwhelm the attackers.

Charging without hesitation toward Mobia, the
creature yanked his club up and around in a sweeping arc that
forced the Antrakan to jerk back, but the cudgel caught the tip of
his spear, knocking it from his hands. His other opponents
temporarily disabled, the KokoroTetian let his club continue in a
wide arc that ended up over his heads as he sprinted toward his
original objective.

His hands stinging from the impact, Mobia
quickly moved to the fallen spear, and scooped it up. Pumping his
short legs as fast as they would go, he ran after his opponent.
Though both of the Koko's heads initially faced his intended
victims, Mobia could see the nearest one turning toward him. The
movement forced the creature to slow, and the twisting of his body
exposed a gap in the side of his breastplate. His heart racing,
Mobia lowered his head, and put on a burst of speed, guiding the
weapon toward the vulnerable opening.

Nearing the massive body, he thrust the
weapon forward, but one of the Koko’s arms jerked back to deflect
it. The spear tip slipped just inside the edge of the opening, and
the arm pushed it back to strike the outside of the creature’s rib
cage.

The warrior grunted when the tip pierced his
sandpaper-like gray skin, but the blow, though painful, did little
harm. However, when Mobia’s forward motion stopped abruptly on
impact, he lost his balance and fell to hands-and-knees.

Without hesitation, he bounced up and threw
his whole body into the spear shaft, pushing it back, and away from
the beast. The spear tip pivoted on the thick rib, its tip digging
painfully into bone while the shaft split flesh, and turned a minor
annoyance into a wide gash that oozed purplish blood.

The Koko howled angrily, and when Mobia
started to roll away from the spear, a fist slammed his face,
turning his legs to jelly, and knocking him into a backwards
summersault. His skin feeling like it was on fire, he ended up to
hands and knees facing away from the Koko.

Shaking his head to clear it, he started to
rise, but a blinding torrent of dust, bone fragments, and rocks
engulfed him just before the cudgel rammed into his left shoulder.
He tumbled out of control, choking on dust, and howling in pain as
he rolled along inside the resulting cloud. He was still fighting
to get to his feet when the Koko squealed with malevolent delight,
and lifted his weapon again. Though still reeling from the pain of
the impact, Mobia scrambled away on all fours as the cudgel arced
down toward him.

The club impacted the ground just behind
Mobia as he rose up and ran. Spiting out a mouthful of dust, he
sprinted a few meters away before looking back to see the warrior’s
attention was on the spear dangling from his side. To Mobia’s
dismay, none of the other four captives had moved. The left-most
pair were still choking, and wiping dust from their eyes as the
right group watched with mouths open.

“Pay attention, fools,” he screamed between
coughing fits, “He will kill you.”

As though to confirm the statement, the
warrior used his free hand to yank the blood-smeared spear from his
side with a painful grunt, yank it over his head, and heave it with
deadly accuracy. The crowd went immediately silent as every eye
watched the flying shaft impale itself into the right-most
defender’s chest. Mobia swore as his startled companions mutely
watched the dying captive fall backward into the dust.

The crowd went hysterical.

When the giant warrior paused to acknowledge
his fans, the whole stadium vibrated from the screaming,
foot-stomping crowd. They thrashed around so wildly that three of
them fell over the arena’s wall. One squealed like a wild pig
before crashing headfirst into the dirt with a sickening crunch. As
he lay motionless, the other two quickly scrambled to the nearest
door, screaming and pounding desperately until let out.

Though she was only meters behind him, Mobia
barely heard the female Antrakan’s screams over the din. He was
picking up the spear she had dropped when her wail increased in
pitch, and he turned to see the Koko coming directly at him.

Pointing at the lone remaining captive on his
right, he bellowed, “Throw your spear, and grab your
partner’s.”

Mouth open, and eyes wide with fear, the
pale-faced individual stood statue-like, his gawking eyes locked on
the warrior. With the attacking Koko leaving him no more time for
words, Mobia abandoned the screaming female, and sprinted to his
right.

The move seemed to confuse the warrior, who
stopped, and lowered the tip of his club to the ground. As though
unsure as to what Mobia was up to, he scanned the arena with one
head, while the other watched the scrambling Antrakan. Mobia made
an arcing path around the creature, and headed for the remaining
captive on his right. He was halfway there when the Koko let out a
barking huff, yanked the club up, and slammed it into the dirt
again. A billowing, debris-laden dust cloud enveloped the screaming
female, knocking her onto her back.

His fans loudly urging him on, the warrior
charged Mobia howling, “We…Kill…Antraka…Weeaakliinnnggg.”

The crowd picked up the last word to chant,
“Weakling! Weakling! Weakling!”

“Attack now!” Mobia screamed while heaving
his heavy spear with both hands.

Though the weapon flew high on its path
toward the creature’s left throat, it seemed to hang in the air.
Mobia's heart sank when an almost casual swing of the cudgel
shattered it.

The crowd screaming its approval, Mobia
quickly backpedaled while watching the bellowing warrior yank the
club over his heads, and pursue with surprising speed. Mobia was
preparing to turn, and run full tilt when a high-pitched squeal
filtered through the noise. The Koko stopped, twisted to his right,
and lifted his weapon threateningly. The sound, obviously coming
from Mobia’s companions, ended abruptly.

Taking advantage of the pause, Mobia sprinted
to the fallen captive, and snatched up his spear. While the Koko’s
body was twisted as he watched the two rear attackers, a gap opened
between the front halves of his broad breastplate. Gripping the
clumsy weapon with both hands, Mobia charged straight at it.

Anticipating the move, the creature turned
one head back, and tried to slap the weapon away again. This time
Mobia ducked quickly, and the hand passed over his head. Screaming
loudly, he put on a burst of speed, and rammed the shaft deep into
the left rib cage.

Purple goo oozed from the wound as the Koko’s
free arm swung back, slamming into Mobia’s chest, and flipping him
in a backward somersault to land face down in the dirt. Disoriented
by the impact, he rolled onto his back to see both heads staring at
the spear.

The crowd’s cheers turned to cries of
disbelief then angry howls of rage as an agonizing scream erupted
from the Koko’s left head. The creature’s left hands released the
cudgel to spasmodically flog the impaling shaft while the stunned
Mobia slowly rose to hands and knees. The right Koko head was
staring at his other half with eyes wide, and mouth agape as his
huge club swung slowly out to his left side until its tip touched
the ground.

Mobia tried to jump up, but his aching body
failed to respond fast enough, and his toes jammed into the soft
dirt sending him back to hands-and-knees. The movement caught the
attention of the Koko’s right head, and angry eyes turned on the
struggling Antrakan. When the warrior started to lift his weapon
again, a rush of adrenaline shot Mobia to his feet.

Seeing the creature stagger while trying to
adjust for his unresponsive half, Mobia threw his whole body into
the spear. With only two remaining arms to lift the cudgel, the
creature’s slow movements gave the Antrakan time to push the
impaling shaft in an arc across the wide body. It pivoted on the
edge of the breastplate, tearing internal organs until it stopped
at something that pulsed against the shaft.

The left head suddenly stopped screaming, and
looked at Mobia as they both seemed to realize what would happen
next. Staring into his opponent’s eyes, Mobia adjusted his grip on
the shaft. Time seemed to freeze while the Koko glared defiantly,
as though daring him to end his life. Out of the corner of his eye,
Mobia could see the cudgel approaching the peak of its arc, but
something inside screamed for him to let this creature live.

In a quarter of an instant he remembered the
terrorized cries of his wife and children as their world exploded
around them. His anger rising to a level he had never before
experienced, he yanked the shaft back half a meter, realigned it,
and shoved with all his might. The left head grunted as purple
blood gushed from the wound, stinging Mobia’s skin, and spilling
down inside the breastplate to puddle at the creature’s feet.

The growing purple pool gave off a sharp
ammonia-like odor that made Mobia’s eyes water, his lungs convulse,
and his skin burn. He lurched backwards, tripped, and rolled into a
reverse somersault just as the giant club smashed onto the ground.
Gasping for breath, he jumped up in one quick motion, ready to run,
but his tear-blurred eyes saw the weapon bounce from the Koko’s
hands.

When the creature’s left head slumped
forward, the remaining one jerked around to stare in disbelief at
his dying half. Staggering a safe distance away, Mobia heard the
two Antrakans behind the Koko squeal again. A moment later, the
creature jerked as spears pierced his broad back. His remaining
arms struggling in vain to reach the impaling shafts, the warrior’s
high-pitched squawk forced the Antrakans to cover their ears.

Fear-driven adrenaline pumping through his
veins, Mobia sprinted to his still-paralyzed companion, and slapped
his shoulder.

“Help me,” he screamed while yanking the
spear from his grasp.

For the first time since the battle began,
the statuesque male seemed to come to life.

“Let’s ram him,” Mobia cried.

Not waiting for a response, he charged
forward as the Koko yanked the spear from his own body in one
swift, violent move that sent blood, guts and gore spraying in all
directions. As the weapon rose over the warrior’s head, Mobia felt
a second pair of hands grabbing his own spear. Ignoring the sticky
purple blood burning his skin, he charged forward, causing his
companion to stumble once before matching his pace.

With half his body now dead weight, the Koko
staggered as he prepared to strike.

Seeing the creature hesitate, Mobia screamed,
“Heave forward.”

He hardly took a breath as they covered the
last few meters, and used their combined strength to ram the
spearhead through the breastplate.

The Koko’s eyes bulged as his own spear
narrowly missed his attackers, shattering as it impacted the dirt.
The lower part of the shaft slammed Mobia to the ground only
centimeters from the growing purple pool. The top of the shaft,
still in the Koko’s hands, impaled the second male’s body with a
sickening crunch.

As their fellow captive dropped to the
ground, the other two Antrakan males ran up to help Mobia to his
feet. They staggered several meters back and watched as the Koko
briefly glared at the shaft protruding from his chest before
shaking his head violently, and filling the stadium with an
ear-splitting screech. Vile-smelling, bloody spittle rained down on
the three captives as they scrambled away from the growing purple
pool that now surrounded their prostrate, but unmoving partner.

A stunned silence blanketed the audience as
the naked defenders continued to backpedal while watching the
giant’s bulging eyes glaze over. Some in the crowd desperately
urged him to fight on, but the shaking head gradually slowed until
it sagged to his chest. Everyone fell silent when the warrior
slowly toppled forward onto his inert victim, splattering
purple-stained mud as the massive body impacted the ground.

Choking in the dusty arena, Mobia waved
urgently for his companions to follow while pointing at the
female.

“Run!”

The threesome sprinted to the still-sitting
female as a dozen monstrous clones of their defeated enemy appeared
from openings in the arena walls, brandishing the same huge cudgels
and large, burnished-metal shields.

Not sure what to expect, the four Antrakan
prisoners froze as the silenced crowd came to life, shouting
angrily at the survivors, and throwing anything they could get
their hands on. For their part, the Koko guards formed a loose ring
around the captives, but made no overt moves toward them.

Mobia’s heart thudded in his ears as he
watched dozens of fans scramble over the arena’s walls, carrying
sticks, bottles, and scraps of wood they’d ripped from benches.
Howling with rage, the rapidly growing mob waved their improvised
weapons, and moved toward the surrounded captives.

So terrified he could hardly breathe, Mobia
scanned the circle of guards, but found them looking indecisive.
Several shook their heads, lowering their clubs as though they had
no interest in fighting their own kind to defend someone they
thought of more as food than a species worth protecting.

The enraged crowd was nearly to the circle of
guards when an announcement over the loudspeakers stopped them.
Though still rowdy, they parted as a smaller KokoroTetian pushed
through, and hurried past the hulking guards. When the newcomer
drew near the captives, the whimpering female crawled quickly to
Mobia, wrapping her arms around his waist, and pressing her face
into his stomach. The others stood in stunned silence, covered in
dust and sweat as the dead warrior’s stinking blood burned their
skin.

Looking very official in a full-length yellow
robe covered with a riot of brightly colored sashes, medals and
ribbons, the approaching Koko barked something in his own language.
One of the warriors squawked a command and the others immediately
slapped their cudgels against their shields in perfect
synchronization, before snapping to attention, the clubs on their
right shoulders. The Koko official’s heads turned in opposite
directions, as though assessing the soldier’s response before
pressing a small disk to each of his necks.

Several meters from the captives, he stopped
and tamped an elaborately carved walking stick on the ground.

“Lucky Antrakan dogs, We be member of
KokoroTetian High Council, and We salute you,” his left head said,
using the KokoroTetian practice of referring to themselves in the
plural.

The right head nodded. “We not remember last
time peoples so unworthy defeat our fierce warrior in fair
fight.”

“Fair fight?” someone to Mobia’s left cried,
but was stopped from saying more by his raised hand.

The official looked around nervously before
clearing his collective throats. “This be first time We ever do
this, maybe?” said the left head, as the right one scanned the
guards again before looking beyond them to the angry mob. After a
short pause, both heads turned back to the captives. “We be
honorable peoples, always, and our laws be clear on this.” He
tamped the walking stick again. “You be to go freely.”

Releasing her grip, the female looked at
Mobia. “What?”

As the announcement was repeated in their
language, the crowd howled angrily in protest. More fans dropped
from the stands as the mob once again threatened to attack.

Groaning from his injuries, Mobia yanked the
female to her feet, and pushed her toward the Koko official.

“Get us out of here,” he cried.

“We no harm,” the official protested.

“What about them?” he shouted while waving a
blood-smeared hand at the angry mob.

The Koko winced as something bounced off his
right head. Without another word, he waved to the guards, but the
massive creatures hesitated.

“Do now!” he demanded. “Protect.”

Mobia watched nervously as the guards
hesitated a moment more before lifting their shields to form a roof
over them. Someone barked a command, and they suddenly ran as one
toward the edge of the arena, forcing the Antrakans to sprint as
fast as they could to keep up.

Through gaps between guards, Mobia could see
the screeching, howling mob shaking their weapons, and rushing
after them. The female and one of the males started sobbing as they
stumbled while struggling to keep up in the tight space between the
hulking guards.

Knowing what uncontrolled fear might do,
Mobia cried out, “Match your strides, and don’t step on each
other.”

As a steady stream of trash clanged against
the metal shields, the other three survivors fell into step with
him.

“Keep up the pace, no matter what happens,”
he commanded just before a piece of rotten meat slapped the back of
his head. “We’ve survived to this point...” he started to say, but
stopped when a chunk of glass cut the shorter male’s arm. The
injured captive screamed, stumbled, and started to fall, but the
female stuck out a hand and kept him upright.

“Good catch!” Mobia shouted. “Now don’t fall
behind.”

One hand covering his bleeding arm, the male
skipped a step before matching the pace of the others.

Mobia glanced back to see the crowd was just
about to overtake them when they moved from the bright arena to a
dark, narrow corridor. Two guards turned to swat at several fans
who followed them in. When the intruders stumbled back into the
arena, the huge doors clanged shut.

The panting Koko official looked anxiously
toward the closed gates before turning one head to Mobia. “We get
you to neutral planet. From there you on own.”

“What about our clothes?” the female cried
while cupping hands over her breasts.

The official lifted a piece of discolored
meat from his shoulder, sniffed it once before tossing it into a
mouth with a shrug. “You worry later, maybe?”

She started to protest, but Mobia put a hand
on her arm. When she jerked around to glare at him, he tilted his
head toward doors vibrating from the combined pounding of fists,
and crashing debris.

Nodding, she dropped her hands, and quickened
her pace. “Let’s get out of here.”
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“I don’t want to be learning useless junk,”
Pameter complained while picking at a rough spot on his classroom
desktop. “We should be out there killing Maatiirani.”

“Enough of that,” Mr. Fletchan demanded as he
sat a large box on his desk, and glared at the young student. “For
now, we have a history lesson.”

“Ugh,” Pameter whispered loud enough for
everyone to hear. “I’d rather eat Batchwain worms.”

“Lunch is in a deca-pak, Mister
Pqantee,” the teacher quipped. “If you’d like, I can arrange that.
Maybe a dozen to start?”

The boy flinched. “Uh, no thanks, Sir.”

Lifting an electronic notepad from the box,
Mr. Fletchan tapped its surface. The wall behind him suddenly
displayed a history timeline.

“Then everybody navigate in your tablets
to...”

“Excuse me?” an office assistant called from
the doorway.

When the teacher looked her way, she hurried
over to whisper in his ear.

“You mean a vid conference?” he asked, eyes
wide with surprise.

The assistant shook her head. “No. I mean,
he’s actually here. His security people have just finished a scan
of the building.”

Looking stunned, he took a step back, looking
first at the doorway then back to her.

“Are you ready for him, Mr. Fletchan?” she
asked.

His eyes moved slowly to the students. “Why
yes,” he answered. “Will other classes join us?”

“Yes, Sir,” she responded, and left.

“Well, if that doesn’t just...” Mr. Fletchan
started to say, but stopped when he realized twenty-five pairs of
eyes were looking at him expectantly.

“A change of plan, class,” he announced.
“Today, we cover the start of the war...” He turned toward the
room’s door as hard-soled boots clapped the hallway floor. When a
tall figure appeared, Mr. Fletchan continued, “...from someone who
was actually there.”

The figure walked quickly to the teacher,
eliciting gasps and excited whispers.

“We are privileged to welcome the leader of
our fighting fleet, Supreme Commander Khephra,” Mr. Fletchan
shouted over the noise. When everyone stopped talking at the same
instant, he looked expectantly at the class. “Well?”

After a slight pause, the students repeated,
“Welcome, Supreme Commander Khephra.”

“Thank you,” Khephra said as he unconsciously
rubbed a bright-green scar on his left cheek. “I’m very pleased to
be here.”

Mr. Fletchan nodded. “What can you tell us
about how the war started, Sir?”

“Probably a whole lot more than your class
has time for.” Khephra laughed. “But let me summarize what has
happened to date.”

Before he could say more, another teacher
poked her head through the door. “Mr. Fletchan? Are we too
late?”

Fletchan looked at Khephra, who nodded as
more students entered.

“While you’re getting things sorted out,”
Khephra said after yet another teacher entered, adding to the line
of students. “I’d like you to know that our supreme governing body,
the Over Council has convened for the first time since this
conflict began.”

“Where are they meeting, Sir?” a fresh-faced
girl asked.

A frown briefly clouded Khephra’s face before
he replaced it with a convincing smile. “That is classified, but
rest assured, our government is safe and functioning.”

A half-hearted cheer rippled through the
students as they shifted to allow for the influx of their
classmates. It was several more milli-paks before Mr.
Fletchan returned to the front of the room.

“OK, everyone,” he said loudly. “Please
welcome Supreme Commander Khephra.”

The applause was enthusiastic, lasting for
some time before Mr. Fletchan waved them down, and turned to his
guest. “Supreme Commander?”

“Thank you, Mr. Fletchan. You are probably
aware that the war started when the Maatiirani, the KokoroTetians,
and their allies crossed their neutral zones to attack us nearly
two sirius ago. What you may not know is it really started
nearly a…”

“My mom said that’s because we oppressed the
Kokos: forcing them to obey our rules, taking away their customs,
and even denying them religious freedom.”

Nearly one-hundred shocked faces turned
toward Pameter, who also looked surprised.

“Mr. Pqantee!” Fletchan snapped. “That is
quite enough.”

Khephra laughed. “If I may, sir.” Looking
thoughtful, he moved closer to Pameter, rubbing the scar as he did.
The boy pushed back in his seat, ready to bolt at the slightest
provocation.

Khephra kept his eyes on him. “Over a century
ago, the KokoroTetians started a war with the intent of wiping the
Antrakan race from existence.” He shook his head slowly before
turning toward the rest of the students. “At the war’s end, we
could have wiped them out. After all, their fleet was nearly
destroyed, their military in disarray, and almost all of their
government officials dead. But we chose a higher path by helping
rebuild KokoroTetian industries, demanding no reparations, and even
providing resettlement help for those who needed it.

“Of course, they had to make concessions.
Their government was merged into our Level and Lower Councils. This
allowed the Kokos a reasonable amount of autonomy, and
representation, along with the many races they once ruled over.” He
looked at Pameter and nodded. “Of course, we did ban certain
barbaric rituals, such as their infamous cudgel fights.

“Within the last decade, two KokoroTetian
senators had been admitted to the Over Council. Sadly, the
KokoroTetian people chose to ignore all the progress they’d made,
and joined the Maatiirani in the recent war against us.”

“But what about that pyramid thing the Koko
Senator found?” Pameter asked.

Khephra stopped the teacher’s protest with an
upheld hand.

“I’m surprised you’ve even heard of that,” he
said while looking somewhat amused. “It is called the Aken
and…”

An officer rushed into the room, whispering
urgently into the supreme commander’s ear. Khephra shook his head,
and turned back to the class. “I’m afraid this discussion will have
to wait until another time. The war beckons.”

Pameter rose from his seat. “But what
happened to this, uh, Aken thing, Sir?”

Khephra spoke again to the officer before
turning back to the boy. “A race called the Pandani tried to steal
it. In the struggle, the Aken fell into an inter-dimensional vortex
and was lost. With any luck, no one will ever find it.”

“Why?”

Khephra shook his head. “Because whoever
controls the Aken controls the universe, and no one should have
that much power.”

The supreme commander glanced at the anxious
officer standing by the doorway. “Sorry, but now I must go.”

As soon as he was gone, the room erupted into
a rumble of discussion. Looking smug, Pameter slumped down in his
chair.

“Did you hear that?” he said softly while
tossing a small device from hand to hand. “It’s real.”

“Yes,” a voice in his ear responded, “but you
have something even better.”

“How is my game better than something like
that?”

The voice laughed. “It will make us filthy
rich.”
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“We’ve got to get out of here,” the young,
blond woman demanded as Marrett leaned against the perimeter
railing, and stared out the space station’s large window. “This
place is making me sick.”

Marrett waved a hand around the cramped
lounge, a small subsection of ten rooms. Though gravity and oxygen
levels had been increased to meet the needs of Humans, their hosts
could do nothing about the five-foot-high ceilings, or narrow
doorways ideally suited for the smaller Antrakans.

“And go where, Bouche?” he asked angrily as
his head dipped. “You heard Mom. Those pirates destroyed our
planet.”

“Your mother’s soul is alien too, and they
think we’re some kind of animal that needs caging!”

“That’s not true,” Marrett protested. “She’s
done her best to help us adjust.”

“Then why do I still feel like a total
idiot?” she snarled. “I can barely use those damned food
processors, the bathrooms are a complete puzzle, and it wouldn’t
surprise me if they are watching us making love.”

“They only separate us because we need
oxygen, and it’s poison to them.”

“Just the same, I feel like a bug in a
bottle. When I ask for something useful to do, those alien
creatures just look through the glass at me with those freako big
eyes, and I feel stupid as hell.”

Marrett looked at his hands. “Mom said it
would take time to adjust.”

Tears trickled down her cheeks. “How can we
adjust when the only ones who will talk to us are your mom and that
Bottar guy? Even they treat us like children.”

The young man looked at her, tears glistening
on his cheeks as well.

“I know how you feel,” he sighed, “but what
can we do? We may be …”

“You don’t know how I feel,” she screamed.
“This whole thing’s got me so wrapped up in knots I threw up this
morning.”

Shocked by her sudden outburst, Marrett took
a quick step back. “Are you coming down with something?”

“Yeah,” she said while looking up at the low
ceiling. “Cabin…er, more like space station fever.”

“We’re all feeling that.”

Bouche glared at him. “Then why can’t we do
something useful? At least at home we could fight those damned
Maatiirani.”

Marrett’s face fell. “Our home is gone.”

“What about that other planet? Your mom
called it Prakata, or something like that.”

Pushing off the perimeter railing, he tried
to straighten to his full height, but his head bounced off the
ceiling. “Prak a’Terra, but the natives call it Earth.” He massaged
the sore spot on his head. “Bottar says the Pandani have control of
it.”

“But it’s got Humans on it, right?”

Marrett rolled his eyes. “Who knows? We can’t
even get close with the Pandani light-speed ships guarding it. They
might well have killed everyone off by now.”

“Damn!” Bouche cried. “And we sit here doing
nothing.”

“Maybe not nothing,” a voice behind them
said.

Turning quickly, they saw the Antrakan, Pana
walking toward them in an environmental suit.

“What do you mean?” Marrett demanded as
Bouche glared at her.

“I know you’ve had a rough time these last
few…months, but it was important that you not mingle with us more
than necessary.”

“What’s the matter?” Bouche snapped. “Do we
stink too much for you?”

Pana’s only reaction was to shake her head.
“We don’t know how many Humans are left. We’ve found some on
Diagarah, and there are rumors of other survivors, but we just
don’t know.”

“How many are there on this Diagarah?”
Marrett asked.

Pana shrugged. “Maybe a thousand, we’re not
sure.”

“That’s all?” Bouche cried.

“There have to be more. We got over two
million off Secor-Alpha Four before the Maatiirani destroyed it,
and another million off Prak a’Terra. The problem is there wasn’t
time to discriminate between true Humans, and the internees we were
holding there before the war started. We just shoved bodies into
transport ships.

“Since all our battleships were fighting the
Maatiirani, they had to scatter, and make their own way to a safe
port. There’s no telling how many succeeded, or where they ended
up.”

“Like you really give a damn,” Bouche
muttered angrily.

Pana shook her head. “We’d like very much to
gather all Humans in one place, but our resources are focused on
the war, and the battle lines are constantly changing. We don’t
have the people to send to what may now be enemy territory.”

“We’ll do it!” Bouche insisted. “Show us how
to fly your ships, and we’ll find them.”

Pana tried to touch a long, slender finger to
the side of her forehead, but the bubble dome of the environmental
suit blocked her hand. “Our memory enhancing process will allow you
to learn at an accelerated rate. If it works as before, you’ll be
ready to fly in four or five paks. Uh, that is, roughly five
of your…”

“We know what it is,” Marrett interrupted
angrily. “What’s holding things up?”

“Each ship needs a minimum of two crewmen,
and since Bouche can’t go…”

“Why not?” the young woman asked defiantly.
“I’m nothing to you.”

Pana shook her head. “On the contrary. You’re
everything to us, and especially your people.”

“What do you mean?”

“You are a real Human and you’re
pregnant…with twins.”
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Flinching with pain, Mobia led the other
survivors down the shuttle’s ramp, and into the darkness. Kandro, a
surviving male, hobbled along behind as Porto escorted the female,
Chatina.

“They were supposed to return our clothes,”
Chatina moaned as her bare feet touched the cold ground. “I’m
freezing!”

Limping stiffly away from the now-rising
craft, Mobia gingerly shook his head. Dried blood caked the side of
his puffy face, chest, and right arm, making each movement an
agony.

He groaned. “I’m just thankful they kept this
promise.”

“Where are we, exactly?” Kandro asked while
staring nervously into a darkness filled with the calls of unseen
creatures.

“The Kokos said this was a neutral planet,”
Mobia answered. “No idea if it’s inhabited.”

“If it isn’t, how do we get out of here?”
Chatina cried.

Mobia started to shake his head, but the pain
stopped him. “They probably hope we never do.”

“But you need a doctor,” she argued. “Surely
they can’t…”

“Ceratha’s spit,” Mobia cried as his shin
struck a log lying across his path. Thrown off balance, his bruised
muscles protested as he struggled to stop from pitching onto his
face. “Will this nightmare ever end?”

Hearing Chatina’s whimper, he shook his head,
and slowly lowered himself to the ground with his back against the
log.

“It will be light soon,” he sighed while
gesturing toward the softly glowing horizon. “We can wait here
until then.”

“Mobia?” Porto asked. “You OK?”

Closing his eyes, the battered soldier sighed
again. “I just need rest.”

Despite the cool night air, he slumped down,
rested his head on the log, and was nearly asleep when Chatina
gasped.

His eyes opened as Porto cried, “Hammond
protect us!”

At first, Mobia saw nothing, but could sense
a presence above him. Then the whole sky moved as a massive head
pulled back, and four red orbs glared at him.

“Shendtada,” he swore when a dimly lit
row of razor-sharp teeth appeared below the eyes.

“Don’t move,” Kandro warned as a glob of
drool struck Mobia’s forehead. “That thing’s the size of a
cow.”

Before Mobia could respond, a deep, guttural
growl came from his right.

“Oh Lord,” Chatina moaned. “There are more of
them.”

Sucking in a sharp breath as drool slid down
the side of his forehead, Mobia looked down as Kandro slowly lifted
a large rock.

“I hope you have good aim,” he whispered
nervously.

The creature coughed, sending spittle all
over Mobia’s face and chest as its rancid breath filled his
nostrils. Struggling to keep from gagging, he dug his fingers into
the dirt in the hope of finding a rock large enough to be
useful.

Gripping something that felt like the right
size, he glanced down to see Kandro looking indecisive as he
nervously fumbled with his clumsy weapon.

Mobia slowly rotated his stone into striking
position, tensing as a growl rumbled in the creature’s throat.

“Hold up there, boys,” a deep baritone
called. “Let’s see what those plagued aliens did this time.”

Mobia froze as his companion’s heads jerked
up to stare at the approaching silhouettes of two bipedal
individuals. The left one was at least a head taller than any of
them. The right person walked hunched over with a distinct wobble
in his stride. The taller individual lifted a hand to his mouth,
let out two sharp whistles, and to all four captive’s relief, the
beasts turned, and trotted to him.

“Merciful Hammond,” Chatina cried as the
twosome came close enough for their features to show. “They’re like
us!”

His pain almost forgotten, Mobia sat up, and
turned to face the new arrivals.

“By the fiery bowels of Ceratha,” the taller
newcomer cried as the beam of his lamp jumped from one naked person
to another. “We’ve stumbled on the devil’s sex party.”

Suddenly aware of their nakedness, all but
Mobia hurried to the shelter of nearby bushes.

“Hardly.” The old soldier grimaced when he
tried to shrug. “The Kokos just dumped us here.”

The shorter newcomer gasped as his
companion’s eyes narrowed. “The who?”

The excitement of the moment past, Mobia’s
aches returned as he answered, “You haven’t heard of
KokoroTetians?”

The taller male squinted suspiciously. “What
do ya know of them?”

“Big, ugly, with two heads, four arms, and
ten feet.”

“From your condition,” he said while pointing
his light at Mobia, “they tried to make a meal of ya, and didn’t
like the taste. I hope ya gave them indigestion.”

Kandro poked his head from a bush. “Better
than that, we killed a really big one.”

Their wide-eyed rescuer whistled. “And they
let ya go?”

Sighing, Mobia slowly shook his head.
“There’s more to tell than I have energy for, but we could use some
clothes and food.”

“And fixing up as well, I’d guess.” The
stranger turned to his short companion. “Waddle. Get the wagon.”
Shaking his own head, Waddle hobbled off while his friend turned
back to them. “The name’s Hansorf, by the way. By Ceratha’s Oath, I
more expected to find water buffalo carcasses than living people
out here.” He readjusted his sweat-stained, broad-brimmed hat.
“‘Specially not naked ones.”

“Where exactly are we?” Kandro asked
sheepishly.

“Why, this is Taramin.”

“And where is that in the galaxy?” Porto
asked from inside a bush.

Hansorf shrugged. “I’ve no idea.”

“You don’t?”

“I do,” Mobia groaned as he slowly leaned
back against the log. “This is an escapist colony. They dumped us
on the only planet in the universe where technology isn’t
permitted.”

“You mean…”

Mobia nodded slowly. “We can’t call
home.”
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Closing the door to his bedroom, Pameter
slipped a data chip from his pocket.

“I’ve got it,” he whispered excitedly to the
shadow appearing in his closet, and slowly morphing in the dim
light until it took Human form. “We can finish the game now.”

Stepping from the cluttered closet, and
around a pile of dirty clothes, the pale-skinned Human smiled. “How
much longer will it take?”

Pameter did a quick dance before bouncing his
butt on his unmade bed. “This is going to be soooo
staaarrbornnn!”

The stranger moved a hand to his mouth. “Uh,
starborn? What is that?”

The boy waved dismissively. “It just means
it’s like, excellent. Yah know?”

The man shrugged. “It can control twelve
ships per user?”

Squeezing the chip, Pameter produced a 3-D
image of a KokoroTetian light cruiser. “I’ve duplicated the entire
control set so it’ll feel like you’re actually flying one of these
beauties.”

“So when will it be ready?”

Pameter smiled. “Fifteen, maybe twenty
paks.”

“That long?”

The boy’s large brown eyes dulled somewhat as
his head shook. “I can only work on it after school.”

“Skip school.”

Pameter’s head shook. “Mom’d shit
rendanian turtles.”

“The school won’t call,” the Human assured
him. “I have already entered an override showing you are present
every day.”

His companion’s eyes widened. “Whoa! You
hacked the interlocks?”

The man nodded. “But it might be best if you
worked on it at my place. My computer is a Norga forty-four.”

“A forty-four,” Pameter squealed. “That’ll
cut like lasers!”

“Yes,” the Human laughed while fondling a
knife under his jacket. “That is exactly what it does.”
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“You’re not serious,” Bouche protested after
Pana left the room. “My being pregnant doesn’t change
anything.”

From his seat across from her, Marrett stared
at his wife’s stomach. “Yes it does,” he insisted as his gaze rose
to meet hers. “I’m going to be a father.”

Snorting angrily, she jumped up and slapped a
hand flat against the low ceiling. “You want our children living
like this? Are they to be breeding stock for their next generation
of prisoners? On my soul they will not!”

Marrett shook his head. “Once this war’s
over…”

“...we’ll be their slaves again,” she
interrupted while stabbing a finger at the window. “If we don’t
play a role in what’s happening out there, we’re not going to be
any better off than we were before.”

“But they promised we’d...”

She glared at him. “What good is their
promise? It’s not like they’ve shown us enough respect to think
they’ll keep it.”

Rising, Marrett moved to her. “Either way,
one more person won’t make a diff...”

“Will you stop that?” she cried. “We have to
find as many Humans as we can, and then put our resources together
to figure out a way to…”

The hissing door stopped her as they both
turned to watch Marrett’s mother, Tamm and her companion, Bottar
enter.

“Hi,” Tamm called hesitantly while removing
the helmet of her environmental suit, her eyes not reflecting her
terse smile. “Is everything OK?”

Bouche scowled. “You know it isn’t.”

As he removed his own helmet, Bottar flashed
a concerned look at Tamm, whose eyes jerked from her son to his
young wife. Tamm held her smile for a moment before her face
drooped.

“You’re one of only a few true human mating
pairs that we…”

Bouche huffed angrily. “You are spying on us
in bed!”

Her mother-in-law lifted both hands, palms
out, before tilting one hand toward Marrett. “I’m his mother! Just
because I have an alien soul doesn’t mean I don’t know what it’s
like to be Human. And besides, even an alien could see the two of
you are in love and…well…”

“Bullshit,” Bouche snapped before rushing to
the nearest window, but her tear-filled eyes saw none of the
brilliant stars outside the station.

A heavy silence filled the room as the
threesome stared mutely at her.

Looking confused, Marrett turned to his
mother, but it was Bottar who spoke, “Bouche, I’m probably the last
person you’d want to hear this from, but…”

“You’re right, so shut it,” she sobbed while
keeping her back to them.

“Bouche?” Marrett called hesitantly.

She turned on him, her eyes wet with tears.
“You shut up too! These are my babies, and I’ll not have you
treating them like pets in a cage.”

Tamm stepped forward. “But you don’t
understand…”

“The hell I don’t,” she sobbed. “You’ve been
messing with humanity for thousands of years, but when this is over
we’ll be the ones in charge!”

She ran from the room, leaving Marrett and
Bottar with their mouths open, but Tamm’s expression was mixed.

“Damn,” she muttered more to herself than the
men. “I can’t help liking that girl.”
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“Ceratha’s Fiery Spit,” Hansorf swore. “Ya
killed a Koko, and they still let ya go?”

Mobia nodded. “They’ve got this weird sense
of honor. They make it nearly impossible for captives to win, but
if they do, they have to let them go.”

“But there were four of ya against one Koko
soldier. Why do they never lose?”

Mobia flinched, and turned to Waddle who was
spreading cream on his wounds as Chatina, Kandro, and Porto
self-consciously pulled their blankets tighter, and huddled closer
to the fire.

“There were six of us,” Chatina corrected
sadly.

“It took two of us to handle their spears,”
Porto added.

Kandro waved a hand over his head. “And that
wasn’t any normal Koko soldier. He was as big as a house.”

Mobia shook his head. “The reality is, if it
weren’t for my military experience the whole thing would have been
over in milli-paks.”

Hansorf turned to see Mobia’s three
companions nodding. “I’ve never actually seen one of these cudgel
fights,” he said. “What goes on?”

“They herded the six of us into this large
arena,” Kandro explained.

“It was terrifying,” Chatina added. “There
were thousands of them screaming for our blood.”

“And it smelled like a rancid toilet,” said
Porto.

Mobia nodded. “For most people, one look at
that three-meter-high monster would make their mind freeze, and
they’d be cut down like dried wheat.” He shook his head. “The odds
are steeply cut in their favor.”

“It must have really angered them to have to
let ya go,” Hansorf said.

“The Koko councilperson sent down to release
us seemed pretty frustrated, and honestly amazed that it happened,”
Mobia explained. “Of course, the crowd had other ideas.”

“They wanted to kill us,” Chatina
exclaimed.

“More like eat us alive,” Kandro
corrected.

“Goodness,” Hansorf cried. “How did ya get
out of there?”

“They brought some other soldiers out to
protect us, but they weren’t too keen on the idea of protecting
us,” Chatina explained. “They almost let that bloodthirsty crowd
get through.”

“Praise be to Hammond,” Porto wailed. “Only
his just hand saved our pitiful lives.”

As the others stared at Porto with looks of
surprise, Hansorf pinched his chin, and said, “Well, I best get you
to the doc. It’s a bit of a problem that I got no clothes for ya,
but we’ll be going the back way anyhow.”

“But how do we get home?” Chatina
demanded.

Hansorf’s head shook. “Right now, Ma’am, I’m
just hoping to keep people from panicking at the sight of ya.”

“Why would anyone be afraid of us?”

Waddle clapped his hands and giggled. Hansorf
looked at him, and the two started laughing. After a moment, in
which the newcomers maintained a stunned silence, Hansorf shook his
head.

“Sorry folks. Ya’d have no way a knowin’
this, but Waddle here is the only person I know shorter than me.
Truth be known, most people think of midgets as troublemakers:
thieves, spirit stealers, devil worshipers, and such. Waddle and I
hang out together ‘cause most folks shun us, but seeing the four of
ya might cause a panic.”

Chatina’s eyes widened. “But you’re not a
midget.”

Hansorf shrugged. “Actually, most folks are a
good tansit taller than me.”

Kandro shook his head. “Uh,
tansit?”

“’Bout this much,” Hansorf answered, holding
his hands about half-a-meter apart.

“Oh Lord,” Chatina moaned. “We’re on a planet
of giants.”
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“Ahhhh, what a lovely evening for a walk,”
Akt-an sighed while stretching her eight, hairy spider-like legs in
pairs as she strolled along the waterfront. The Quertas female
looked back to see her mate and young daughter scurrying along
behind her as mild waves lapped the shore, and hanza lizards
spread their meter-long wings to soar overhead on rising air
currents.

“I have to agree,” said her mate, Ta-et as
little Bak-an rushed ahead of them.

Akt-an sighed again while looking from the
ocean to spring flowers, up to the flying lizards, and down to…a
small pale-skinned biped standing directly in her path, sucking on
its dirty hand, and staring mutely at her.

“Look, Daddy,” Bak-an giggled while pointing
a leg at the strange creature. “What is it?”

Letting out a sharp squeal, Ta-et rushed up
to put a restraining leg on his daughter. “It’s one of those
aliens, Dear, but don’t get too close. It might bite.”

“Hammond protect us,” Akt-an cried. “It’s a
Human, and where there’s one, there’s…”

Her voice trailed off as half-a-dozen figures
seemed to materialize from nowhere and encircle them. Another biped
that looked much like the first, only taller, broke from the
circle, scooped up the little one, and retreated behind the
others.

Releasing a whimper, Ta-et hustled little
Bak-an inside the protection of his legs as Akt-an pulled a box
from her belt pack.

“Don’t shoot them in front of the baby,”
Ta-et pleaded then added, “Unless you have to.”

Akt-an’s body shuddered, not from fear, but
because without a neck she could not shake her head. “It’s only my
translator.”

Pressing an indent on the side of the box,
she took a deep breath, inflating her abdomen to nearly twice its
normal size, and nervously watched as the Humans took a step
back.

“I am Akt-an, Second Minstrel to the High
Arkon of Tan-Tan-Uk province. Children of Hammond, I offer peace so
that we may all flourish.”

One of the taller Humans stepped forward.
Though standing on its hind legs, as she knew these creatures
tended to do, it was no taller than Akt-an with all eight of her
legs on the ground. Just the same, these aliens were primitive
beings, with misshapen bodies, only two eyes, four limbs, and
unable to produce thread. With so many physical limitations, it was
no wonder they were prone to violence with hardly any
provocation.

She felt herself jerk noticeably when the
Human lifted its two upper legs, each of which was topped with five
grotesque stubby tendrils.

“I’m Franklin Topper. We also come in
peace.”

“Give them money, and let’s go,” Ta-et whined
while holding his child close. “They’re scaring the baby.”

Unaware of her supposed terror, Bak-an peered
through her father’s legs and giggled. “They’re really funny
looking, aren’t they, Daddy? They only got four legs.”

Suddenly realizing the translator had
repeated her daughter’s observations, Akt-an took in another sharp
breath, but feared turning off the device might anger the
aliens.

Human Franklin made a strange barking noise,
and raised one of his upper legs again.

“Actually, young lady,” he said softly. “We
call these arms.”

“That’s stewww-pid,” Bak-an cried. “Why would
you call some of your legs one thing, and other ones something
else?”

Both parents froze as Ta-et put a hand on his
daughter’s head, and said, “Quiet, Dear. Let your mother talk to
these nice…uh…people.”

“But Dad!”

“Hush now.”

“Oookaaayyy, but I still think it’s
stewww-pid.”

The Quertas glanced nervously at each other
before turning to Human Franklin.

He made the bizarre barking sound again.
“That’s OK, folks. You should have heard my daughter when she first
saw your kind. Kids say the darndest things, but it don’t come to
no harm.”

Akt-an let out a long breath, which shrank
her abdomen by half. “I am relieved to hear of your kind
understanding, Human Franklin Topper. Upon you we wish no ill.”

“Good to hear,” Franklin responded. “But we’d
appreciate it if you’d tell us how the war is going. We don’t have
a translator, and can’t understand anything we hear over the local
transmissions.”

Akt-an nodded her body before glancing
nervously at her mate and child. “Have you found a place to stay in
this area?”

Franklin motioned to his left. “We found a
cave in the woods over there, but we’re not squatters.” He stuck
his hands into a fold in the cloth covering his lower legs, and as
the Quertas shuffled nervously, he extracted a piece of paper and
waved it.

“We’ve got a government permit.”

Akt-an shifted closer to her mate as the
other Humans started to move. To her relief, they made a wide arc
around the threesome, and gathered behind Franklin.

“Sorry we startled you,” Franklin said. “Some
Quertas haven’t been so friendly.”

Akt-an took several nervous breaths before
nodding. “The great influx of alien refugees from the war has
created difficulties. Where are you originally from?”

“Secor-Alpha Four,” Franklin answered while
shaking his head. He let his eyes drift toward the ground for a
moment before looking up at the Quertas. “It’s been almost a year
since we were driven out. Any chance our side has regained control
of it?”

Akt-an shuddered a no. “That region of space
is still in Maatiirani hands, I’m afraid.”

“Damn,” Franklin sighed. “We had to leave in
a rush, and that scattered us all over the place. We don’t even
know if the rest of our families got away or not.”

Ta-et touched his mate’s front leg. “You
should tell them.”

She shuddered. “I don’t think that’s such a
good…”

Frowning, her mate focused his twelve eyes on
her. “You know it is.”

The Human holding the child stepped forward.
“You’ve heard something?”

Sighing nervously, Akt-an turned to the
Humans. “By the very gods who enhance our lives, I offer my
apologies for bringing distressful news. We just heard the
Maatiirani destroyed your planet. It seems a large part of the
prison population were KokoroTetian internees, and the
Maatiirani…well, even though they were allies for a time, they
really hate the…”

Her voice trailed off as a high-pitched wail
came from the Humans, who then turned toward each other to collapse
into a tight group. Though she listened closely to her translator,
it offered no interpretation.

She tapped the device, turning it off and on,
but it continued to repeat the mournful howl coming from the
Humans.

“What the...?

Ta-et tapped his mate’s leg again. “It is not
your translator. I think we should go now, and leave them be.”

Confused, Akt-an stared at the cluster of
Humans. “But what…”

“Silly female,” he said softly while urging
his daughter back up the path. “You just told them their entire
planet has been destroyed.” Walking backward, he nodded toward the
Humans. “This must be how they mourn.”
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As the shuttle rounded the planet, the relic
floated above them like a huge two-headed bird. While they were
still hundreds of kilometers away, the vessel -- two-kilometers
wide and nearly one deep with two projections in front that arced
inward to form an almost-complete circle -- looked pristine, ready
to fly off at any moment. However, as they drew nearer, flaws began
to show. Great patches of skin were missing, as well as seven large
gaps toward the rear that had apparently once held its massive
engines.

“Holy Lord Almighty,” Ba’ Roque whispered as
he absentmindedly rubbed the Warrior of Hammond tattoo at the base
of his throat. “Where did this monstrosity come from?”

“Nobody knows,” Kappa answered. “Our people
migrated here a thousand druak ago when the Maatiirani first tried
to wipe out the Antrakan race. In those days it was a fully-intact
ship in geosynchronous orbit around this planet, except, of course,
it had no engines.”

Silence filled the cabin as the shuttle
slowed a short distance from the ship. At this point they were
flying slightly below the vessel. As Ba’ Roque stared in awe, their
small craft rose up and over it, revealing a broad expanse that
seemed to go on to infinity. His large eyes glued to the view
screen, all Ba’ Roque could do was shake his head in amazement as
he tapped the tips of all six of his long, slender fingers against
their opposites.

Kappa shook his head. “We were hoping that
since you are a Warrior of Hammond, and have probably been to every
region of the galaxy known to our peoples, you might have some
ideas.”

Ba’ Roque’s head shook slowly as he
whispered, “I’ve never seen any such as this.” After a silent
moment, he shuddered and turned to his friend. “What else do you
know about it?”

Kappa tapped several glyphs on his console.
“For a hundred druak, no one but our scientists were allowed
inside. We naturally assumed whoever put this much effort into
building it would come back, but they never did.”

Ba’ Roque watched the surface of the ship
flow under them. It wasn’t smooth, as it had appeared from a
distance, but covered with thousands of dimples, towers, and domes,
some of which had been removed. In one spot, a crab-like craft
pulled sheeting from the edge of a large hole in the skin. Its twin
was pushing a stack of metal toward a larger vessel with
“Millennium Salvage” painted on its side.

He turned toward Kappa. “So what
happened?”

“Basically, nothing. No one came, and the
scientists learned all they were going to know, so they finally
opened it to public access.” He pointed a long, slender finger at
the salvage ship. “It wasn’t long before people started stripping
off her skin. In fact, several cities on our planet have been built
from scrap off this bird, and families have supported generations
by selling its remains.”

“It feels sacrilegious to cut her up.”

Kappa nodded slowly as he looked up at his
Shentowin companion.

Though Ba’ Roque’s build was similar to his
own, the Shentowin warrior was easily a head taller and had
smaller, though still almond-shaped eyes. Both of their bodies were
tear-drop shaped, with bulging bellies, and large heads over narrow
shoulders. The most obvious difference was the thick mop of hair
topping Ba’ Roque’s head, something rarely seen on an Antrakan. In
addition, Antrakan eyes were dark brown, appearing even black
because of their large pupils. Shentowin eye color changed with
their mood. At this moment, Ba’ Roque’s normally green eyes
reflected his excitement by glowing reddish-amber.

“But what good is it without engines,” Kappa
asked as the image of the ship’s underbelly appeared on his
monitor. He pointed at the seven gaping holes.

“Can you imagine the power needed to fly
her?”

“Maybe the designers couldn’t get enough out
of them, and abandoned the project.”

“Hardly. Nothing on that ship came from
around here. The chemical makeup of the material is not found
anywhere in this part of the galaxy. We don’t even know what kind
of power they used, as we didn’t find the usual kinds of conductors
anywhere onboard.

“Whoever built it was focused on moving a lot
of people,” he continued while pointing at the rear of the ship.
“The aft section is sixty decks high, increasing in steps to
one-hundred-and-twenty in front. It is estimated that it could have
held up to sixty-million people, depending on how tightly they were
packed into the rooms.”

The shuttle slowed as it approached a large
hole. “We believe this is one of twelve hydroponics cells. It was
originally covered with a huge dome, and goes down twenty decks.
Together they totaled almost five-million cubic meters. In
addition, hundreds of towers in this area allowed them to grow
vertically to maximize their yield.” Kappa shook his head. “And
here’s the really strange thing. Not one seed, dried leaf, or trace
of pollen was found anywhere on the ship.”

Ba’ Roque jerked around to face his friend.
“Did they leave anything to indicate where they came from or who
they were?”

Kappa shook his head. “We even searched the
planet, but there’s no sign of their ever landing. In addition, the
ship’s computer core was gone, as were all the furnishings, and
power sources. Not so much as a laser pen scratch was left on any
of the walls, and they only used symbols for their control
signs.”

“Well, I’ll be a Koko’s ugly uncle,” Ba’
Roque muttered. “They must have done this, but why?”

“What?”

“By the Grace of our Lord Hammond,” Ba’ Roque
said while pointing at the relic. “I think I know who this belonged
to.”

“You’re kidding!”

“Have your people ever considered the
Pandani?”

“The shadow people?” Kappa shook his head.
“They’re so reclusive we’d never heard of them before the war
started.”

Ba’ Roque shrugged. “Only a very few had. As
I’ve heard it, those who ventured into their area of space were
never heard from again.”

“Why would they abandon something this
valuable so far from their system?”

Ba’ Roque smiled at his friend. “I’m not
really sure, but...” His voice trailed off as he looked out the
window again. “I’d like to see what she originally looked like.
Most especially, those engine compartments.”

“I can take you to our archives, but why that
part in particular?”

“Because, if I’m right, I know why no one
ever returned from their area of space.”

“Hammond be praised,” Kappa sighed. “Your
first day in my neighborhood, and you may have solved two ancient
mysteries.”

“I’m hoping,” Ba’ Roque sighed, “we can
convince the Pandani to help us retrieve the Aken.”

“The time travel machine? I thought we
already had it.”

The warrior shook his head. “Only briefly
before the Pandani tried to steal it, and it fell into another
dimension.”

“So why would they help us?”

Ba’ Roque shrugged. “I think they were trying
to keep the vessel from an ancient race called the Biquicha who
wanted to use it to stop the Big Bang from ever happening.”

Kappa’s eyes went wide. “But that would
mean…”

When his voice trailed off, Ba’ Roque waved a
hand at the view screen. “Everything we know of today would never
have existed.”

“But these Pandani are in league with the
Maatiirani. Why would they help us?”

“Because if the Biquicha find the Aken first,
the Pandani will cease to exist right along with us.”
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“OK, listen,” Hansorf said as they neared the
rear of the boxy, tan building housing the clinic. “Not a word
about being from another planet. I’ll say you’re part of the circus
that just passed through town, and were injured in an
accident.”

Chatina gave him a puzzled look. “Why should
we lie about who we are?”

Wiping his mouth, Hansorf looked around.
“Most folks around these parts are third or fourth generation, and
have never had contact with anybody from…” He waved a hand toward
the sky. “…out there.”

“So?”

“So they don’t even believe in people from
other planets.”

“And you do?” Kandro asked.

Hansorf shook his head. “I’ve only been here
a couple of decades, but before they’d let me in, I had to swear
never to talk ‘bout alien worlds like they were real.”

“What’s that to us?” Chatina asked defiantly.
“We made no promises.”

Hansorf shrugged. “On this world, only crazy
people, and midgets talk about aliens. Make a fuss, and Judge
Haskins’ll have ya locked away so fast ya’ll have to look backwards
to see what’s in front of ya.”

“You can’t be serious!”

Hansorf shook his head again. “It’s either
the circus or the nuthouse. Pick your future.”

“We’ll play your game,” Mobia said as Chatina
glared at Hansorf. “I’m just hoping your doctors are good.”

Their rescuer smiled. “There’s only but one.
She’s all that, and a looker to boot.”

Leaning over, he whispered to his comrade. As
Waddle moved away, Hansorf tapped twice on the clinic’s back door
before stepping back and waiting. Moments later, it was opened by a
middle-aged female who towered over him. She smiled broadly, almost
hungrily at him before realizing they were not alone. The smile
quickly turned to a scowl.

“Where’d all these midgets come from?”

Hansorf yanked off his hat. “Aahhh…hi, Milli.
I…uh…found these people here from…uh…the circus, and they’ve been
hurt.”

Limping forward, Mobia held out a hand. “I’m
Mobia. Our wagon rolled over up the road aways.”

Without taking his hand, she looked quickly
from Mobia to his companions. “Where are your clothes?”

Mobia looked down at the blanket covering his
nakedness. “Well…Porto here makes this wicked-smelling brew for his
act, and it spilled all over us.” He laughed while wobbling his
head from side-to-side. “We would have worn them here, but believe
me, Ma’am. You don’t want a nose-full of that.”

Nodding, the rest of his team muttered their
agreement.

“A couple of us,” he continued while opening
his blanket enough to show his scraped chest, “have injuries.
Hansorf did the best he could, but we need a doctor’s help.”

Milli gave Hansorf a questioning look, but
when he smiled and nodded, she pushed the door further open, and
waved them in.

After they’d all passed, Hansorf said, “Take
the first door on your left. The doc’ll be in soon.”

Mobia moved down the plain hallway, opened
the specified door, and motioned his comrades in. Milli followed
the last of them, looking skeptical.

“I don’t remember a midget act,” she
complained.

As Hansorf’s eyes widened, Mobia laughed. “Ya
see, Ma’am, I got some cheap meat at our last stop and…” He
groaned. “…it came out more ways than it went in.”

Though her smile seemed sympathetic, Milli’s
eyes remained cautious. “Bad luck seems to be tied to your
hip.”

Mobia shrugged. “I’m hoping you can change
that for us.”

“Well, we’ll get you fixed up anyway.”

He was preparing to thank her when an
attractive Shentowin female entered the room. She was only slightly
taller than Hansorf, with large green eyes, and short, wavy brown
hair. A well-tailored lab coat and slacks showed off her shapely
figure.

Her expression was neutral until she saw
Mobia, and her eyes changed from green to an angry orange-red.

“What the hell are you…?” she demanded.

Looking surprised, she froze, her eyes
quickly changing to a confused blue as they darted from Mobia to
Hansorf and back.

“Oh God,” she gasped. “You’re not...”

Hansorf rushed between them. “These circus
people were injured in an accident, Doc. They lost their clothes
too.” He turned back to Mobia and his crew. “This is Doctor Fretta
Mantooie, but we call her Doc Fretta.”

“I look like someone you know, Ma’am?” Mobia
asked, though he wasn’t sure why.

Doc Fretta’s eyes glowed orange as they fell
on him. Behind her, Hansorf was shaking his head and mouthing,
“No!”

“Let’s not go there,” she said tepidly.

“My apologies, Ma’am. I didn’t mean to poke
my nose…”

She held up a hand. “I should apologize. That
has nothing to do with you.” She looked at each newcomer in turn.
“So who has the worst injuries?”

When Mobia’s three companions looked at him,
Hansorf pointed at him as well, and said, “It think it is this one.
His name is Mobia. Their wagon rolled up on the Battlefield, and he
got banged up pretty bad.”

When Doc Fretta’s eyes settled on his scabbed
face, they turned a normal green. “When did this happen?”

He shrugged. “Yesterday.”

Her eyes widened. “Yesterday? Why did you
wait so long before getting medical attention?”

Before Mobia could answer, she quickly
turned, and opened a cabinet. Grabbing several boxes and two
bottles, she turned back, eyebrows up.

“Because of our illness…”

She sat her load down on a counter next to
Mobia. “You’ve been sick as well?”

“Bad food,” Hansorf interjected.

“Sorry to hear that,” Doc Fretta said while
taking a closer look at his wounds. “Go on.”

“We left a day behind our comrades, so when
the wagon rolled over, we had to wait for somebody to rescue us.
That’s when we met Hansorf and Waddle.”

“We’ll have to get someone out there to fetch
your wagon,” she said matter-of-factly.

“Already on it,” Hansorf blurted. “Waddle and
I’ll be going once these folks are settled in.”

Doc Fretta nodded. “I’ll have Milli wire
ahead to Panderford, and tell your friends what happened.”

“Waddle’s on his way to the transfer office
as we speak.”

The doctor smiled at Hansorf. “My friend, you
are the model of efficiency. Is there nothing you’ve missed?”

Hansorf ears blushed dark green. “Well, we’ve
got to find some clothes for them.”

“Do you mind if I get Milli working on that?”
She turned to look at Mobia’s companions. “The church recently had
a drive to collect children’s clothes, and I’m told they got more
than they can use. I’ll bet they have just their size.”

Hansorf nodded. “I’d be much obliged,
Ma’am.”

“Good,” she responded while opening a box of
sterile pads. “Then let’s get these people fixed up.”
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“Whoa! Super deal!” Pameter cried as the
Human opened his computer room’s door. “This room is a
mind-plexer.”

“Pleased you like it, Son,” he said while
ushering the boy in. “But let us not waste time. I hear someone
else has a similar game in the works. We have to beat them to
market, or they will get all the glory.”

Pameter laughed. “No one has a game as good
as mine.”

The Human moved to the console, and touched
it. The boy barked a squeal of delight as a huge virtual screen,
showing twelve separate desktops, suddenly materialized in his
mind.

“We have the newest mental interface
technology,” the man said. “It works on all the major species in
the alliance, including us Humans.”

“Humans?” Pameter asked. “Why?”

“The war has forced us from our planets. We
are a curious lot, and will be hungry for this kind of technology.
Once my people see your game, you will be thought of as a god.”

“Wow!” the boy squeaked. “Exquisite!”

The screen vanished. “But we have to beat the
enem…uh, other guys with this release or none of this will
matter.”

“How long do we have?”

The Human shrugged. “Maybe five paks.
We should announce in three to get the hardware manufacturers
behind us. They are going to want a billion units sold within a
sirius, and we can not make that if we come out behind the
others.”

“But what about the war?”

The Human laughed. “It will be over soon.
Even if it is not, only a third of the planets are involved. Most
of the rest are raking in money selling equipment and supplies to
the combatants. With all that cash to throw around they will surely
use some of it for entertainment.”

“Top spot,” Pameter exclaimed. “A billion in
sales?”

“Only if we make this happen now.” He tapped
the console again, revealing a small upload module. “Get your
programs into this thing, and make whatever modifications you need.
We work around the clock until this is done.”

“Can’t I even take time off to pee?” Pameter
joked.

Grabbing a bucket, the Human dropped it at
his feet. “That is your toilet until we get this out. I will bring
a plate of food so you can eat while you work. Nothing can stop us
until this is done.”

Pameter laughed self-consciously. “I’ve
already been up the last two nights working on this. There’s no way
I can last another three.”

Smiling, the Human pulled a small bottle from
his pocket, and rattled it. “With these you can.”

Pameter’s eyebrows shot up. “Drugs?”

His companion laughed. “Just concentrated
caffeine. Perfectly legal.”

With a look of concern, the boy’s eyes went
from the Human to the console and back. “But what about my
mom?”

The Human pushed him toward the console. “You
handle the program. I will deal with your mother.”

“How you going to do that?”

His companion flashed a strained smile while
fondling the knife in his pocket. “What mother would not want her
son to be the most famous person in the galaxy?”
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The stars flowing past them were just streaks
as their ship raced through space at twice the speed of light.

“This Biquicha ship is incredible,”
Sub-commander Saki N-Tschester sighed while watching the spectacle.
“We’ve been flying for over three paks, and I still can’t
get used to it.”

“Sir,” his pilot called. “I’ve no idea how
long we can maintain this speed without refueling.”

Saki shook his head. “My wife has the
memories of one of their people, and she said we’d have no problem.
Truth be known, I’m not even sure what kind of fuel it uses.”

“I would have liked more time to learn about
this ship before we set out on a mission to…”

The ship bucked slightly before dropping to
sub-light speed.

“What’s happening, Sir?”

Saki scanned the controls. “Something is
interfering with our warp bubble.”

“I thought only weapons fire did that, and
I’m not detecting any.”

“Then something else is affecting…”

All lights on the console lit up as alarms
sounded from every direction. Micro-paks later the engines
went silent, the cabin completely black, and the ship started to
pitch forward. Saki could hear the pilot’s labored breathing as he
desperately tried to get a response from the console controls.

As the ship continued to roll, Saki groped in
the darkness until he found his companion’s arm.

“Stop trying,” he said, his voice squeaking
from fear. “I think we found what we were looking for.”
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The old priest’s heart quickened as he leaned
against a fire-blackened building, and watched the Maatiirani
lieutenant lead his soldiers up the bombed-out street. In typical
Maatiirani style, the lieutenant spread his forces out, having
small groups inspect what was left of the buildings for hidden
combatants. However, his own attention was focused on the
priest.

Not wanting to appear nervous, the priest
took a deep breath while glancing down at his raggedy clothes. His
black pants and shirt were torn, and almost brown with dirt, a
sharp contrast to the approaching spit-and-polished soldier.

When the lieutenant stopped a few meters from
him, the priest tugged on his stiff white collar, huffed a derisive
laugh, and shook his head. The squad leader looked inquisitively at
a subordinate tapping the screen of a handheld device.

“No one else around,” the soldier
announced.

The lieutenant spat as some of his troops
gathered around him and the priest. He looked back at the two
additional squads moving down the street of gutted buildings.

“Then why were we told there were dozens of
them only moments ago?” he asked rhetorically.

Continuing to watch his scanner, the soldier
shook his head as his superior fondled the pliers on his belt.

“It is too bad these Humans are such
poor fighters,” he sneered. “Even taking their teeth is a waste of
time.”

The old priest kept his eyes on the
lieutenant as the soldier’s hand moved from the pliers to his
knife, but he hesitated when the Human flashed a nearly toothless
grin. The Maatiirani unsheathed his knife, and as its polished
surface reflected sunlight, the priest held up a fist, making the
squad leader pause yet again.

“Fuck the lot of you,” he said before opening
his hand to reveal a small cylindrical device topped with a
flashing red light.

Taking two quick steps back, the squad leader
turned to see a bright flash at the far end of the street. A series
of flashes knocked down the farthest groups of soldiers, and the
collapsing buildings covered them with a boiling wave of smoke and
debris. The remaining troopers were running toward their fallen
comrades when another flash vaporized them. The lieutenant turned
quickly to find the priest had slipped behind a short concrete
wall. A final explosion threw the leader into the wall before he
collapsed onto the ground.

Jumping from his hiding place, the priest
moved quickly to the stunned squad leader. After checked the area
for any surviving troopers, the man held up the soldier’s knife,
turning the blade so the reflected light played over his enemy’s
white face until the Maatiirani’s eyes blinked open. Before the
solider could react, the scowling priest slipped the razor-sharp
blade under the left side of his rib cage, and slid it across his
belly.

The squad leader’s agonizing screams echoing
off the few remaining buildings, he grabbed the priest’s left arm,
digging his claws deep into the flesh. The Human barely reacted as
life drained from his opponent’s contorted face.

When the hand finally fell away, the man
lifted the knife, and stabbed it into the corpse’s left eye.

“That’s for making me into a bloody killer,”
he growled.

Rising above his vanquished enemy, the priest
lifted the squad leader’s communicator to his lips. “Maatiirani
leaders, this is your Human enemy. Another of your squads is gone.
Before this day is out, more will die. Vengeance is mine, sayeth
the Lord!”

Dropping the device into the pooling blood,
he grabbed the leader’s laser pistol, and quickly moved among the
dead, picking up equipment as he went. Soon others appeared with
wheelbarrows, wagons, and canvas bags, picking up weapons and body
parts. Within minutes the victims remains were stacked in a
gruesome pile, the eviscerated squad leader laid on top.

A dozen dusty Humans stood in a circle around
the pile, as one of them impaled a hand-scrawled sign onto the hilt
of the knife still protruding from the squad leader’s eye.

“MAATIIRANI SCUM. THIS IS YOUR FUTURE.”

“This will drive them crazy,” the old priest
said.

Marrett smiled grimly while looking around at
the smoldering wreckage. “Let’s pray to God it does.”
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“Do you like life in the circus?” Fretta
asked as she moved onto the deck behind the clinic, a glass in each
hand.

Rolling up an oversized sleeve of his newly
acquired shirt, Mobia hesitated as he tried to think of a plausible
answer.

He finally shook his head. “Sometimes, what
you do isn’t a matter of choice.”

Nodding, she handed him a glass. “You mean
because of your size?”

He shrugged again while sipping the strong,
but tasty wine, and smiling as the biting liquid flowed down his
throat.

Looking at the red fluid in his glass, he
nodded as well. “At least among my people, I’m accepted as I
am.”

“Well, maybe you should leave your comfort
zone and seek something more.” When he didn’t respond, she laughed
self-consciously. “Of course, I’m a great one for giving advice.
I’ve lived in this village since graduation.” She shook her head.
“Father wasn’t happy when I turned down the posh job he arranged
for me in Capitol City.”

Mobia smiled. “We all seek that which brings
us the most satisfaction. I suppose you thought helping people was
more important than prestige.”

She shrugged. “Or maybe this was far enough
away from him, and...”

She stopped abruptly, seemingly lost in her
own thoughts as she ran a finger around the rim of her glass.

“What does your mother think of this?”

Fretta shook her head. “She died when I was a
baby.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t...”

She held up a hand to stop him. “It’s an old
wound, and well healed.”

A pregnant silence filled the air as Mobia
watched Fretta stare at her glass.

“So then, who did you think I was in the exam
room?”

When her head jerked up, he was surprised by
her scowl, and the anger in her dusky orange eyes. “That had to do
with someone I think of in considerably less affectionate terms
than my father.”

“Ah,” he said, though he couldn’t understand
why he wasn’t taking Hansorf’s advice, and avoiding the subject.
“An old boyfriend?”

His attention was drawn to a large bird as it
flew over them, but when she didn’t respond, he looked down to find
her staring at her wine glass again. He took another sip, and found
the alcohol, combined with the company, stimulating.

“You know, my mother always told me even the
worst troubles are much smaller when you talk about them.”

She jerked back from the railing looking
confused.

“That’s just what he used to say when...” She
stopped abruptly, her expression turning to one of surprise then
caution. “Sorry...uh...anyway, I wanted to apologize for my
reaction earlier, and let you know that Hansorf is hunting down a
ride for you.” She jerked back from the railing, moving quickly to
the clinic’s door, but stopped when she grabbed the knob. “I hope
your next attempt at leaving our town will be less traumatic.”

Before Mobia could respond, she was already
inside. He felt the sudden urge to follow her, but when the door
clicked shut, he sighed, and leaned against the deck’s railing.

“I think you just guaranteed it won’t
be.”
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Pameter yawned, leaned back in his chair, and
surveyed the small room.

“Geramie?” he called while turning toward the
door. “I’ve almost got it ready.”

Receiving no answer, he rose stiffly from the
chair he’d been married to for most of the last two paks,
and headed for the kitchen. Passing the partially opened door to
the basement, he was surprised to hear voices coming from below,
though the words were too muffled to make out.

“Geramie?” he called while pushing the door
open to peek down the dimly lit stairway.

The argument continued unabated as the boy
slowly descended. When he reached the bottom step, light from under
a nearby door on his right caught his attention.

“…but we will still need him. Programs this
complex need constant tweaking.”

“It is too risky,” a lower pitched, gravelly
voice countered. “Once he knows what we are up to, he will not
cooperate.”

The Human, Geramie, laughed confidently. “I
can guarantee he will do everything we ask.”

“How?”

“Leave it to me. It is a bright-star
certainty.”

Pameter jerked with surprise when something
heavy slammed against the wall next to the door. “I must be mad to
trust you with this,” the voice snarled. “Tell me now or I will
kill you, and take that throphara’s whelp on myself.”

“He will not refuse,” Geramie gasped. “I have
his mother.”

Pameter jumped when the wall shook again, and
the Human gasped for breath.

“Give her to me,” the other person demanded.
“I will show the Antrakan how we handle troublemakers.”

“No,” Geramie croaked. “We have to do it my
way, or he will panic and delay things even more.”

There was a long pause before he heard the
Human suck in a desperate breath before the second person asked,
“He is using the chip I gave you?”

Geramie coughed. “Yes. He was excited to get
that little item.”

“And he suspects nothing?”

“He has been working like the obsessed little
dangara turd he is, because he thinks his ‘game’ will make
him rich.”

“It is time to make my presence known to
him.”

“Not yet,” Geramie protested. “I need another
pak so he can run the initial tests.”

“No time left,” the voice growled. “I’m
getting pressure from the Lords Council for results. We need to
start testing with live ships today.”

“Ok, but leave the mother in my control. He’s
developed a bond with me, and it will keep him motivated to
produce.”

Pameter inched back up the stairs as the
second person spoke, “Use the mother as you see fit, but if the
test run isn’t ready by this afternoon, I will strangle the boy
with her entrails.”

Shocked by the statement, Pameter’s toe
caught a step, making him stumble forward to slap both hands hard
against the wood. He bounced up, taking two steps at a time, as the
room’s occupants swore.

Keeping his eyes on the bottom of the stairs,
the terrified boy raced through the doorway, and ran into the
living room…

…right into a Maatiirani warrior.
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The spherical ship was so large that even
ten-thousand kilometers away it filled their view screen.

“It’s a moving planet,” the pilot exclaimed
as Saki watched in awe. “We need power now!” he added while
struggling with his dead console.

Saki put a hand on his arm. “It’s not going
to harm us.”

“How do you know?”

“They invited us here,” he said while
watching the approaching planet. “I think they are making a
point.”

“Yes, Sir, but…”

His comment was interrupted as the ship
jerked, throwing them against their restraints. The small craft
tumbled slowly while being pushed ahead of the larger one.

“Identify,” a booming voice demanded.

Both of them looked around the dark cabin as
Saki spoke, “My name is Saki N-Tschester, and I represent the…”

“You know where the Ksemtists have
gone?”

“Who are the Ksemtists?”

“They are a disruptive criminal. They demand
freedom from The Self.”

The pilot shook his head. “But freedom
is…”

Saki grabbed the pilot’s arm. “We understand
that they violated your rules. We have no interest in interfering
with your way of life.”

“Why would you interfere?”

“Shendtada,” Saki muttered under his
breath as he scowled at his pilot. “We realize,” he started
cautiously, “that different cultures live by different rules. We
just want to make it clear that we are not trying to…”

“Compliance with The Self is an implacable
law of nature. Defiance is death. Otherwise, all will be
destroyed.”

“If they have violated your laws, we’d like
to help you locate them.”

“Why help us?”

Saki paused while glancing nervously at his
pilot. “To create an atmosphere of cooperation between our
peoples.”

“What is cooperation?”

“It means our two peoples working together to
achieve mutually agreed upon goals.”

There was a long pause before the voice
boomed, “The Self needs no cooperation. To defy It is an
abomination of nature, and will be quickly dealt with.”

It was the pilot’s turn to put a hand on
Saki’s shoulder. “I see why those shadow…”

Saki grabbed the pilot’s arm to silence him.
“We know the Ksemtists recently left our region of
space.”

“Your ship’s logs say you found their
vessel,” the voice stated flatly, “and you have known about it for
over one-hundred thousand kenuits. Why did you not tell us
before now?”

“We didn’t know who made the ship until just
recently. The ones you call Ksemtists are very reclusive. We
only learned about them when they joined our enemies in a war
against us.”

“And you assisted them in escaping?”

“We were in no position to restrain them. Our
resources are spread slim in a war.”

“War does not exist within The Self. We will
save you from your own destruction.”

“That isn’t necessary,” Saki said nervously.
“We can take care of that part.”

“It is not about necessity,” the voice
boomed. “Compliance with The Self brings healing, and is
mandatory.”

With that, the huge ship sped away so fast it
went from huge to history in micro-paks.

“Hammond’s Holy Hell,” the pilot cried as all
their instrument panels lit up.

Saki barked a desperate laugh. “Put in a call
to Sub-commander Pana Khephra at headquarters. I’ve got to tell her
what we’ve learned.”

“And what have we learned, Sir?”

The sub-commander shook his head. “I think we
found the devil’s big brother,” he sighed, “and unleashed it on
ourselves.”
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“Sir,” Maatiirani sub-commander Phuru called
as he approached his superior’s station. “Another attack by the
Prak a’Terran Humans has been reported. That brings our total
losses to nearly a thousand soldiers in less than two of their
solar days.”

The trophy teeth in his thick, black braid
hissed when Commander Kauchu slammed a fist against his console and
stood. “I am tired of this. Pull everyone off the planet. I will
show them the price of defiance.”

“Yes Sir,” Phuru responded. “Every available
shuttle is flying them up now. Our first group should be
rendezvousing in less than ten milli-paks.”

Kauchu was nodding in response when the scan
officer cried, “Sir, the shadow people are gone.”

“What?” the commander bellowed as he rushed
to the scan console. “Where did they go?”

“No idea, Sir,” the nervous officer answered.
“A few micro-paks ago their ship was off our port side, and
now it is gone.”

“First those worthless Kokos desert us, and
now...” Kauchu complained. “Why does this not surprise me?”

His reddish-amber eyes glowing angrily, he
rubbed a milky-red scar on his white cheek, and made a quick
circuit of the bridge. Upon returning to his chair, he tapped a
curved claw on the console’s surface. A large image of Earth
appeared above it.

“Scan,” he called while staring at the
monitor. “Check for approaching vessels. Communications: everyone
on full alert, and contact headquarters to find out what they know.
Weapons: arm everything we have. We may be facing an attack.”

The bridge buzzing with activity, Kauchu
waved at Phuru.

“Yes, Commander?”

“Go to planetary defense five, and do
everything you can to get our troops off the surface.”

“But what of the shadow people?”

Shaking his head sharply, the commander
flexed an arm to slowly shake a fist at the view screen, causing
the black leather of his jacket to crackle. “No idea, but if you
believe in omens, this would not be a good one.”

“We will be moving to open space?”

Kauchu nodded. “Get this ship out of the
glare of this system’s sun, and do an active scan in all
directions.”

“Already on it, Sir.”

“Good,” the commander snarled while tapping
the surface of his console to overlay his tactical display on the
planet’s image. “As soon as we are ready, I am turning this useless
lump into a burning cinder.”

“Incoming from the planet,” the scan officer
cried as the main view screen also filled with the blue and white
globe.

“What is it?” Kauchu asked while rising.

“Rocket-powered missile, Sir.”

“Ridiculous,” The commander laughed.
“Weapons: destroy that pitiful…”

The view screen went suddenly white.

“What in Ya Ya’s names?” Kauchu cried as a
powerful impact shook the ship, knocking him back into his
chair.

“It was nuclear, Sir,” the scan officer
announced. “Our shields absorbed it, but there were eight shuttles
below us. I doubt any of them survived.”

The bridge went totally silent for several
micro-paks before Kauchu swore, “Epthra’s boiling ass! Where
did they find that?”

“No idea, Sir,” Phuru almost whispered. “We
thought all of their defense systems were destroyed when we...”

Before he could finish, Kauchu jumped up and
slammed an arm across the officer’s chest, knocking him down. “I do
not care what you thought,” he bellowed. “Find where that damned
thing came from, and vaporize everything within ten square
kilometers of it.”

Turning away from the officer as he scrambled
to his feet, Kauchu cried, “Scan! Why did that missile get so close
before we spotted it?”

“Some kind of shielding, Sir. It didn’t
appear on our scanners until it left the upper atmosphere.”

“Shielding? How can that be? These Humans
have barely achieved space travel. They don’t know anything
about...” He paused to glare at the view screen. “The Antrakans are
in on this.”

Pausing for only a few micro-paks, he
gestured toward the navigation officer. “Get us into a higher orbit
and out of this debris so I can see what’s going on.
Communications: tell our other ships to blast anything that cannot
be immediately identified as ours.”

“Sir,” called the communications officer.
“The Blood of Andronia has taken in two shuttles from a different
group.”

“Good,” Kauchu snarled at the still-white
view screen. “Do they see any more coming up?”

“I will ask, Sir.”

The officer turned to his console, but looked
back micro-paks later with a confused expression. “I lost
contact, Sir.”

“Put them on the view screen,” Kauchu
demanded, “and try again.”

Though the image was hazy, the Blood of
Andronia filled the screen. Kauchu was preparing to issue an order
when the ship’s midsection bulged suddenly. As the crew watched in
stunned silence, it exploded into a ball of flame that immediately
dispersed in the vacuum of space.

“Pig shit stew,” Kauchu cried as the Blood of
Andronia’s smoking remains flew off in every direction. “Get us out
of here!”
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“Hansorf,” Mobia called while crossing the
busy gravel street.

Hansorf was standing in front of a large
building with “Public Stables” emblazoned across its front. On
hearing his name, he turned and waved.

“Any luck finding transportation?”

“Today’s a holiday,” he answered. “Lots of
people running around locally, but no one leaving town. I found a
delivery wagon going west tomorrow. Will that work?”

When Mobia was closer, he looked around to
make sure no one was within earshot. “How did you get onto this
planet?”

Hansorf eyed him cautiously before answering.
“I read about a relocation program for people who wanted to live
without technology. The article said it was run by a division of
the Lower Council, called the Department of Prior Existence. I put
in my application, and about a sirius later they called me
in for a series of examinations, psych sessions, and interviews.
Once I passed all that, it was another two sirius of
training and resizing.”

“Training and what?”

Hansorf laughed. “There’s a reason everybody
here is larger than normal. It makes outsiders stand out like ducks
with floppy ears.”

Mobia turned to find people staring at
him.

“By the Scars of Ptherita,” he muttered. “I’d
never thought of myself as a freak before now.”

Wagging a finger at him, Hansorf chuckled.
“Even if outsiders do sneak in, everyone’ll think they’re crazy if
they start talking about aliens and such.”

“But you’re still shorter than the others,”
Mobia observed. “Why is that?”

Hansorf laughed self-consciously. “Big
mistake on my part. I was in the middle of being resized when I
learned a transport was going to Taramin. The next wasn’t going out
for a couple of sirius, and I didn’t want to wait. I knew
people who could yank the right coat tails, and got myself on it
before my resizing was completed.”

“But why?”

He shrugged. “Most who come here do so for a
reason. Mine might have been more compelling than most.”

Mobia opened his mouth to ask the obvious
question, but shook his head instead. “How do we contact this
Department of Prior Existence?”

Hansorf shrugged. “You don’t. They made it
clear as pure crystal this was a one-way trip.”

“But what if you get invaded? Someone has to
be able to report to the authorities.”

Rubbing his chin, Hansorf let his eyes drift
to his feet. “Well, I suppose…” He looked at Mobia. “…that’d have
to be somewhere at the House of Central Government in Capitol
City.”

“But someone had to meet you when you
arrived.”

Hansorf shook his head. “I went to sleep on
the transport ship and woke up in a motel room in the city. They
left a packet with my new identity on top of my suitcase.” He
shrugged. “When I stepped out of that hotel, I had as much idea of
where I was in the galaxy as any of the people around me.”
Shuffling his feet, he smiled. “And, truth be told, I was glad of
it.”

Mobia nodded. “Can that delivery wagon take
me and my friends to Capitol City?”

His companion’s face fell. “That’s east of
here. I’ll ask around, but the weekly stage left yesterday, and the
next coal shipment isn’t for four or five paks.”

“You’re headed to Capitol City?” a voice
asked from the street. They turned to see Fretta approaching, and
when Mobia nodded, she added, “Why?”

When both men hesitated, she continued on
until she was on the sidewalk. “I thought you were going to follow
your circus chums.”

Mobia shook his head. “After speaking with
you earlier, I decided to try looking for a different line of
work.”

“And what would that be?”

He shrugged. “I’m a pretty good mechanic. My
friends are also good with their hands.”

She eyed him for a moment before waving at
the stable door. “I’m delivering my yearly report to the Department
of Health and Entertainment. You can ride with me.”

“Health and Entertainment?”

She nodded sourly. “Some politician’s idea of
a joke: mixing medical with the maniacal.”

Unsure whether to laugh or sigh, Mobia nodded
and asked, “Do you have room for all four of us?”

She shook her head. “It’s just a two-seater,
but you can come back with me to report what you’ve found to your
friends.” She smiled. “And don’t worry. This time, if you get hurt
along the way, you’ll have your own personal physician to care for
you.”

“Intriguing.”

Though she frowned, Mobia got the impression
her eyes were telling a different story. “It’s just a ride. Don’t
get ideas.”

Mobia smiled. “I wouldn’t think of it.”

“I’m harnessing up now,” she said while
walking past them. “When can you be ready?”

He started to follow, but turned to Hansorf
instead.

“Will you tell my friends where I’ve
gone?

Hansorf nodded, but Mobia was surprised by
the expression on his face.

He turned toward the disappearing Fretta.
“I’m ready now.”

“Then make yourself useful, and give me a
hand,” she yelled from inside the building.

Mobia turned back to Hansorf. “What?”

His taller companion looked puzzled.
“Ah…well…just don’t try anything like…uh…you know.”

Mobia grunted. “She doesn’t like me. What in
Hammond’s name could possibly happen?”

“Yeah,” Hansorf muttered with a smile as
Mobia disappeared into the stable. “What indeed?”
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“Yaaah,” Pameter screamed as six claws
speared his cheek.

The Maatiirani soldier’s other arm wrapped
the boy’s chest, the claws digging into his rib cage. Pameter bit
the hand, but his teeth barely dented the coarse skin. Growling,
the warrior twisted Pameter’s head around until the boy was sure
his neck would snap.

“Do not kill him,” Geramie cried from the
stairwell.

When the soldier’s grip relaxed, the boy
glanced at the still-empty basement doorway before looking up at
his scowling captor. The angular face glaring at him had shockingly
white skin, which contrasted sharply with his jet black hair, and
reddish-amber eyes. Pinkish scars crisscrossed the face, and part
of his pointed nose was missing. The warrior yelled something
gruff. An equally alien response came from the stairwell just
before two figures appeared.

“You little whelp of a throphara,”
Geramie screamed, his hand up as though to strike the boy.

The soldier slackened his grip to allow for
the impact. Geramie’s hand still in the air, he stopped at the
sight of green blood trickling down Pameter’s cheek.

“What the Epthra’s Name?” he moaned while
turning to the Maatiirani officer. “Bahnan! Get this parlor lizard
off of him.”

“Enough,” Bahnan demanded.

The Maatiirani officer, like the soldier
holding Pameter, wore a black leather jacket, pants and boots, with
several silver objects jangling from his belt. On the left front of
his jacket, the image of a fiercely predatory Ingus hawk was inked
in red, its long wings spread, talons forward. Unlike the soldier,
the officer’s facial features were rounded, which Pameter knew, was
typical of Maatiirani from their home-world’s northern region.

Having studied the Maatiirani in grammar
school, Pameter had been enthralled with the romanticized image of
these fierce warriors. Therefore, he realized that the four silver
knives on the officer’s shoulder indicated he was a Maatiirani
commander.

The commander pushed Geramie aside, moving
his face close to the boy’s. His devilish amber eyes looked fierce
as a cruel smile spread across his shock-white face.

“You look like a smart boy,” Bahnan said
calmly as he extracted a black-hilted knife from his belt, and
scraped the silvery blade against his own cheek. “Need I tell you
how painful it will be if you do not cooperate with us?”

His vocal cords paralyzed by fear, Pameter
responded with a sharp jerk of his head.

When the knife came close to the boy’s face,
he tried to move away, but was prevented by his captor’s
restraining hand.

“Our friend here,” he nodded toward Geramie,
“might give second chances, or be tolerant of stupid mistakes, and
unexpected delays.” His eyes closing to angry slits, he retracted
his lips to reveal narrow, crystal-clear teeth as sharp as needles.
“I am not.”

Pameter’s eyes jerked from the blade to the
devilish eyes.

“Do you understand, boy?”

The youngster’s fear turned to anger as he
spat, “You killed my dad!”

The white-faced ghoul grinned. “And many like
him.”

Pameter struggled against his captor’s iron
grip before yelling, “Go to Ceratha!”

The Maatiirani barked a crisp laugh. “That
may happen, but I would like you to meet someone else who might
make the journey today.”

Looking up at Geramie, Bahnan nodded toward
another room. When the Human hesitated, the Maatiirani nodded more
insistently.

“Corporal of the guard,” Geramie shouted.
“Bring her.”

There was a pause before Pameter heard the
familiar clapping of hard soles in the other room. When someone
stopped in the room’s doorway, Bahnan barked a guttural command in
his own tongue, and a scream filled the room. At the same time, the
warrior holding Pameter jerked him around to face another
Maatiirani soldier holding a struggling, bound female under his arm
like a rolled-up carpet. Though her feet were toward him, Pameter
immediately recognized the frizzy red hair.

“Mother!”
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Her arms loaded with packages, Bouche ducked
quickly as she hurried through the tight opening of an airlock, her
environmental suit restraining her movement, and irritatingly
rubbing her skin raw in too many places. A disembodied voice was
instructing all pilots to start their prelaunch checks.

“You shouldn’t be rushing like this,” Bottar
complained while struggling to follow her down a crowded corridor
wearing an identical outfit.

“Don’t baby me,” she protested. “Even your
quacks say it’s OK to be active as long as I don’t overdo it.”

“Yes, but…”

“Shut it then! Let’s focus on the task at
hand.”

“But this is too dangerous.”

“We’re in the middle of a war. What isn’t
dangerous?”

“Yes, but…”

“Damn,” she snapped. “Will you stop with the
‘yes, but’ crap.” Ducking through another airlock, she dumped her
packages onto a nearby table, and faced him. “The man you refer to
as my first husband is on Prak a’Terra trying to save what’s left
of humanity.”

Doing a quick one-eighty, she marched up to
one of five two-man fighters in the bay, and slammed the heel of
her hand against its door control. As it opened, she turned back to
Bottar.

“If you think I’m playing the demure little
stay-at-home mother while those white-faced shits destroy the only
planet I can call home, your head’s full of patootie muffins.”

“Patootie muffins?” Bottar asked as she
climbed into the fighter.

When she didn’t respond, he shook his head,
picked up the pile of packages, and muttered, “I can see why Tamm
likes this girl so much.”

“Let’s move it,” she yelled from inside the
ship.

Hurrying in, he found her settling into the
narrow navigator’s seat. Though the Antrakans had modified the
seats to accommodate the larger Humans, the small cockpit limited
how much they could do. After securing his equipment in a storage
bin, Bottar squeezed into his own seat, and began his
flight-check.

“What do you think our odds are?” Bouche
asked as she completed her own series of checks.

“Just about zero.”

She barked a derisive laugh. “Don’t treat me
like a child.”

He twisted toward her. “We’re just sixteen
small fighters and two light cruisers against eight Maatiirani
Vipers. Much as I hate them, I have to admit they are the most
vicious, and creative enemy we’ll ever encounter. In addition,
their Vipers are larger than our light cruisers, and almost as
maneuverable. We have a few tricks up our sleeves, but even if our
little plan works to perfection, the losses will be high.”

“And what would you do?” she snarled while
slapping the bubble dome protecting her head, “My babies will not
grow up in one of these.” She stared down at her console, eyes
unfocussed. “Better to die today than live in a cage forever.”

When Bottar turned his head, the helmet seal
pressed against an already tender spot on his throat. Flipping a
switch, he felt the frustration of clumsy gloved fingers.

“I’ve changed my mind,” he said softly as the
engine started.

“About what?”

“With fighters like you on our side, those
shit-sucking Maatiirani don’t stand a chance in hell.” As her
tear-filled eyes locked on his, he added, “Let’s get out there, and
show them what they’re up against.”
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“Sir,” the Maatiirani scan officer called.
“Shuttles are rising from the planet’s surface, and are approaching
each of our ships.”

“Communications?”

“No response to our hails.”

“Destroy them,” Kauchu demanded while
watching the tiny dots on the main view screen.

“But Sir,” the scan officer cried. “I am
certain our people are on board.”

Kauchu scowled. “On board? Maybe. Alive? Not
likely.”

Despite his obvious feelings about the
situation, the officer turned to enter the commands when a
proximity alarm sounded on his console.

After typing several more commands, he
called, “Two Koko ships above us. They are not ours.”

“Distance to enemy?”

“Firing range in thirty
micro-paks.”

“How did they get so close?”

“Some kind of shielding, Sir,” the officer
answered. “Even now I cannot get a clean lock on them.”

“The Eagle Claw is turning to intercept,
Sir,” the communications officer announced. “They request
permission to engage.”

“Finally, something substantial to fight,”
Kauchu cried. “Tell the Eagle Claw to engage the enemy, and we will
join them. Have the other ships deal with those shuttles.”

As the ship began its turn, several
ineffective laser blasts struck the hull before the bridge shook
violently.

“Missile strike,” the scan officer cried as
the bridge jerked violently to the right.

“Right engine is out,” called the navigation
officer.

“Epthra’s burning bowels,” Kauchu growled.
“Reduce power to the left engine, and use maneuvering thrusters to
line us up with those shuttles. Weapons: fire on them as soon as
you get a lock. Communications: bring all of our other ships into
this. I do not want any of these thropharas to get away
alive.”

As his ship rotated back to face the
shuttles, Kauchu’s monitor showed the Eagle Claw arcing up toward
the enemy. It fired heavy canons at each of the attacking ships,
but was too far away to do serious damage. The Antrakan ships
immediately turned in different directions, returning fire while
unloading fighters.

“Buzzers,” the scan officer cried. “I count
fifteen, no, sixteen small fighters coming from the light
cruisers.”

“Buzzers?” Kauchu huffed. “Nobody uses…” He
stopped, his jaw slack, eyes glued to the main screen.
“Unless...”

“Maintenance? What is the status of that
engine?” he bellowed while turning toward the navigation station.
“Head toward the planet,” he demanded. “We can use the gravity well
to give us momentum. Weapons: take out as many of those shuttles as
you can. Communications: let the others know those buzzers may be
carrying nuclear-tipped missiles. That is also what may be
scrambling our targeting scanners.”

“But Sir,” the weapons officer countered.
“Closer to the planet, we will be more vulnerable to a missile
strike from the surface.”

“Then get someone out there to do a visual,”
he demanded. “Just because our scanners can not see them, does not
mean they are invisible to the naked eye.”

“Sir, maintenance reports the damage is
minor, and the engine will be online in five
milli-paks.”

“Make it one! The enemy is attacking from two
directions. If we wallow in this atmosphere too long, we will be
space dust,” Kauchu demanded.

Shuttle pods exploded as Kauchu’s ship raced
past them. While it descended into the atmosphere, two other
Maatiirani ships appeared over the limb of the planet. Before they
could engage the enemy, Antrakan missiles slammed into both of the
Eagle Claw’s engines. The captain used thrusters to roll the ship
and take out two of the Buzzers, but without the main engines it
could not move fast enough to avoid the missile rocketing toward
its fuel cells. Kauchu’s crew watched in stunned silence as the
Eagle Claw erupted like a super-nova.

Kauchu’s ship was just entering the
atmosphere when the maintenance chief called, “The engine is ready
for restart, Sir.”

“Get us back into the fight,” he demanded
while lurching up from his seat.

“Sir, missiles are striking our other ships.
Two have reported damaged engines, and will be of limited use.”

“Weapons! Why are those damned missiles
getting past us?” Kauchu demanded.

“The nuclear energy is interfering with our
scanners.”

“Find a way to defend against it!”

“Yes Sir!”

The ship shuddered as the right engine
ignited, but when the navigator entered the command to turn toward
the battle, it was slow to respond.

“What is happening?” Kauchu demanded.

“We have slipped into the planet’s upper
atmosphere, and the drag is slowing us down.”

“What is it with this planet?” he growled.
“It is like the damned thing is part of the fight.”

“Its atmosphere is unusually thick,”
navigation responded. “We will be out of it soon.”

Kauchu moved to the view screen, staring at
the growing cloud that was the Eagle Claw. “Just get me back up
there. If I am going to die, I want to take some of them with
me.”
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“Commander, this is not going to work,”
Geramie complained while pacing in front of the Maatiirani warrior.
“We should do it my way.”

“Your way was taking too long,” Bahnan
growled. “The Antrakans are making progress in the southern sector,
and we need to stop them now.”

“But he thinks you killed his father.”

Bahnan spat on the floor. “He knows I killed
his father, and he knows I will not hesitate to kill his mother as
well.” He moved to the doorway leading into the next room, where
his captives lay bound and gagged on the floor. “If he knows that,
he also knows it will not be a quick death.”

Walking into the room, he stepped over the
young male to kick the struggling female. She squealed, and tried
to roll away, but the commander stopped her by putting a foot in
the middle of her chest. Terrorized by the threat to his mother,
Pameter began thrashing on the floor, straining against the tight
narrow straps that dug into his hands and legs.

Towering over them, the commander shook his
head and watched the pitiful struggle for a moment before taking
his foot off the female, grabbing the boy’s hair, and yanking his
head back. The mother went instantly silent as Bahnan brought a
single claw close to her son’s nose.

“Final call, Boy,” he sneered. “Cooperate or
I start working on her.”

Eyes wide with terror, Pameter hesitated for
only a moment before jerking a nod.

His mother jerked onto her side, her scream
muffled by her gag. “Pameter! Don’t...”

Bahnan slammed a fist into her face.

As she rolled onto her back, the boy let out
a muffled scream, his eyes jerking from his mother’s prone form to
his captor.

“Shall I start cutting her up now?” Bahnan
asked malevolently as he jerked a cloth from his pants and wiped
the female’s green blood off his hand.

Pameter’s eyes jerked toward his mother once
more to see her gasping for air as blood ran from her nose, and
down her cheek. He hesitated for only a moment before lowering his
head and letting his body sag.

“Good choice,” Bahnan growled, and with two
swift strokes he cut the bindings on his hands and feet. As the boy
reached up to pull the tape from his mouth, the commander shook his
head.

“That stays,” he said flatly. “You do not
talk to anyone until this is finished. If you need anything…” He
motioned to Geramie. “…give the cretin here a note.”

“But surely he needs to eat and drink,”
Geramie argued.

Bahnan pointed his knife at the bound female
on the floor. “For each milli-pak he wastes, I will very
slowly cut off a finger.

He barked a laugh. “By my estimation, even a
quick meal break will cost her a hand.” He stepped away from his
victims before turning to face Geramie. “This project is completed
by morning or else.”

Tears streaming from his eyes, Pameter gave
the commander a stunned look, but Geramie lifted the boy to his
feet and pushed him toward his office.

“I think he means now, Son.”
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“So what are you really doing in our town?”
Fretta asked as they trotted along the road to Capitol City.

Mobia tried his best to act innocent. “What
do you mean?”

She shook her head as they drove in silence
for a moment.

“You’re going to the House of Central
Government,” she blurted. “What could a circus dwarf need in that
thieves’ den of deceit and misdirection?”

“What makes you…”

“Stop answering my questions with questions,”
she demanded. “It just confirms that you’re up to something.”

“But I…”

The Department of Prior Existence is a myth,”
she stated adamantly. “My father is a representative. As a child I
went all through those buildings, and peeked into every janitor’s
closet, bathroom, nook, and cranny. I’ve heard of it mentioned
before, but the department you seek is not there.”

“Look. I’m not supposed to…”

Fretta reined the horse to a stop before
facing him with the coiled riding whip in hand. “What are you and
Hansorf keeping from me?”

He held up both hands, palms out. “No. No.
Not you in particular.”

She shook the whip at him. “Spill it!”

“OK, but you’re not going to believe me, and
if you do, you won’t like it.”

“What? Are you planning to rob the central
bank?”

“No, it’s nothing like that, but…”

She rapped his arm with the coiled whip.
“Hanging ‘buts’ are something to avoid with this girl.”

“OK! We aren’t circus people,” he blurted as
she pulled back to hit him again.

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

“We were prisoners.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Convicts?”

Mobia shook his head, still feeling the ache
from his wounds. “Kidnapped.”

Suspicion still clouded her eyes, but her
expression softened slightly. “By whom?”

“This is the part you’re not going to
believe.”

Her eyes narrowed to slits, but her whip hand
lowered somewhat. “Hansorf goes up to the battlefield to hunt for
those lights in the sky, and comes back with four naked midgets.”
She dropped the whip onto the seat, but her eyes remained
distrustful. “You’re saying you were abducted by aliens?”

“Yyyeesss,” he drug out the word while
nodding slowly, “but there’s more to it than that.”

“You were all beat up. Did they do some kinds
of experiments on you?”

He shook his head, but did not answer.

“By the gods’ plagues,” she swore. “I’m tired
of this game of endless questions. Just spill it, OK?”

He took a deep breath, held it for several
micro-paks before the story flowed out like a bad dream: his
town overrun by Kokos; hiding in their basement with his crying
daughters; waking in a dirty, crowded cell; the race down the long,
dark corridor; fighting the two-headed giant; and finally being
dumped on her planet to be terrified by Hansorf’s dog-like
creatures.

She shook her head. “You should write novels.
This stuff’s pretty good.”

“So you don’t believe in UFOs, huh?”

She continued to shake her head. “People
believe what they want. I’ve never seen one.”

“Do you have to see something to believe in
it?”

“At least give me one bit of compelling
evidence to...”

“Which way to the Battle Field?” he
interrupted.

She shrugged, and pointed past him. “It’s
about ten kilometers in that direction.”

“And how would we get there from this
road?”

“You wouldn’t. You’d have to go south of town
about two kilometers and then…” Her expression turned cautious.
“Why would you be out there when the circus came this way?”

Mobia shook his head slowly. “There’s no
overturned wagon on the Battle Field.”

She stared at him for a long moment. “And
what do you want from us?”

A tear slipped unbidden from the corner of
his eye. “I’ve a wife and two daughters…” His voice caught, and he
stared out of the carriage for a moment before turning back, and
taking a shuddering breath. “...or at least I hope I still do. To
that end, I want to get off this planet to search for them.”

“You’re serious about this?”

Sighing again, Mobia nodded slowly. “I can’t
begin to tell you how serious.”

Her eyes still on him, she pulled back, but
after a short pause, she shook her head.

“My father once told me that my mother’s
greatest strength was her willingness to help almost anyone in
need.” Picking up the coiled whip, she slapped it lightly on her
thigh. “He said it was also her greatest weakness.”

Mobia shook his head. “I only want a ride to
the capitol buildings. I ask nothing else of you.”

She looked at him for a long moment before
picking up the reins, and slapping the horse’s rump. When the cart
jerked forward, she kept her eyes ahead while saying,

“I’ll help you as much as I can, but if this
turns out to be a con, I’ll kick your butt so hard, you’ll be
shitting out your ears.”

Mobia smiled sadly. “Fair enough.”
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In the pale light of the planet’s single
moon, Antrakan Sub-commander Pana Khephra scanned the woods around
her while trying to keep up with her companions.

“My husband said they would be here,” she
insisted.

“But Sub-commander Saki said they’re supposed
to be shadows,” Wat Wat protested. “How do we find them in the
dark?”

When something ghost-like moved within the
shadow of a tree on their left, the group stopped, and lifted their
weapons.

“They found us,” Pana announced when several
more appeared.

Her companions pulled into a defensive
circle, but the shadows stayed out of the moonlight, presenting
only amorphous shapes with vague features. After a tense moment,
one moved forward. When moonlight hit the large single eye in the
middle of its featureless face, the creature blinked
reflexively.

A growling, whining noise came from the being
as Wat Wat pressed a translator to his ear before shaking his
head.

“This thing doesn’t understand,” he whispered
nervously.

“Hold your fire,” Pana announced as shadows
appeared on every side of them. “There’s no telling how many there
are.”

The nearest shadow held up its own device.
“Pocket your weapons,” a flat voice demanded. “They are of no use
to you.”

“How do we know you won’t kill us?” Pana
asked.

“You are too insignificant a number to be
worth the effort.”

“That’s comforting,” Wat Wat joked nervously,
“in an uncomfortable sort of way.”

“It is not my intent to soothe your nerves,
Oxmet.”

Pana took one step forward. “Do you have a
name? Mine is…”

“Pssss!” the shadow hissed sharply. “You
corporeals tag meaningless words onto everything. Do you have the
image?”

Pana reached into her jacket pocket, pulling
out a data chip, and offering it to the shadow. “Just squeeze this,
and the image will appear.”

Its eye blinking, the creature shrank back.
“Your technology does not work for us.”

Nodding, Pana closed her hand, and an image
appeared above it. With her free hand, she enlarged the virtual
screen.

“Do you recognize it?”

Seeing the giant ship floating above Pana’s
hand, the creature blinked twice. “And you believe it is ours?”

She shrugged. “Once we knew what to look for,
the answer was there for anyone to find.”

“What did you look for?”

“The residual chemical signature of the
ship’s hull is not from this region of space. We sent probes to the
far reaches of our galaxy to find it.”

“You know where we came from,” it stated.
“What does that get you?”

“We know much more than that.”

The creature blinked again, but said
nothing.

“You might want to move again, very soon,”
Pana added.

The eye closed for a long moment before
popping open again. “Are you agreed to our proposal?”



Pana lifted a small digital tablet, and held
it out. “I have some documents for you to authorize.”

“A waste of time, Oxmet,” it said
derisively. “You speak truth or you lie.”

Pana lowered her hand. “We will honor our
agreement.”

Lowering its translator, the being let out a
series of harsh hisses, and the other shadows vanished into the
darkness.

“One question,” Pana said. “What does
‘oxmet’ mean?”

The single eye did not blink. “It is a word
we use for corporeals, but have no translation for it in your
language.”

“I would assume it is not a compliment.”

The eye blinked. “What does ‘compliment’
mean?”

Pana looked nervously at her companions. “It
means you are saying something positive about another person.”

When the eye stared without blinking, Pana
shrugged. “Do we have an agreement?”

“We do,” it answered, and was gone.
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“The command ship is in the atmosphere,”
Bouche called.

“Another is coming over the horizon,” Bottar
warned.

“Fighter pilots, this is Bouche,” she called.
“There are only four enemy ships left. I’m sending fighter group
instructions now. Target their engines, but pick your shots
carefully.”

“Which one is ours?” Bottar asked.

“The command ship,” she answered. “We need to
get him while he’s still in the atmosphere.”

“He’s already turning up.”

“Then get in there as fast as you can.”

As they began their descent, a pulse of light
cut in front of their craft. Bottar pushed the stick forward to
pass under its electrified tail.

“Who’s firing at us?” he cried.

“Not us,” Bouche responded while tapping her
console. “They’re shooting at someone else. We’re just in the
way.”

Bottar hit the boosters, banking sharply as
another pulse passed close enough to rattle the tiny craft.

“Get between them and the command ship,” she
cried. “Surely they won’t fire directly at it.”

“I wouldn’t count on it.”

“We’re almost in range, but this is our last
missile. The closer we get, the less time they’ll have to track
it.”

Bottar jerked the small craft up to avoid a
laser bolt.

“And the less time we have to react to their
fire.”

“Thabhan to lead fighter,” came a call. “I’m
on your starboard. You take the left engine. I’ll get the
right.”

“Roger that, Thabhan fighter,” Bouche
called.

Though encumbered by gravity’s pull on its
larger mass, the Maatiirani ship’s weapons were forcing the more
maneuverable fighters to fly an erratic path to their
objective.

“Keep on target,” Bouche cried as they
bounced around.

Bottar shook his head. “If I do, they’ll blow
us away. Do it now. We won’t get much closer.”

Bouche started to squeeze the release button
when their ship jerked as though it had impacted solid ground. Both
of them were momentarily stunned as the craft spun out of
control.

“What’s happening?” Bouche moaned dully as
g-forces pressed her into the seat.

“Engine’s out,” Bottar cried while tapping
ineffectively on the craft’s dark control panel. “We’re going
down.”

Pulling out the manual control unit, he
pressed several glyphs before manipulating a small joy stick. When
hissing thrusters slowed their rotation, Bouche looked up to see
the Maatiirani ship growing rapidly smaller.

“Engine restart?” she asked after they
leveled out.

Bottar shook his head. “Some attitude
control, but no engines.”

“Oh God,” she said while twisting to look
behind them. “We’re putting out a lot of smoke.”

Bottar touched several spots on his consol,
and listened. “Fire suppression is out, radio is out, as is
environmental control.” He yanked a hose from the side of his
chest. “Whatever oxygen we’ve got is in our suits.”

“How much time will that give us?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Bottar answered as the
craft shuddered. “We’ve got more immediate problems.”

Suddenly static buzzed in their ears.

“What’s that?” Bouche cried.

“Someone is trying to contact us through the
receivers in our suits.”

“Can they help us?”

Bottar shook his head. “We’re going too fast.
They won’t catch up before we burn up in the atmosphere.”

“But can’t our thrusters help?” she asked
anxiously.

Bottar fumbled with the manual controls.
“I’ve got no instruments to tell me how much fuel we have.
Hopefully, there’s enough to slow us down for ejection.”

Scanning the sky overhead, Bouche bit her lip
and nodded. “We try or we die.”
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A full deca-pak had passed since the
Maatiirani soldier dumped Pameter into the small, dimly lit room.
Geramie entered to find him strapped to the room’s only chair.
Shaking his head, he put a plate of food next to the console, and
pulled tape from the boy’s mouth.

“I feel like an ass for doing this, but…” He
looked back at the open door conspiratorially. “…they have my wife
and kids.”

Pameter’s eyes went wide. “Oh my God! What
are we going to do?”

“There is not much we can do, except get this
project completed.”

The boy shook his head. “They’ll kill us when
it’s done.”

“No they will not.”

“How do you know?”

Geramie glanced at the open doorway before
turning back to the boy.

“Their engineers are clueless as to how all
this works, so they will need you long after they go into
production. On the other hand, they also lack patience, and if they
think you are playing them…” He swiped a finger across his throat.
“Your mother will be first.” He shook his head slowly. “If you know
them like you say, then you know they enjoy torturing people before
killing them.”

Tears slid down the boy’s cheeks. “They can’t
hurt her!”

Geramie nodded. “We all have a big stake in
this, but if you pretend I am controlling you, it will keep me
alive as well.”

“But what about the game?”

The Human’s head shook slowly as he tapped
his forehead. “I have a plan, but for it to work we need to give
them a good demonstration.”

“What?”

Moving close, Geramie whispered. “I have been
checking around. They have only twenty light cruisers, and one
larger fighter. If they use twelve ships for the demonstration, you
will have them outnumbered by more than two to one.”

“Wow! That would be sooo…”

The Human slapped a hand over the boy’s
mouth. “Speak softly, Kid.”

Pameter’s eyes grew wide as they jerked
toward the door and back before nodding eagerly.

When Geramie pulled his hand away, Pameter
asked, “What do we do?”

The Human patted his arm. “Get the game
running by morning, and do not mess with it. When the time comes
for the demonstration, we will show them who is really in charge.”
When the boy nodded eagerly, Geramie patted his shoulder. “Good.
Now get at it.”

As the boy turned to his console, Geramie
left the room, and quietly closed the door behind him. Smiling
conspiratorially, he nodded at the expectant Bahnan. The commander
returned a smile that looked malevolent to his Human eyes, but what
really made him cringe were the glistening rows of needle-sharp
teeth.
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Mobia’s first view of Capitol City was from a
small hill on its eastern border. The smog-shrouded, chaotic
collection of disparate dwellings and buildings looked more like a
steaming garbage dump than the capital of an entire planet. The
city sprawled some twenty kilometers across the valley floor and as
far to the north and south as he could see.

“How in Hammond’s Holy Name do you find your
way around this place?” he muttered, more to himself than
Fretta.

“It’s not easy,” she answered. “Very few
streets run all the way though town. Even if they do, their names
change several times without any obvious pattern or they just end
at a block of buildings constructed right on top of them.”

“Do you have a map?”

She shrugged. “The Department of Maps and
Astronomy has been working on one for as long as I can remember.
Unfortunately, each time they get around to publishing it, some
part of the city burns down, and things get even more chaotic when
they rebuild.”

“What about building regulations?”

She laughed. “It’s one thing Father and I
strongly disagree on. He’s tried to get legislation mandating
standards, but I shudder at the thought of some power-tripping
government bumpkin running my life. I’d rather have chaos.”

Mobia shook his head. “So how do you get
around?”

“Like everyone else, I hire a guide to take
me to the capitol buildings. It’s worth twenty thecks to get
there in less than a week.”

She slapped the reins, but the pony
maintained the same lazy pace. As they descended into the city,
Mobia took in the mixed smell of freshly baked bread and decaying
sewage. Unlike the other municipalities they passed, where
sparsely-spaced houses became more densely packed toward the center
of town, the edge of this city started abruptly with a long row of
three-to-five-story buildings between which narrow streets were
carved. People, horses, and wagons were going every-which-way as
hawkers called, hooted, and sang from the side of the road. Mobia
looked up to see mothers leaning out upper-story windows to scream
at their children.

A group of children, outfitted in dingy,
raggedy clothes, raced willy-nilly through the passing traffic to
disappear into the tiny spaces between buildings. Others glumly
watched their neighbors play while they helped bone-weary old
people stir black pots over smoky fires.

“What are they cooking?” Mobia asked.

Fretta laughed dryly. “Madchia,” she
answered as though swearing. “It’s a kind of stew, and is popular
among the poor.”

“What’s in it?”

She looked at him. “It’s probably best you
don’t know, but take my advice, and only buy food from a Tamerian
class vendor.”

“Tamerian class?”

“They have to pass an inspection.” Shaking
her head, she barked a laugh. “Or come up with a sufficient bribe.”
She waved a hand at a vendor they were passing. “Maybe the best
thing is, don’t buy food from anyone unless I say it’s OK.”

Mobia leaned out his side of the carriage for
a better view, but quickly pulled back when an aggressive vendor
pushed a steaming bowel close to his face.

“Gahh,” he cried. “That smells like rotting
fruit.”

Fretta laughed. “Welcome to Capitol
City.”

Mobia peered back out the window. “How can
people live this way?”

“You don’t have poverty where you come
from?”

Mobia shook his head. “Not like this.”

“How do the poor live where you come
from?”

“We provide housing for those who can’t
afford it. The food is subsidized as well. Anyone who can’t find a
job is retrained with a needed skill. Very few stay on public
assistance for long.”

“What about the old and infirm?”

Mobia shook his head. “Our medical advances
have virtually eliminated that class of people.”

Fretta looked shocked. “You kill them
off?”

“No,” he laughed self-consciously. “When
their body starts to break down, we kind of overhaul it.”

It was Fretta’s turn to laugh. “I’m not that
gullible.”

“No, really. I’m telling you the
honest-to-goodness…”

“Out of my way,” someone on their right
bellowed.

Turning quickly, they saw a large covered
wagon bearing down on them. The nostrils of four horses flared as
the poor beasts struggled to pull their massive load at neck-break
speed.

“Move your trash,” the driver demanded while
cracking his whip over his horse’s heads.

Yanking the reins, Fretta steered her horse
left to make room, but the front wheel hub of the charging wagon
hit her carriage, and tipped it. Screaming, the doctor flew out on
impact, and it was all Mobia could do to keep from following.

Fretta scrambled to her feet as the charging
wagon passed, but before she could do more, her terrified horse
lurched forward, bringing the carriage’s wheel slamming back onto
the mud. Mobia was nearly thrown out the other side, but a lucky
grab of the brake handle kept him out of a large puddle. However,
he was helpless to do more than hang half-way out as the carriage
bounced around.

Unable to grab a handhold on the bouncing
carriage, Fretta jumped back as it lurched forward, and raced down
the street, zigging and zagging to avoid vendors and their booths.
His upper body still dangling out the side, Mobia tried to pull
himself in while blobs of stinking muck flew up from the wheel to
splatter his face. He grabbed blindly for a better handhold as the
carriage swung back and forth, and finally got a grip on its frame
to pull himself inside.

The horse’s hooves thumped heavily on a muddy
street as the carriage lurched from one large pothole to another,
tossing Mobia about as he lay on the floor desperately wiping at
the oily goop covering his face. Finally able to see again, he sat
up and searched for the reins, but found them dragging on the
ground. He briefly thought of jumping onto the horse’s back, but
the carriage was bouncing around so much, it was all he could do to
hang on.

“Look out,” he cried. “Runaway!”

Scrambling street vendors swore, and ran
between their stalls, some barely escaping injury as the horse and
carriage careened down the narrow street. Mobia was preparing to
jump off when another large wagon moved into his path, forcing
Fretta’s horse to cut sharply right, ramming the carriage into a
vendor’s stand, and flipping it on its side.

Mobia tumbled off to land on his belly, slide
through a large muddy puddle, and slam into a stack of wooden
boxes.

“Am I ever going to get a break?” he groaned
rhetorically while again wiping mud from his face.

The sound of sloshing footsteps forced him to
open his eyes to see a pair of sky-blue feet covered more with dirt
than sandals.

“Damned bumpkins of country,” the blue-footed
person swore. “How much gotta we tell ya ta hobble you damned horse
before bringin’ ‘em into de city.”

The groaning Antrakan looked up to find a
Zortadaian towering over him. The reddish-brown mass of hair that
made up his head vibrated as he spoke,

“Ya could’a got killed, Mister. Don’t need no
more of dat nasty stuff ‘round here. Too much a’ dat our kids see
already.”

Water soaking into his clothes, Mobia moaned,
lowered his head onto an outstretched arm, and tried to ignore the
gathering crowd.

“Where’s the carriage?”

“What’cha tink, bopaa,” the being laughed.
“Soon as ya falls off dat plagued ting, de horse, he rein up and
stop.”

Stepping to one side, the Zortadaian waved
the small crowd aside to show Mobia the carriage on its side, and
the horse standing calmly in front of it.

“Scars of Ptherita,” Mobia muttered. “If I’d
have known that, I’d have jumped off earlier.”

“Mobia!”

Turning in her direction, Mobia saw the good
doctor through a forest of legs.

“Who be dis? You wife?” the Zortadaian asked
while waving at the running female.

“No,” Mobia answered. “She was driving when
the horse got spooked. I was just a passenger.”

“How come she gets off, and ya not?”

Mobia tried to rise, but a twinge of pain
convinced him to stay put. “Some big-ass four-horse wagon ran into
us. She fell out on impact, but I was stupid enough to hang
on.”

“Dose horses be white and brown like?” Mobia
nodded. “Ahhh. Den ya be talking ‘bout Kershenah’s people. Best ya
stay ‘way from dem, ‘bet’cha.”

Mobia chuckled wryly. “Wish I’d met you
earlier.”

Looking down the street again, the Zortadaian
let out a low, rasping whine. “I be guessing ya’s right,
bopaa.”

Mobia followed the creature’s gaze to a large
carriage coming up behind Fretta at a fast trot. When he turned
back, the Zortadaian and the crowd had vanished.

Just as the doctor reached him, the carriage
pulled up beside them. Mobia tried to get a look at the occupants,
but the windows were screened.

“Mobia?” Fretta asked anxiously as she knelt
beside him. “You OK?”

Before he could answer, a voice boomed from
the carriage, “Is this the damned fool who tore up my
neighborhood?”

Fretta jerked around to face the
questioner.

“A big wagon crashed into us, causing my
horse to bolt,” she snarled at the unseen person.

When the carriage door opened, a meticulously
dressed Antrakan male, nearly a meter taller than Mobia, stepped
out. Without comment, he adjusted the cape hanging from his
shoulders, swaggered up to the doctor, and glared down at her.

“That was one of my wagons,” he said while
giving Mobia a look of disgust. “They always have the right-of-way
in this part of town. However, if you don’t have the money, I’m
always in need of a midget to clean the sewers.”

When Fretta rose, Mobia tried to stand as
well, but his right knee buckled, slamming him butt-down in the
muddy water.

The tall male laughed as Fretta cried, “God,
you’re bleeding.” Dropping to her knees, she slipped her long
slender fingers in to tear open a cut in his pants leg.

“It’s only a scratch,” the newcomer said
while waving his hand dismissively.

Fretta shook her head. “In this germ-infested
street, even a small cut can be fatal.”

After spitting on the ground, he waved at
someone inside the carriage. Mobia looked up to see two males, even
larger than the first, exit, but their leader stopped them with an
upheld hand.

“Go straighten up that rig, and see if it’s
worth anything,” he ordered. “I might take it in compensation.” He
looked back at the twosome. “The midget might be tiresomely
rebellious, but the female could be useful.”

“Who the devil are you?” Mobia demanded.

Smirking, the leader looked down at him. “You
obviously aren’t from around here.” When Mobia didn’t respond, he
shrugged. “I am Kershenah Devotanat, and this is my borough.”

“This person has a bad cut on his knee,”
Fretta announced as she stood to face Kershenah. “He needs medical
attention.”

“And what’s that to me?”

She pointed at his carriage. “Give us a lift
to a hospital.”

Kershenah laughed while examining his
perfectly manicured fingernails. “And get mud all over my seat.”
His head shook. “From my perspective, that’s not a good plan.”

“Then give me back my carriage. I’m not so
particular.”

Kershenah feigned disappointment. “Oh darn,”
he sighed. “This one’s going to be a bother as well.”

“Sir,” one of Kershenah’s henchmen called as
he came around his carriage. “That rig ain’t worth half a
theck. It’ll cost more to burn it than it’s worth.”

“Hmmm,” Kershenah murmured while rubbing his
chin. “Maybe a thorough sewer cleaning will do this borough some
good.” He laughed derisively. “At the very least, it will flush out
the goral rats and Quertas. The people are always better behaved
when they can add fresh meat to their Madchia”

“Quertas?” Mobia asked while looking at
Fretta.

She shrugged. “Giant spiders. They get about
two-meters tall.”

His large, almond-shaped eyes opening wide,
Mobia’s green-gray skin turned pale. “Spiders? Two meters
tall?”

Shaking her head, Fretta turned back to
Kershenah. “The law forbids confiscation without a court
hearing.”

“Well,” the borough chief said with
dismissive wave, “I’m going to do it anyway.”

“Senator Mantooie will hear about this.”

The tall figure’s eyebrows shot up, but his
bemused expression remained. “Mantooie?”

“He’s expecting me this afternoon, and will
be very upset to know I’ve been kidnapped by a petty thug.”

Kershenah’s eyes narrowed. “How do you know
our esteemed senator?”

Fretta hesitated, her own eyes flicking from
Mobia to Kershenah. “He’s my father.”

The borough chief barked a laugh. “A bold
attempt, pretty one, but I know for certain Senator Mantooie has
only one daughter, and it’s highly unlikely she’d be sporting
around in such a rundown piece of junk as…”

He stopped abruptly when his eyes fell on the
medical emblem on Fretta’s carriage: four overlapping ovals with a
silhouetted humanoid form inside their intersection.

“…because she’s a doctor,” he almost
whispered.

Kershenah’s head jerked around as he looked
from Fretta to the carriage and back. Without another word, he made
a series of quick hand motions toward his comrades. While they
returned to the carriage, he turned back to Fretta and Mobia.

“You’re probably just pushing boot polish out
the side of your mouth, but I’m going to put this down as a
misunderstanding, and leave it at that.” He took several steps away
before stopping, and twisting at the waist. “I’d advise you to
leave my borough quickly. I have little patience with
freeloaders.”

With an exaggerated flick of his cape he
marched off.

No sooner did his vehicle round the corner
than the street came to life. People appeared in doorways, from
alleyways, and even the entrance to the sewers themselves.

The Zortadaian reappeared by Mobia’s side,
his hair a curious yellow as he stared at Fretta. “You daddy be
Senator Mantooie?”

When she jerked a nod, he turned to
Mobia.

“I wanna ask teeny bit of favor.”

Fretta closed her eyes for a moment, before
shaking her head. “I can’t make any promises.”

Shrugging, the Zortadaian pressed his palms
together. His hair turned a deep blue as he hesitated for a moment
while tapping all three of his fingers against their opposites. “I
understand fully, but you not be da one I’m asking.” He looked down
at Mobia. “Ya be off-worlder. OK?”

Surprised, Mobia nodded before the Zortadaian
turned his attention to Fretta. “I see tings most peoples don’t,”
he explained. “Recent arrivals, dey have pretty much an ochre glow
dat goes away after a time. Dis one, he ain’t been here more dan a
couple paks, maybe tree. OK?”

Fretta watched Mobia nod again. “Tell me,” he
said. “Have you ever heard of a two-headed creature with four arms,
ten feet, and stubby reptilian faces?”

The Zortadaian gave off a sound that was
something like a violin quickly sliding up the scale. “Oh, be ya
talking about da Koko?” He shivered. “Dey be forbidden here, ya
know.”

“Me and five others fought one of their giant
warriors.”

“Cudgel fight?” the blue-skinned creature
cried. “No way! Dose be illegal.”

Mobia briefly lifted his shirt to show a
scraped chest. “It killed two of us, but we got it in the end.”

“Ohhh, curiosity be kinking my hair! Later,
ya gotta give Thatchaya de blow-by-blow telling.”

Mobia nodded as they both turned to Fretta.
Her eyes were wide, mouth open, as a low moan floated up from
somewhere deep in her chest.

Mobia sighed. “Now do you believe me?”
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“We got them both, Sir,” the scan officer
announced. “One was pulverized on contact, and the other will soon
burn up in the atmosphere.”

Grinning, Kauchu turned toward the view
screen to watch the smoke trail of the small craft as it plummeted
toward the planet’s surface.

“Get us out of this atmosphere,” he growled.
“Half of my captains are newly commissioned. I can not help them if
I am floundering uselessly down here.”

As they rose toward space, the view screen
showed two other Maatiirani ships had engaged the enemy light
cruisers, but were not faring well against the buzzers. A third
Maatiirani ship was approaching the fray, even as smoke flowed from
its port engine. Though not as agile as the other ships, its light
canon proved effective against the smaller fighter craft.

“Sir,” the scan officer cried. “The buzzers
are not using missiles. They may not have any more.”

Kauchu barked a derisive laugh. “Or they are
saving them for when they will have the most impact.”

He watched the battle for a moment as his
struggling ship gained momentum against the planet’s pull.

“Engineering,” he yelled into the intercom.
“What can you do to hurry our return to the fight?”

“We are too far into the gravity well, Sir,”
came the anxious response. “Even this far up, we are experiencing
considerable atmospheric drag. I am pushing our engines to the
limit, but they were not designed for this much resistance.”

“Well find a higher limit, and push for it,”
Kauchu demanded. “We are here to kill enemy, not wallow down here
like a knocked-up shycht cow.”

The ship creaked and groaned as every surface
vibrated in rhythm with the struggling engines. A heavy silence
fell over the crew, most of who were watching the battle as it
progressed above them.

The single-engined Maatiirani ship had taken
several buzzers out, but was eventually overwhelmed, and sat dark
in space.

“No! No,” Kauchu screamed while shaking an
angry fist at the screen. “Communications: tell those stupid
bastards not to get so close together. The buzzers are flying
between them.”

An explosion erupted from one of the
Antrakan’s starboard engine. Though the sudden loss of the engine
pulled the vessel sharply right, it kept firing at the attacking
Maatiirani ships.

“Good show,” Kauchu cried as he fidgeted with
anticipation. “Now make Betto bait of them.”

As a Maatiirani ship returned fire, a missile
from a buzzer plowed into its midsection. While its shields
deflected some of the explosion, the ship started to pitch
forward.

“His navigation control must be out,” Kauchu
shouted. “Go to auxiliary. Go to auxiliary.”

The ship’s rotation slowed, but it had
pitched forward enough for a shot from the light cruiser to hit
just behind the bridge. The weaker shields in that section buckled,
the engines immediately shut down, and the ship continued its
forward roll, exposing its back to repeated laser fire.

“Get me in there,” Kauchu screamed as the
light cruiser pulled up, leaving its dying opponent to summersault
through space.

“We are out of the atmosphere, Sir,”
navigation announced. “We will be there in ten
micro-paks.”

“Make it two,” the commander demanded, his
eyes glued to the screen.

“Sir,” the scan officer called. “I detect
more shuttles rising from the surface.”

His heart racing, Kauchu did a quick spin to
face him. “Communication?” The communications officer shook his
head. “Are they in weapon’s range?”

“Some are, Sir,” the scan officer
answered.

Kauchu turned back to the main view screen.
“Weapons: destroy them immediately.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Despite his apparent disregard for whether or
not the shuttles contained living Maatiirani soldiers, Kauchu
flinched when the canon fired. He then searched the bridge for
anyone catching his moment of weakness.

“Scan: show me the location of the remaining
buzzers,” he demanded when it was clear no one had seen him flinch.
“Weapons: refine that targeting routine. I do not want them getting
as close as the last ones did. Communications: do we have any other
useable ships around this planet? If so, get them up here.”

Within micro-paks five tiny red dots
appeared on the screen.

“That is all they have left, Sir,” the scan
officer announced.

“No other ships available, Sir,” the
communications officer reported. “It is just us and the Flaming
Skull.”

“Tell them to come toward us. The enemy will
follow, and that will get us into the fray sooner.”

In his view screen, the commander could see
buzzers attacking the Flaming Skull as it turned toward him. It was
firing at the small fighters, but they moved too fast for its
manual targeting. Finally, the larger ship put on a burst of speed,
pulling away from its pursuers as the damaged light cruiser’s port
engine exploded.

When the Flaming Skull passed his ship,
Kauchu fired at the buzzers as fast as his canon could recharge,
taking out two of them. As the remaining three retreated out of
range, he focused his fire on the now-retreating damaged light
cruiser. By the time the companion Antrakan cruiser joined the
attack, the Flaming Skull had turned, and was also approaching.

Instead of following his companion, the
cruiser headed straight at the Maatiirani.

“He is doing a suicide run,” Kauchu cried as
the Flaming Skull pulled along side. “Communications: tell the
Skull to target the attacking ship with everything they have.”

Before the six large fists of energy hit the
light cruiser’s shields, it fired several volleys of its own. One
punched a hole in Kauchu’s cargo hold, sending debris into space.
Another hit the Skull’s starboard engine, but then the combined
force of two-ship’s laser fire slammed into it at one time,
vaporizing the entire craft in a blazing explosion that blinked out
almost as quickly as it appeared. Debris from the craft flew in all
directions.

Changing their angle of attack, both ships
fired at the remaining cruiser, but it was too far away to inflict
much damage.

“Report from the Flaming Skull, Sir,”
announced the communications officer. “Their starboard engine is
out.”

“Sir,” came a call from engineering. “The
cooling system for our weapons generator was damaged in that last
strike, and is dangerously overheating.”

Kauchu shook a fist at the retreating light
cruiser. “Tell the Flaming Skull to stand down.”

“But Sir,” the scan officer called. “The
Skull could easily catch their remaining ship.”

Scowling, the commander shook his head. “Let
the cowards go. If that was the best they could do, we have shown
them it is not enough.”

“And what about the planet, Sir,” his
sub-commander asked. “Are we going to destroy it now?”

“We will need to make some repairs first,”
Kauchu said as the main screen filled with the blue and white
globe. Looking intensely at it, he tapped his chin with a single
claw. “What is it about this planet that makes it so important to
the Antrakans?”

“It is not strategically located,” the
sub-commander answered. “Except for the water, its inhabitants have
consumed or wasted most of the valuable metals and fuels.”

Kauchu shook his head again. “But there is
something down there they are willing to sacrifice their lives
for.”

“What would that be, Sir?”

As he approached the screen, a smile spread
across his face.

“It will take a couple of paks to
complete our repairs. Maybe we should take that time to find out
for ourselves.”
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“I be ready ta go,” the Zortadaian announced
as he appeared next to the carriage wearing a red and blue
horizontally striped shirt, and pants composed of varicolored
patches of cloth. His hair, which poked out every opening in his
clothes, had changed in color to an interlaced mixture of silver
and gold. He’d swapped his sandals for shoes that were green on one
side, and gold on the other.

“I’m sorry?” Fretta asked while helping Mobia
into her carriage. “What are you talking about?”

“I be Thatchaya, and I go wit ya,” he
announced proudly. “I be most trustworthy person.” He puffed up his
chest. “My elder mom number two on number one dad’s side be on jury
dat convicts de very-baddest of criminals, Saki N-Tschester of his
great crime.”

Fretta’s eyebrows jerked up. “Who?”

Mobia grunted as he settled onto the seat.
“He’s talking about Saki N-Tschester and his first wife, Pana
Khephra. They were convicted of destroying a planet.”

Fretta scowled. “An entire planet?”

“It’s a very long story with a sad ending,”
Mobia said before facing Thatchaya. “Sorry to tell you, Friend, but
Saki was framed for that crime. The Kokos actually did the
deed.”

“Dis be true?”

When Mobia nodded, the Zortadaian’s hair-head
changed to a melancholy-blue color and sagged. “Oh badness be had,”
he moaned in a low, dispirited voice. “Momma elder two gonna be
unhappy as boiling clams ta hear of dat occurrence.”

“Will you two stop with this alien stuff,”
Fretta demanded while hurrying around the carriage. “I know you two
are up to something with this.”

Mobia motioned to the Zortadaian. “I only
just met him.”

“So you say,” she countered while climbing
in. “In any case, there’s only room for two in this carriage. A
third person would aggravate your injury.”

Mobia smiled. “Can’t he ride the horse?”

“To what end?”

“Dat be easy. Ya need city guide. I be like
snake in pipe. Dis job fit me perfect ‘cause I can’t never lose my
way.”

“Snake in a…?” Fretta threw up her hands.
“Oh, curse of the heavens,” she groaned. “Climb on before I change
my mind.”

“One ting more?” Thatchaya asked as Fretta
picked up the reins. “Dat favor I was gonna ask ‘bout.”

“What favor?” she snapped.

Mobia looked down to see his new friend
dancing from foot to foot, his hands rubbing together.

“If you find way off dis planet, can I go
wit?”

Mobia waved a hand at Thatchaya’s shop. “What
about your store?”

The hairy head shook. “It be elder number one
dad’s place, not mine. We moved down here when I’s just a little
hairball. I wanna go back home an’ see my younger dad number tree,
and meet his new wife number two.” Thatchaya glanced at the shop.
“Dis may be only chance I got ta get.”

Fretta sighed. “The polygamous nature of
these people must make sorting out family relationships a regular
nightmare.”

“Well, it’s not really all that hard if you
understand that...”

He stopped when Fretta gave him a
that’s-enough-from-you look.

He turned toward Thatchaya and shrugged.
“Can’t make any promises, but I surely won’t object.”

“Eeeyalihooo!” the Zortadaian cried as he
waved his arms overhead. “Onward ta de capitol buildings!”
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“I’m ready for the test,” Pameter whispered
after Geramie entered the dimly lit room and sat next to him. “What
do we do now?”

After cutting away the boy’s bonds, Geramie
gave the room’s door a conspiratorial look. “Show him a trial run
so he can see everything is working as promised. When he transfers
control of the ships for a live test, we can blow them all out of
the sky.”

“Oh yeah,” the boy laughed. “We’ll show those
bastards.”

Geramie put a hand on Pameter’s shoulder. “Do
not look excited,” he warned. “He will know you are up to
something.”

Pameter’s smile vanished. “What about
Mom?”

“After you were sent in here, she put up such
a ruckus the commander rolled her up in a carpet from the other
room.” He grinned. “But do not worry. It will only be for a short
time. For now, she is safe.”

When Pameter looked uncertain, Geramie
nodded. “You have my solemn word on it.”

The boy turned toward the door for a moment
before nodding. “What now?”

Smiling, Geramie opened the door. “Commander
Bahnan?”

There was a pause of several
micro-paks before Bahnan marched into the room. “You are
ready?”

Geramie stood as the Maatiirani approached.
“We will start with a demonstration run.”

“Bahnan shook his head. “We have no time for
games. Connect it to live ships, and show us how it works.”

Geramie stepped up to Bahnan. “But we have
not…”

With a sweep of his arm, Bahnan knocked the
Human to the floor. “Do not argue,” he bellowed. “Make it
work!”

Geramie jumped up, fists clenched, eyes
slitted, and jaw tight.

The commander’s hand went instinctively to
his knife, but when Geramie hesitated, he released the weapon, and
beckoned him with a single clawed finger.

“I have killed bigger and better scum than
you without a weapon.”

When the Human still didn’t move, Bahnan
displayed his crystalline teeth. “Who will drink his opponent’s
blood this day? Eh, Human?”

With the Maatiirani’s attention on Geramie,
Pameter jumped up. Before he could do more, the Human jerked
around, and pushed the boy back into the chair.

“Just an unfortunate accident, Commander,”
Geramie said loudly. “We would not want to forget our objective
here.”

Moving quickly to the pair, the commander
shoved Geramie aside, bending slightly to look a Pameter.

“I care not for your loyalty, Boy,” he said
coldly while holding six clawed fingers close to his face. “Your
mother assures me of that. But if you step out of line, I will claw
your guts out, and laugh into your dying face.”

Without another word, Bahnan stabbed a claw
into Pameter’s cheek, jerking it back as the boy slapped a hand
over the wound, and cried in pain.

“I want this thing working in thirty
milli-paks!” the commander announced as he marched to the
room’s door. “I will have the respective captains make their
vessels ready.”

“The ships must be unmanned,” Pameter
demanded.

Stopping in the doorway, Bahnan turned
slightly toward the twosome without looking at them. “The ships
will be manned as I see fit.”

As the commander exited, Pameter turned to
find Geramie staring at the doorway, and biting his lip.

“What do we do now?” the boy asked
anxiously.

The Human hesitated a moment before turning
to him. “For now, we do what we are told,” he said stiffly. “And
when we are done here, I am going to gut that bastard.”

Pameter nodded. “You can kill him,” he
sneered while holding a hand over his bleeding cheek. “I just want
that claw.”
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“Fighter craft, we’re approaching your
position,” announced a voice in Bouche’s ear. “Do you copy?”

She barked a surprised laugh as Bottar
answered with uncanny calmness, “Shuttle pilot, we’re ejecting
now.”

The fighters maneuvering thrusters sputtered
to silence as exploding packs jettisoned them into the thin
air.

“Use your seat’s thrusters,” Bottar
yelled.

“Then what?” Bouche cried while struggling
with the unfamiliar controls.

“Keep your butt toward the planet, and hope
that shuttle makes it in time.”

“Fighter crew,” announced the voice. “Hold
your position. We’ll pick you up.”

“We’ve got about ninety seconds,” Bottar
announced.

“Mine only shows twenty,” Bouche called,
panic obvious in her voice, “and dropping fast.”

As the shuttle grew slowly larger, Bottar
motioned to her. “Move to me. We’ll link up.”

“No,” Bouche argued as she tilted, and
drifted slowly in his direction. “I’ll just pull you down with
me.”

“Shut up, and get over here. I’ve done this
before.”

When the two bodies came together, Bottar
grabbed her.

“Count down, so I can time this,” he
bellowed.

Bouche’s eyes failed to focus for a moment
before she saw the bright red five on her display.

“Four...three...two...”

Bottar cut his own thrusters, and pulled her
on top of him.

“What the hell are you doing?” she
screamed.

“Trust me,” he said calmly as the thin
atmosphere whistled past them.

Working quickly, he moved his body until it
was about two-thirds under hers. Gradually, increasing the thrust,
he slowly rolled backwards until she was entirely on top of
him.

“Can you slow your descent any more?” the
shuttle pilot asked.

“That’s it,” Bottar yelled while looking up
at the craft arcing down to them. “And less than thirty seconds at
that.”

“Message received fighter crew. We’re moving
in.”

The shuttle increased its angle of descent,
covering the last hundred meters quickly. Though it was still above
her, Bouche saw a side door slide back, and a helmeted face
appear.

“Jettison your seats,” a voice commanded.

Terrified, Bouche watched Bottar’s gloved
hands reach up to unfasten her harness. Without comment, he let it
fall free as he pushed her toward the shuttle.

“Spread your arms and legs,” he yelled as she
started to tumble. “Roll onto your belly.”

Spreading her limbs, she somersaulted once
more before her roll stopped. Struggling to hold her arms straight,
she floated on the thin air, and noticed the shuttle was catching
up with her.

“Push your left arm down, and lift the right
one.”

Looking at Bottar, she was surprised to see
he was far below her.

“What are you doing?” she cried.

“I’m coming,” he responded. “Just do as
you’re told.”

Looking back up, she saw the shuttle was now
only meters away, and parallel with her. Pushing her left arm down
against the ever-increasing pressure, her body rotated slightly,
causing her to move toward the craft that was now almost opposite
her.

Glancing in Bottar’s direction, she saw with
relief that he was closer.

“It’s working,” she screamed as the face in
the doorway grew larger.

The nearer she got to the door’s opening maw,
the more she realized how fast she was moving. In a panic, she
started to pull in her arms, which dropped her below the bottom of
the doorway.

“Keep your arms out,” Bottar screamed as she
spread them again, shot up, and into the opening. Though the man
inside tried to soften the blow, her momentum combined with the
sudden loss of air pressure sent her crashing to the deck, and
sliding head first into the far wall of the bay.

Protected by her pressure suit, she rolled
onto her back, and waved the man away.

“I’m OK!” she screamed. “Get Bottar.”

When he hesitated, she pushed herself into a
sitting position, and motioned him back to the doorway. He was
starting to turn when the shuttle bay flashed brilliant white.

“Weapons fire,” came a voice in her head.
“Hang on!”

Bouche climbed clumsily to her feet in the
bouncing shuttle, but before she could take a step, the crewman
wrapped an arm around her waist, and pulled her to the side
railing. While she struggled to breathe against her protector’s
crushing hug, the tiny craft jerked first one way then another,
bouncing the dome of her pressure suit between the bay’s wall and
his helmet. Twice more, the bay flashed so brilliantly she was
briefly blinded.

The shuttle banked sharply right then left
again before she felt her feet lift off the floor as they dropped
into a steep dive. Terror gripped her gut when the bay door hissed
shut, and the other person’s grip slackened.

“No,” she screamed while wrenching free to
manage a single step before gravity returned with a jerk to slam
her onto the deck. Someone was yelling as she bounced up to
scramble across the bucking surface and crash into the wall next to
the nearest portal.

“Bottar?” she screamed while pulling herself
up to look outside. “BOTTAR!”

All she could see was open sky.
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“Sir,” the weapons officer called. “With
respect to your question of what the Humans are hiding on the
planet, I have an idea.”

“Explain,” Kauchu demanded angrily.

“A shuttle we fired on earlier has
disappeared, but I do not think we destroyed it.”

“Why?”

“There is no debris.”

“None?”

The weapons officer shook his head
emphatically. “Could this be that stealth technology the Antrakan
fleet used against the Kokos?”

Kauchu waved a hand dismissively. “You cannot
believe anything the Kokos say.”

“But it could explain how their nuclear
missile got so close before our scanners picked it up.”

The statement made the commander pause as he
stared at the planet rotating on his monitor.

“It wasn’t until it left the planet’s upper
atmosphere.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“But what about the light cruisers?”

The scan officer shrugged. “They approached
us from this system’s sun. Its radiation shielded their signal
until they were inside the second planet’s orbit.”

“An interesting idea,” he said calmly while
keeping his eyes on the screen. “Scan: can you figure out a way to
scan the surface for something we cannot see?”

“There are ways, Sir,” the scan officer
answered. “And if we find it?”

Kauchu laughed. “We make it our own, and our
enemies will have yet another reason to fear us.”
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“The test was a success, Commander,” Geramie
announced as he entered the small room. “You now have what you
wanted.”

“And our people know how to use it?”

The Human shrugged. “Even your best pilots
are no match for that kid, but they have enough knowledge of the
“game” to be effective.”

Bahnan grinned. “One good pilot manning
twelve ships. With fifty we can outfit a whole fleet of those
pathetic Koko vessels.”

Geramie nodded, his eyes on the commander.
“And now can I have my freedom?”

“Ah,” Bahnan sighed while lifting a clawed
finger in front of his nose. “I did promise you that, did I
not?”

Before the Human could respond, the commander
whipped out his pistol, and fired point-blank, vaporizing his
chest. Body parts fell twitching to the floor as Bahnan quickly
holstered the weapon and called,

“Sergeant?”

“Yes Sir,” the non-com responded as he
entered.

“Clean up this mess,” he ordered while
walking to the room’s doorway. “And burn the remains until its
ashes are ashes.”

“Right away, Sir.”

Through a small hole in the wall, an eye
watched the sergeant lift the still-smoking trunk, and carry it
from the room. The watcher struggled to breathe as he hurried to a
doorway and peered out. Seeing no one in the hallway, Pameter ran
to the dining room. Grabbing the rolled-up carpet, he quickly cut
the ropes wrapped around it.

Sobbing in desperation, he yanked on the
now-loose end of carpet, unrolling it to reveal clothes wrapped
around several large rocks.

“Oh God,” he cried, dropping to his knees as
leather crackled behind him.

“Now you know I do not keep promises to
traitors,” Bahnan said malevolently.

“Where’s my mom?” Pameter screamed, tears
trickling down his cheeks.

The commander displayed his glistening teeth.
“That all depends on you, Boy.”

“What do you mean?” he squeaked.

Bahnan huffed derisively, and glared down at
his kneeling captive.

“She is not dead…yet.” The Maatiirani snarled
while squatting to bring his face close to Pameter’s. “But you had
better continue to cooperate, or...”

“You’re going to kill me just like Geramie,”
the boy cried.

Bahnan shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe not. But
whatever I am going to do to you, I will do to your mother first.
Think on that.”

Pameter stared at the commander, initially
looking confused and scared, but he suddenly squinted angrily.

“You need me. I don’t have to…”

A backhand across the face stopped his
outburst.

“This is not a negotiation, Child.”

Rubbing his bleeding lip, Pameter sneered,
“You’re engineers are fools. If I don’t cooperate you’ll fail.”

Grabbing the boy by the neck, the commander
let his claws dig into the flesh just enough to cause pain.

“And if I do fail…” he said while lifting his
free hand, palm up with the inwardly curled fingers jerking in a
rhythmic pulse. “…I will bring her still-beating heart to you, and
make you eat it.”
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“No,” Bouche screamed as she clawed the
hatch’s release.

Strong hands yanked her back, pushing her
into a seat.

“He’s gone, Ma’am,” a young crewman’s voice
announced as the shuttle bucked and shuddered.

“Buckle her in Sergeant,” a deeper voice
ordered. “It’s going to be a rough ride.”

“What am I going to tell Tamm?” Bouche
sobbed.

“Pardon, Ma’am,” the sergeant said, “I need
to get you secured.”

Lost in her own misery, she paid no attention
as he reached between her legs to lift up the bottom part of her
seat harness, and click it into its counterpart now resting on her
chest.

“It’s all my fault,” she cried. “I made him
take me.”

“Captain to crew,” the deeper voice
announced. “Lock everything down. Our right fuel cell is damaged.
We’re going to free-fall for a bit to have for enough landing.
We’ll make it over the storm below us, but it’s still going to be
rough.”

The vibrating floor snapped Bouche out of her
self-imposed misery as a whining motor indicated a hatch was
opening.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

The fresh-faced sergeant jerked a finger
toward the floor. “Jettisoning unneeded weight, Ma’am.”

Twisting against her harness, Bouche saw a
mass of dark material falling behind them. As they caught the wind,
the clumps broke apart, and what she saw made her take in a sharp
breath.

“Bodies?”

The sergeant shrugged. “We stuffed the cargo
holds with Maatiirani so their ships would think these shuttles
were full of their people.” He shook his head while turning to
watch the now-diminutive forms. “I guess we don’t need them any
more.”

“Were they all dead when you put them in
there?”

The sergeant kept his eyes to the rear. “I’m
told most of ‘em were.”

Oh God, she thought. What have
those devils driven us to?
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“We be in a race,

Ta get in ta space.

But I’m in da lead,

So put on some speed.”

An eerie sort of music emanating from his
hair accompanied Thatchaya as the tall, thin Zortadaian straddled
his mount, his legs dangling almost to the ground. While the horse
plodded along, he sang, and waved his baggy-sleeved arms in sync
with the rhythm.

“I be goin’ hoooommmmeeee,” he crooned.

“Does he have to go on like that?” Fretta
asked irritably. “Dogs are dying as we pass!”

Mobia sighed. “Hey, Harry Head.”

“Yes, Moooby Doooby?” Thatchaya sang.

“I know you’re having a great time and all,
but my knee is throbbing like a broken nose. Do you know any
shortcuts to the hospital?”

The Zortadaian twisted on his mount to face
them. “Sorry ta hear dat, your royal midgetness, but we can’t take
ya ta de regular hospital.”

“What?” Fretta cried.

“He be alien, right?”

“Oh no,” she exclaimed while turning to
Mobia. “What do you have in the way of papers?”

When he looked confused, she moaned, “You
don’t have any?” She reined the horse to a stop. “Your beetle dung
story about being from outer space was all about getting phony
papers?”

“No, I…”

“You’re in trouble with the law.”

“No, I…”

“I must have donkey doo for brains. You’ve
been conning me from the start.”

“I swear I don’t want fake papers. I just
need to get…”

“MADAM,” Thatchaya bellowed.

They turned to find the Zortadaian sitting
backwards on the horse, and pointing to a carriage coming up beside
them.

“What have we here?” an unhappily familiar
voice asked.

Fretta groaned as Mobia jerked around to see
Kershenah smiling at him from the window of his own carriage.

“Did someone mention fake papers?”

The couple in the carriage said nothing as
they continued to stare at the intruder.

“No, uh, ya see dey was arguing about mine
cousin,” Thatchaya finally answered. “He ain’t nobody we usually
speak of ‘cause he’s a bad ‘un, he is.”

“By my estimation, all you hair-headed dogs
are a bad lot,” Kershenah snarled while keeping his eyes on Mobia
and Fretta. “But I am pretty sure you were talking about the midget
here.”

“Noooo siree,” Thatchaya laughed. “Mobia here
be as straight as dey come.”

“Then you won’t mind showing me your papers,”
Kershenah said while pulling his carriage forward to line up with
Mobia, and holding out a hand.

Mobia jerked his eyes from Kershenah to
Thatchaya to Fretta. “Uh, I don’t have…”

“…to show them to you because you are out of
your district,” Fretta interrupted.

“That is true,” Kershenah said with a wicked
smile, “but I’m still a duly appointed public official.”

“And so am I,” she growled. “Would you like
to show me your papers?”

His smile vanishing, Kershenah jerked the
hand back. “Tread lightly on your flimsy little spider web, my dear
doctor,” he sneered. “Not even your father can protect you if this
sniveling shrimp really is a criminal.”

“I think I know a criminal when I see you,
Kershenah,” she sneered back.

Scowling, the borough chief shrank back into
his carriage, cracked his whip and drove off.

Mobia turned to find the doctor shaking her
head.

“I pray the gods won’t make you my
undoing.”
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The building, shrouded in the darkness of the
dense forest, was the first sign of habitation Pana had seen since
landing on the shadow’s planet. Its nondescript, plain rock-like
walls had no markings of any kind to indicate who or what was
within. No equipment or vehicles were visible around the structure.
She couldn’t even see a doorway until one suddenly materialized in
a plain slab of wall, and a shadow slid out to the shade of a
tree.

“How did you find us?” the cold voice asked
through its translator as the doorway behind it silently blended
into the wall.

“It’s more important that you know the Self
now knows you are alive and is hunting you,” Pana answered.

In the dim light of the forest, she had
difficulty separating the creature’s dark semi-transparent body
from the natural shadows. The only distinct part of the creature, a
single eye bulging from its shapeless face, seemed to glare at
her.

“You told it where we are?”

Pana shook her head. “As agreed, we did not
reveal your new location, but if we found you, the Self will.”

“We will move again,” it said flatly, but its
blinking eye seemed to indicate it felt otherwise.

“Why are you hiding from the Self? It’s one
of your kind.”

The creature paused briefly before holding up
the translator again. “We were once part of the Self, but were in
discord with it. In time, we separated from it to become our own
entity.”

“It wants to kill you?”

The shadow nodded. “It wishes to absorb us
again.”

“And now that the Self knows you exist, it
won’t stop looking.”

The eye blinked twice more. “You have an
alternative?”

“Maybe.”

When the doorway reappeared, and six more
indistinct shadows came out, the first shadow turned to hiss at
them. The intensity of their reply startled Pana, partly because
she had no idea what they were saying, but more because the
harshness of their hissing gave her no sense of their demeanor.

“We have a plan for freeing you from the
Self,” she said during a short pause in their conversation.

Seven eyes turned to look at her
unblinkingly.

“Why should we believe you?” the leader
asked. “You have not proven to be trustworthy to date.”

“We need each other to defend against the
Self. It’s not so much a matter of trust as self-preservation.”

The seven creatures hissed a moment more
before the others returned to the building.

“We will consider this,” the remaining shadow
said.

“Your governing body?”

The creature stared at her for a moment
without blinking. “You would not see it as such, but yes.”

Pana nodded. “May I attend?”

The eye blinked rapidly. “It has not been
done.”

“You’ve never been in this kind of danger
before. If you can help me with the translation, I can present my
case.”

“That will have to wait.”

“It can’t wait. The Self will attack soon. We
must move quickly.”

“You cannot prepare for the Self.”

“Then what can we do?”

The eye blinked twice before the creature
looked back at the building. It hissed twice, but the translator
remained silent.

“I don’t understand,” Pana said
anxiously.

“The translator cannot interpret a concept
that is not part of your reality,” it explained. “Obviously, that
makes cooperation with corporeals impossible.”

“You fought with the Maatiirani.”

The eye turned toward her again. “They
fought, we fought. There was little communication.”

“That won’t work against the Self.”

“We learned that you will be too
insignificant a force to help us against the Self.”

“We can be if you will work with us.”

It blinked twice. “Your thought processes are
significantly different than ours. It may not be possible for us to
adapt.”

Pana shrugged. “If you can’t, you will be
reabsorbed.”

“We cannot go back.”

“Then staying as you are is not an
option.”

The creature’s eye closed, and it remained
silent for a long moment. Just as Pana was preparing to say
something, the eye popped open.

“We are prepared to try.”

Her eyes widened. “You can communicate
telepathically?”

The eye stared at her without blinking. “The
Dijave is the whole.”

“Who is the Dijave?”

“When we separated from the Self, we became
the Dijave.”

“How does that help you communicate?”

The eye blinked rapidly, and for the first
time, the shadow seemed indecisive. “We do not know.”

“But if you were once part of the Self, can
it also hear your thoughts?”

The head nodded. “It might, but we learned to
mask them.”

Pana’s mouth dropped open. “Good Lord. There
are hundreds of millions of you. That’s a monumental task.”

The eye did not blink. “You are corporeal. It
may not be possible for you to understand.”

“Understand what?”

“The Dijave is not hundreds of millions. We
are one.”
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“I found an anomaly, Sir,” the scan officer
called as Kauchu reentered the bridge.

“Excellent,” the commander responded while
moving to the scan station. “Tell me about it.”

A screen floated up from the officer’s
console, and grew, showing the map of Seattle, Washington.

He pointed at the screen. “This range of
hills are taller than they used to be.”

“Any activity in this area?”

“No, Sir, but if their ships are shielded, we
would not expect to see anything.”

“Send a probe, and see what it finds.”

“Already sent, Sir. It will arrive in thirty
micro-paks.”

The officer put the probe’s video output onto
the screen as it descended toward the target. However, one-hundred
kilometers above the surface, the screen went blank.

“Something has happened to the probe, Sir. I
am not getting a signal. Should I send another?”

Kauchu laughed. “No, I think we learned
enough.” He turned toward the communications station. “What is the
repair status of our ships?”

“The Deadly Curse will be at full power by
morning. The others are mobile, but will take several more
pak to fully repair.”

Without comment, Kauchu walked to the main
view screen, and stared at the planet.

“What do we have on the surface?”

“Two full divisions in this area alone. Shall
we prepare for an assault on the site, Sir?”

Kauchu shook his head. “Let’s make them think
we’re leaving. Move all ships behind this planet’s moon.”

“To what end, Sir?”

“Sitting here, they can see every move we
make.” He turned to his crew, his grin sparkling with crystalline
teeth. “What good is a surprise party if the guest of honor knows
about it?”
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Marrett stared out the window as sunlight
trickled through the partially cloudy sky, sending alternating
patterns of light and dark across an open field. He hardly saw the
display as he numbly scanned the sky for the black speck he knew
had to be coming.

She has to make it, echoed in his head as the
remains of the destroyed probe plummeted toward the ground. He
wanted to take his eyes off of the debris, because those pieces
represented what might have been the fate of his wife and
children.

“Man! They knows about it now.”

The speaker was Thomas, a tall, slender black
man with no particular skill for fighting, but a wealth of
electronics knowledge.

“Don’t worry about it,” Hannah said. “After
the beating we gave ‘em, they’ll not challenge us any time
soon”

“You may be right,” came a high squeaky
voice. “They’re leaving orbit.”

Marrett struggled to remember the short,
blond man’s name, but when the descending debris slammed into the
ground, the air vanished from his lungs as the rumble in his brain
grew to a wail.

He lost track of time, but when reason
returned, he knew the silence behind him meant they were looking at
him again. His eyes locked briefly on the faces reflecting in the
glass, but his focus quickly returned to the clouds overhead.

“Any word?” Thomas whispered, though anything
said in the nearly empty hanger echoed to every ear.

Marrett knew Hannah was shaking her head
because her dangling earrings tinkled.

“Only three fighters returned to Cruiser One
before she escaped. His wife wasn’t among them. Captain Shrivers
was trying to intercept a damaged fighter when his shuttle took
laser fire. We haven’t heard from him since, but if they were
seriously damaged at that altitude, it’s doubtful they made
it.”

“That stinks,” Thomas sighed as Marrett’s gut
cramped.

“Tell me about it,” Hannah agreed. “She’s a
much better cook than I am.”

He heard Thomas shuffle his feet. “So now
what?”

“We gotta start preparing for their
return.”

“But it’ll take weeks to move to another
location. They took out half our shuttles, not to mention all the
people we lost.”

“I’m guessing they’ll be back in a day, maybe
two.”

“So we stand and fight?”

Fight for what? Marrett was thinking while
watching smoke rising from the probe’s remains. It’s not her! It’s
not her! screamed in his head as tears blurred his vision.

“There might be another way,” Hannah said.
“They could have destroyed us with one ship, so it stands to reason
their commander wants our stealth technology for himself.”

“So we destroy it or hide it somewhere
else.”

Hannah’s earrings tinkled again. “Or we
pretend he’s fooling us with his fake retreat, and trap him when he
returns.”

“And that would be now,” a gruff voice
announced.

Marrett jerked around to see three Maatiirani
approaching from the back of the hanger. They treaded so softly,
they’d even been quieter than Hannah’s earrings. But now, boots
clapped on concrete at the hanger’s front entrance as six
Maatiirani soldiers rushed in, weapons drawn.

The blond man grabbed a pistol, but laser
fire hit him in the left shoulder, sending his gun and arm to the
floor. Before he could even scream, a second shot took out his
midsection, and a third caught him in the thorax. The remains of
his body thudded to the concrete, filling the room with the stench
of burnt flesh.

“Who will be next?” the Maatiirani commander
snarled as Marrett and his companions stared dumbly at him.

Rough hands grabbed Marrett from behind,
binding his hands, and stripping away his weapon. A sharp jab in
the middle of his back forced him forward into a tight group with
his comrades.

“You Human cowards shoot from dark corners,
and blow people up via remote control,” the Maatiirani commander
growled, “but face-to-face you fight like children. I would not
trade one of my warriors for a thousand of your worthless
carcasses.”

“Where are the rest of our people?” Marrett
demanded.

The commander moved to within inches of his
face. “Dead,” he said flatly, “like insects beneath my feet.”

“How did you get here so quickly?”

His face bland, the leader’s eyes jerked from
Hannah to Thomas and back to Marrett. Before Marrett could react, a
fist slammed his jaw, knocking him to the floor. When he looked up,
the Maatiirani grabbed Thomas by the hair, and pushed a knife
against his throat.

“Prisoners are silent until spoken to,” he
hissed as blood began to trickle down the wide-eyed man’s neck. “On
your knees, and beg my forgiveness, Human dog.”

As the knife dug deeper, Marrett rolled over,
and pulled his knees under him.

“Alright,” he cried. “I’m sorry.”

The Maatiirani yanked the knife across
Thomas’ throat, sending warm blood spewing onto Marrett’s face.

“Not good enough,” he laughed as Thomas
collapsed.

Hannah cried out when a soldier shoved her
down into the growing pool of blood. Marrett struggled to rise, but
a sharp impact in his back knocked him face-first into the
spreading liquid.

Spitting blood, Marrett tried to roll onto
his side, but the leader pressed his boot to his chest, pushing him
back down.

“I want to make this perfectly clear, Human.”
He spat out the last word as though swearing. “If not for my
commander’s orders, the two of you would be dead now. Anything less
than full cooperation, and I will kill you. Understood?”

Eyes wide, Marrett jerked a quick nod. Hannah
spat blood, and nodded as well.

Scowling, the leader stepped back, and
motioned to the door. “Take them outside, remove their clothes, and
hose off this stinking urine these pigs call blood.” He walked to
Thomas’ corpse, and wiped his shoes on his pants. “Make it cold
water.”

“And their clothes?” a soldier asked.

The commander looked at him with disdain.
“They do not need clothes,” he snarled derisively. “They just need
to stay alive.”
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Kershenah peered around the corner of a
building, watching Thatchaya and Fretta as they helped Mobia onto
the porch of a nondescript building across the street.

Keeping his eye on the threesome, he waved at
his two henchmen. “I want you to…”

He was stopped by the sound of lyrical
humming that seemed to come from everywhere. Movement on his left
pulled his attention from his objective to a frail-looking wisp of
a girl. Sporting a smile that implied she had not a care in the
world, she walked toward him, her colorful gossamer clothes seeming
to float around her. After watching for several micro-paks,
he realized the humming was coming from her.

“Hello?” he asked curiously. “What have we
here?”

Her golden hair glowed in the sunshine, and
floated on a breeze he didn’t feel. Kershenah watched mesmerized as
she moved closer, her eyes locked with his the entire way.

Less than two meters from him, she and her
floating garment stopped abruptly. Barely three-quarters his
height, she smiled so angelically he couldn’t help but chuckle as
he spoke,

“What can I do for you?”

Without a word, she moved even closer,
reaching out a hand, which he took reflexively. Turning quickly,
she led him toward his carriage, while his thugs watched in stunned
silence. After the couple passed in front of them, one nudged the
other, pointing in their direction as the girl stopped beside the
carriage, and turned toward Kershenah.

“Would you like to have me?” she asked
casually.

Kershenah’s eyes went wide. “You’re too
young.”

Her giggle was so light it tickled his ears.
“I’m older than I look,” she sing-songed. “Older, in fact, than
you.”

Kershenah smiled. “You’re nothing but a
child.”

Releasing his hand, she shook her head while
pulling aside the folds of her floating dress to reveal full bare
breasts. “Would a little girl have these?”

When he shook his head mutely, she climbed
into the carriage, and motioned for him to follow. Kershenah
glanced sheepishly at his comrades before following her in,
stumbling once on the step as he did.

He entered to find her on the opposite side,
looking out the window. Closing the door, he slid close, and put a
hand on her shoulder.

“So is your offer still good?” he asked when
she resisted his tug.

“Yes,” she said in a harsh, bitter voice.

She turned to reveal the face of an old hag.
When Kershenah pulled back in shock, she lunged at him, her face
transforming into a grinning skull.

Opening his mouth to scream, but too stunned
to make a sound, he pushed himself across the seat until his back
slammed the far wall. His eyes bulged as she dissolved into a
featureless gray cloud, flying into his gapping maw, and down his
throat.

Before he could cry out, the air in his lungs
vanished, and the resulting vacuum sucked his tongue down his
throat. Almost instantly, the space around him dimmed to black, but
to his surprise, he quickly found himself floating over his own
body as it slumped down onto the seat.

“What happened,” he more thought than
asked.

A shapeless gray form floated next to him.
“You just died.”

His eyes, that were no longer eyes, bulged.
“I did? How?”

“Does it matter?”

He looked down at the lifeless form spread
stiffly across the carriage’s seat, and the fear slowly faded away.
Looking up, he noticed more ghostly gray shapes around him.

“Who are you?”

“We are the Taramin,” one of them answered,
“and you are now one of us.”

“But why?” he asked more out of reflex than
because he cared.

“Because we must,” came the reply, but he was
no longer listening.
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“Ceratha curse your bones,” Mobia cried.
“Careful! My knee isn’t made of wood.”

“Who is Ceratha?” Fretta asked while
straining to carry her half of their wounded companion.

“He be da evil brudder of Hammond, da God of
gods,” Thatchaya answered eagerly. “Hammond’s wife, Ptherita be de
most stunning of heavenly ladies.”

“Never heard of them.”

“Oh! Slap my hairy chops,” the Zortadaian
exclaimed as a hand flew up to where his mouth might be.

Mobia anxiously looked from his friend to the
next step and back. “What?”

“I forget,” the hair-headed being
half-whispered. “We ain’t supposed to mention…uh…ya know...” He
pointed at the sky. “Erk!”

Mobia nodded. “To you-know-who.”

“Hey guys,” Fretta complained. “You-know-who
is right here, and she’s not buying into this you-know-what
bilge.”

“Watch the step! Watch the step,” Mobia cried
just before his two companions lifted him over the last stair
leading to the front door.

“I swear, ya gets wimpier by de
micro-pak,” Thatchaya laughed.

“My leg feels like a swollen sausage. I don’t
want you making it worse.”

Fretta looked cautiously at the unpainted
door they were approaching.

“I’ve seen a lot of public clinics, and none
are this shabby.”

The Zortadaian’s hand waggled. “Ya need
papers ta get inta da public ones.” His head shook. “Dey ain’t so
picky here.”

The door opened only enough for someone to
peer out. Thatchaya muttered a few words through the crack, and
soon Mobia’s companions were carrying him through the packed
waiting room to the only available chair.

“Look at all the different species,” he said
as Fretta examined his knee. “There’s no way they evolved on the
same planet.”

She shook her head. “There are thirteen major
continents. Each species evolved separately until they advanced
enough to cross the oceans. Some of them are hybrids created by
cross breeding. I’m sure the same thing might happen on other
worlds.”

Mobia nodded. “But not so many are this
highly evolved.”

She rolled her eyes. “Says you.”

Before he could respond, she moved to the
check-in station.

“Ohhh, a Torbian,” Thatchaya announced while
nodding toward the opposite corner of the room.

Even sitting, the being he pointed to was
nearly twice Mobia’s height. Cheeks pooched out the sides of its
long, narrow face as though it were holding its breath. Wide ears
waggled almost directly behind the cheeks, their dangling lobes
reaching nearly to its bony shoulders. What should have been its
forehead was filled with a wide, full-lipped mouth, and below it
two bulging eyes flanked a large, pig-like snout that wiggled as it
chewed.

With a long-fingered, palm-less hand, the
Torbian reached into a silver can nestled in the folds of its lap
to pick up what Mobia took for a large dried beetle, until the
creature started to struggle. When the Torbian tossed the
wannabe-escapee into the air, the beetle opened its stubby,
multicolored wings to fly, but the Torbian’s forked tongue zipped
out to snatch the insect into its mouth. With an upside-down smile,
it chomped down with a sickening crunch that made Mobia wince.

“Where do they come from?” he whispered to
Thatchaya.

His companion shrugged. “Best I know, dey be
on dis planet long before any of us, and dere ain’t many left. Dem
beetles, and a really nasty-mean-looking lizard be all dey eat.
Word is, if many more of us settle here, dey maybe go belly up, and
die out.”

“And the government doesn’t do anything to
help?”

Thatchaya gave off a musical laugh. “Didn’t
ya already notice? Dis government ain’t much ta sing ta your kin
‘bout. Actually makes sense when ya tink ‘bout it. Most peoples
come here ta gets away from da hassles of deir old government. Dey
don’t wanna be part of ‘nother bureaucracy.”

“But that leaves the Torbians on the brink of
extinction.”

“Maybe when we gets out’a here,” Thatchaya
waved a hand toward the ceiling, “we can pass dis up da ladder, an
let dem figure out what needs doin’.”

Mobia sighed. “At the rate we’re going,
they’ll be a distant memory before that happens.”

“Who is a distant memory?” Fretta asked as
she stopped in front of the twosome.

Mobia motioned toward the Torbian. “We were
musing over the fate of that creature’s people.”

At that very moment, the Torbian lifted its
can, and shook it upside down. After making a sweeping search of
the room, it stood and lumbered toward the receptionist’s station.
What Mobia had assumed were numerous folds of its clothes, was
deeply wrinkled skin that hung down in layers, writhing and
jiggling as the naked creature passed slowly in front of them.

“Good Lord,” Mobia blurted as dark shapes
moved among the wiggling folds. “There are creatures living…”

The Torbian’s head slowly swung around to
face them, its bulging eyes jerking from one to the other. While
the threesome remained mute, the Torbian sneezed gobs of snot from
its pig-like nose that landed on an unlucky couple several meters
away. Oblivious to their cries, the Torbian shook its great head,
smacked its lips, and continued on to its destination.

“Maybe we should go somewhere else,” Mobia
whispered as the receptionist passed another can to the
Torbian.

“Maybe you got no more options,” Thatchaya
giggled.

The threesome continued to watch as the
Torbian tossed another beetle into the air, and snagged it with its
tongue.

“Dis be funny, no?” Thatchaya said. “Dat
beastie is maybe lookin’ at us.”

“What do you mean?” Mobia asked nervously.
“Its eyes are on the beetle.”

“Not it,” Thatchaya countered while pointing
at one of the Torbian’s many folds. “Dat.”

Mobia followed his companion’s finger to a
half-hidden crab-like creature, its stalk-mounted eyes pointing
directly at them. As Mobia watched, the little creature looked up
at the Torbian, and squeaked something unintelligible. Its host
stopped in mid-munch, jerked its head up to lock both bulging eyes
on Mobia.

“Ahhhh,” it said as beetle parts tumbled to
the floor.

“What did I do?” Mobia asked excitedly as the
Torbian lumbered toward them.

When less than three meters away, the tall
creature bent at the waist to peer directly down at Mobia, making
him feel smaller than the little creature peeking from under a skin
fold. Beetle parts tinkled onto the smaller Antrakan as the Torbian
continued to munch.

Though Thatchaya looked ready to follow the
other patients scurrying a safe distance from what might be a nasty
fight, Fretta had other ideas.

“What’s going on?” she demanded while looking
alternately from the receptionist to the Torbian and back.

When the receptionist shouted in a strange
language, the tall creature turned to respond in kind. She then
looked at Fretta, shook her head, and shrugged.

“Hammond is great,” the Torbian bellowed
slowly while reaching down to lift Mobia up until his head touched
the ceiling. “Hammond is great,” it repeated as he groaned.

“Put him down,” Fretta screamed while
slapping the Torbian’s folds.

She took a quick step back when the creature
looked down at her, but it hesitated only briefly before gently
lowering Mobia to his chair. Without further comment, it retreated
two steps, dropped to one knee, and bowed low.

“Hammond will save us?” it asked, its head
still bowed.

“Good God,” Fretta cried. “Now look what
you’ve done.”

“I’ve done?”

“Someone heard your stupid alien talk, and
now this poor creature thinks you’re a god.”

As quick as a field mouse, the crab-like
creature dropped from the Torbian’s folds, and sprinted to Mobia.
Climbing quickly up his injured leg, it stopped at the knee to stab
three slender shafts from its shell into the swollen wound.

Mobia screamed, but when he tried to slap his
attacker away, the Torbian’s slender fingers grabbed his arm.

“Get it off of…” Mobia started to howl, but
stopped in midsentence as he stared in awe at the little crab.

Hesitating only briefly, the creature yanked
out its probes, spat a sticky substance over the wound, and
scurried back to the protective folds of its host. Releasing Mobia,
the Torbian rose while pulling its hand back to cover its
companion.

Fretta’s eyes jerked from the little crab, to
Mobia’s knee, and up to his confused face.

“It doesn’t hurt anymore,” he announced while
reaching down tentatively, and touching the wound’s sticky
covering. “Whatever this is, it’s almost hardened, and the pain’s
gone.”

“Hammond is great,” the Torbian repeated.

“What do you want?” Fretta demanded.

“Take us to him.”

“Us?” Mobia asked.

After looking around cautiously, the Torbian
lifted a fold of skin, revealing a miniature copy of itself wrapped
in a fleshy mesh. The crab-like creature scurried to the little
Torbian, flicked a small bug from its face, then pushed and prodded
it in several places before settling over the baby in a defensive
posture.

Lowering the skin flap, the Torbian looked at
Mobia.

“Praise be to Hammond,” it said softly.

“But how did it know?” Mobia asked
distractedly.

“It be da Moratia,” Thatchaya explained as he
pointed to the crab-like critter. “Like me, it sees auras.”

“But how would it know about Hammond?”

“Ain’t it obvious?” the Zortadaian asked the
two stunned faces gawking at him.

“Huh?” Mobia and Fretta grunted
simultaneously.

“Hammond’s been here before.”
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As Pana walked through the dimly lit, crowded
room, bodies were rushing every-which way, though none ever touched
her. In fact, as her eyes adjusted, she could see a bubble of space
around her. The crowd silently shifted to match her movement,
keeping at least a meter of space around her at all times. Even her
shadow companion stayed out of arm’s reach.

She looked around the massive subterranean
room to see it was filled with shadows, but there was no sound.

“With so many people here, why is it so
quiet?” Pana asked before looking down to see those nearest her
were floating above the floor. “Oh.”

“You speak, and the translation will go to
all.”

“If you communicate telepathically, why do
you also speak to each other?”

Her companion blinked twice, and hesitated
briefly before responding. “Our thoughts belong to the collective.
Our speech is used for communication between individuals or small
groups when the collective mind would be a hindrance to
efficiency.”

“Can you also read my mind?”

The shadow stared at her without blinking.
“The chaos of a corporeal mind is too difficult to fathom. It is
our preference that you simplify your convoluted thoughts by
converting them to speech before presenting them to us.”

“I can’t disagree,” she muttered, more to
herself than her companion.

When the eye continued to stare without
comment, she waved a hand dismissively. “Never mind. How long
before I speak with the collective?”

“We thought you knew.”

“Knew what?”

“You are already speaking to us.”

Gasping in surprise as the realization sank
in, Pana looked around to see the thousands of shadows had stopped
moving and all of their eyes were staring at her. Her mind froze,
and it was some time before she realized her mouth was hanging
open.

Snapping it shut, she took a deep breath,
held it for a moment before blowing it out in a vain attempt at
relaxing the fist gripping her gut.

“Members of the Dijave,” she started timidly,
but her voice grew stronger as she continued. “I know we’ve been
enemies in the past, but I believe that was because of a
misunderstanding. We of the Over Council support the Dijave’s right
to be reclusive, and live out your lives as you see fit.”

She paused when the eye of her companion, and
every other eye she could see, closed. After a moment, the eyes
popped open again as her escort asked,

“We do not understand the phrase, ‘live out
your lives as you see fit.’”

“It means to have the freedom to live anyway
you like.”

All the eyes blinked at once. “Freedom?”

Pana shook her head. “This is going to be
harder than I thought.”
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The hot desert sun beat down on her as Bouche
removed her helmet.

“You might want to leave that on, Ma’am,” the
young soldier said as he exited the craft.

Dropping the helmet, Bouche pulled off her
gloves as her eyes traced the smoke trail that had been her and
Bottar’s damaged fighter. It made an arc that terminated behind a
hill several miles away.

“The laser got him, Ma’am,” the young man
said softly. “He didn’t feel a thing.”

“That’s not the problem, Soldier,” Bouche
said somberly as she turned to face him, dry eyed and frowning.
“The thing is, I don’t feel anything either, and he deserved better
than that.”

“You’re in shock, Ma’am. It’s not unusual…”
He stopped as she grimaced, bending slightly at the waist.
“Ma’am?”

“Ah!” she cried. “Stomach cramp.”

“Captain! We’ve got a situation here.”

“What’s happening, Corporal?” Shrivers
demanded as he and the co-pilot exited the craft.

“I’m…” Bouche started to say before another
cramp stopped her.

“Are you wounded?” the captain asked.

Gritting her teeth, Bouche shook her head.
“Pregnant.”

“Damn,” Shrivers swore. “Corporal, give me a
hand, and let’s get her back inside.” He waved to Wong, who was
walking around the shuttle. “Lieutenant, get some water and a
towel.

Find the med kit.”

They grabbed her arms, and hoisted her into
the shuttle. After lowering her to the floor, the captain opened
the far bay door, but only a meager breeze flowed through.

“How far along are you?” Shrivers asked.

“About…three months,” Bouche grunted between
spasms.

“They shouldn’t be sending pregnant women to
the front,” Wong complained as he handed her a water bottle.

She took several small sips. “They didn’t
send me, I volunteered.”

“But why risk it?” Shrivers asked.

Bouche took a deep breath, and seemed to
relax as she lay back. “Because this is the only planet hospitable
to Humans that isn’t already occupied by another species,” she
explained. “If we lose Prak a’Terra, we’ll never be anything more
than refugees on somebody else’s world. I’ll be damned if my
children are going to grow up that way.”

“What’s Prak a’Terra?” Corporal Eddison
asked.

Bouche’s breath caught as her eyes jerked
from one cautious face to the next. “It’s what the aliens call your
planet.”

“You’re not from here?” Wong asked
guardedly.

Bouche sat up. “I’m Human, just like you, but
I come from an almost identical planet, called Sekor Alpha-Four.
The aliens we call the Antrakans moved some of the Human population
there eons ago to expand their prison system. After the war
started, those white-faced Maatiirani bastards took over the
planet, but when they couldn’t control our people, they destroyed
it.”

She turned her head to see the drifting
smoke-trail of her former craft. Emotions suddenly boiled up inside
her as tears filled her eyes, and spilled down her cheeks.

“The Maatiirani have killed billions of us,
and no one knows how many Humans are left, but…” She scrambled to
her feet, wobbling uncertainly for a moment before facing them
again. “…if anyone remains standing against those bird-shit skinned
snakes, it’ll be a woman, and the only way they’ll kill me will be
if I drown in their stinking blood.”

“Geeze”, Eddison sighed as the three men
stared at her for a long moment before Shrivers held out a
hand.

“We call our planet Earth, Ma’am, and let me
be the first to welcome you home.”

 


 


43

 


“What is your status?” the gravelly voice
demanded as Bahnan stood at attention in front of the
communications console.

“The first test has completed successfully,”
he answered to the stern face looming larger-than-life in front of
him.”

“And your problems with the Antrakan
child?”

A second figure appeared just behind Bahnan,
and to his left, but remained silent as he spoke, “He is completely
under control, My Lord. My lieutenant’s suggestion that we insert
an operative into a humanoid-like body proved most effective. When
the Antrakan’s belligerence persisted, killing the humanoid quickly
brought him back in line.”

“Lieutenant Tutenan,” the voice said flatly
as the head nodded toward the second person. “I understand you
played the role of the Human. Your initiative has not gone
unnoticed.”

Tutenan bowed toward the screen. “Thank you,
My Lord. It is gratifying to contribute to the greatness and might
of the Maatiirani people.”

While nodding curtly, Lord Panayn held up a
hand, and an unseen individual passed a digital tablet to him.
Lowering the pad to the table, he briefly tapped its surface.

After pressing a thumb to the pad, he looked
up. “As of this moment, I am promoting both of you.” He folded his
hands together over the pad. “Commander Bahnan. Many on the Lords
Council are aware of your skill as a leader. It is for this reason,
along with your discovery of this new weapon, you have been
promoted to the rank of Fleet Commander. You are responsible for
your new creation, and are expected to use it well.”

Without waiting for a response from Bahnan,
he turned to his subordinate. “And you are now a sub-commander, and
will assist Fleet Commander Bahnan in implementing this new
technology.”

“I am honored, My Lord.”

Unfolding his hands, Panayn pressed several
more keys on the pad. Bahnan said nothing as his subordinate
struggled to suppress a smile.

“This assignment will be demanding.”

Tutenan bowed low. “No challenge it too great
for a Maatiirani warrior, My Lord.”

Lord Panayn picked up a different note pad.
The image of a light cruiser appeared on the left side of the
screen.

“Before they defected, the Kokos delivered a
thousand ships as promised, but as is typical for this degenerate
species, they are not all light cruisers, nor are they new.” The
extra image vanished as Panayn took a deep breath, blew it out
slowly. “There were some, myself among them, who said these
grotesque creatures would make unworthy allies, and we were right.
Nearly half the ships have serious defects. Some will be useful for
little more than decoys.”

“With the proper crews and resources, we can
make them ready, My Lord.” Bahnan offered. “In the meantime, we can
do considerable damage to the Antrakan fleet with five-hundred
ships.”

“Even that will be a challenge,” Lord Panayn
said gruffly. “The Kokos provided none of the promised replacement
parts. You will have to set up your own facility for generating
them. In addition, two thirds of the pilots assigned to you are
just out of flight school.”

“I see, My Lord,” Bahnan said while
struggling to hide his disappointment.

“The same will apply to the ship’s crews.
With the Kokos out of the picture, and because of the demands the
war has placed on our able-bodied population, you have only one
engineer and one technician per ship. That is all the crew you will
have to retrofit them with as well.”

Bahnan and Tutenan looked at each other with
concern before Tutenan asked, “How much time do we have, My
Lord?”

The discomfort on Lord Panayn’s face was
obvious. “A situation, which I cannot discuss, has made a quick end
to this war imperative. Your crews and ships are orbiting the
planet formerly called Secor Alpha-Four. What cabling and equipment
we can spare for the conversion will be there by the time you
arrive, and you may take your existing crews and ships to
assist.”

Someone off-screen passed a note to Panayn.
After reading it, he looked up at the unseen person.

“They have actually made contact?”

“Yes, My Lord.”

Dipping his head, he closed his eyes, and
rubbed them for a moment.

“You have thirty paks,” he said while
looking up again, “to accomplish your goal. However, contrary to my
previous instruction, your first battle groups must attack the
enemy as soon as they are ready. Time is now a precious commodity.
This is top priority. I cannot stress enough how important it is
that you succeed.”

Bahnan bowed slightly. “We will do our
very…”

He stopped when the blank screen abruptly
vanished into the console.

Tutenan scratched his chin. “What could have
our leadership in such a bother?”

Bahnan shook his head. “It does not matter.
We have our assignment, and must carry it out.”

“But are you not curious?”

“No,” Bahnan answered as he headed for the
door. “If we fail, our entrails will hang from the walls of the
holy city as an example to all, and then it will not matter to us
who wins or loses.”
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When he awoke, Marrett initially felt panic
as he struggled against straps restraining his hands and feet
before remembering where he was. After shaking his head to clear
it, he looked around to see the outline of Hannah’s breasts rise
and fall in the dim light.

Thin straps bound his wrists behind his back,
painfully forcing his hands together, back-to-back, so he could
neither pick anything up, nor use them to climb. A second strap at
his elbows restricted the movement of his arms even more. His feet
were in a rigid contraption which kept his toes pointed inward,
making standing difficult and walking nearly impossible.

Though the effort hurt his bound arms, he
struggled into a sitting position while using his hands to keep
from falling backwards onto Hannah. Leaning forward to take the
pressure off his hands, he reached back and clumsily struck her
hip.

“Huh? Ohhhh,” she moaned. “Where are we?”

“No idea.”

“What did they do to us? I can hardly lift my
head.”

Marrett shook his own head. “I think we were
drugged somehow.”

“By the curses of Epthra,” she groaned while
struggling to sit. After several failed attempts, she finally
settled for lying on her side. “I hope they did not play with us
while we were out.”

Marrett locked eyes with her for a moment
before shaking his head. “That’s unlikely. I’m told me these
bastards like to torment their captives. You can’t torture someone
when they’re unconscious. I’d guess they wanted us out of the way
while they searched the base.”

“I do not suppose…” Hannah’s voice trailed
off.

“That anyone else is alive?” Marrett asked as
he rolled onto his side, and tried to work his hands from behind
his back to his front, but was stopped by the bindings at his
elbows. “Hard to say, but I wouldn’t put it past them to separate
us to make us feel isolated and alone.”

“But we are together.”

“Yeah, but that commander...what’s his
name?”

Hannah shook her head. “I do not know. Maybe,
Hapteco?”

“Well, this Hapteco is probably hoping I’ll
form some kind of attachment to you, and use that to control
me.”

Hannah hesitated while looking uncertain.
“Will they succeed?”

Marrett shook his head as he spoke. “I’m told
you’re a great technician, and your organizational skills are next
to none. Just the same, I won’t risk the future of my species to
save you.”

The door of the room burst open.

“This is a waste of time,” Hapteco growled as
two armed soldiers followed him in.

When Hapteco motioned to one of the soldiers,
he pressed a button on his sleeve, and the bindings on Hannah’s
feet fell away.

Yanking her up, the commander pushed her
toward the soldier, who grabbed her arms. “Take the female outside,
and gut her.”

Marrett barked a laugh which made the others
stop and look at him.

“Where’s the real Hannah?”

Hapteco glared at his captive for a moment
before turning toward the soldiers.

“Release her,” he growled.

After the soldier cut away the restraints on
her arms, Hapteco waved her out of the room.

“How did you know?” he demanded.

Marrett shrugged. “I’ve no interest in
pointing out your weaknesses, Maatiirani.”

The commander squatted in front of Marrett
and began tapping a thin bamboo rod on the concrete. “I still have
the real female.”

Marrett shrugged. “And what do you want from
me?”

“The power source for your shielding.”

The young man shook his head. “Sorry, but I
don’t know anyth…”

Hapteco’s rod hissed through the air, making
a smacking sound as it struck Marrett’s face.

“Try again?”

The young man glared at the commander. “You
killed the guy who was responsible for the device. He’s probably
the only one of us who knew how it worked.”

“Ah, Human,” Hapteco said condescendingly as
he stood. “Your ignorance has been your undoing.” He faced the
door. “Bring him!”

Activity at the door drew Marrett’s
attention. He looked up to see Thomas being roughly escorted in,
his mouth taped, hands bound. Blood was trickling down his left arm
below where his captor’s claws were digging into his bicep, but
Thomas looked so scared he hardly seemed to notice. Marrett’s eyes
jerked from the man’s terrified expression to the long, red scar
running from below his left ear down to his right collar bone.

When Marrett’s look turned questioning,
Hapteco barked a triumphant laugh. “Death is not quite as immediate
as you Humans seem to think.” With a wave of the commander’s hand,
Thomas was dragged out again. “We can recover people for quite a
while after their heart stops.”

Hapteco waved the rest of his soldiers out of
the room. “I will enjoy interrogating your friend, Human, and rest
assured …” Before Marrett could react, the rod smacked his face
again, knocking him back. “…he will not die until I want him
to.”

Laughing loudly, the commander left the
room.

“And you,” Marrett whispered angrily as he
struggled to right himself in the now-dark room, “will not die soon
enough.”
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“I can’t believe it,” Mobia laughed while
climbing into the carriage. “No pain of any kind.”

Shaking her head, Fretta picked up the reins.
“I always thought the Moratia were nothing but a myth.”

“Uh, Friends?” Thatchaya called from his
perch on the horse. “What we gonna do wit Mobia’s new acolyte?”

Mobia and Fretta leaned out to look up into
the bulging eyes of the three-meter tall creature.

“It won’t fit in here,” Fretta announced.

“Actually,” Thatchaya corrected. “I tink it
be a she, and her name be Boh.”

“Fine,” Fretta said, “but female or not, Boh
still can’t ride in the carriage.”

“Can she walk along with us?” Mobia
asked.

Turning to the Torbian, Thatchaya made
whistling sounds, and Boh’s crablike companion whistled back.

“Dat’s a go, Doc and Holy Lord Mobia,” the
Zortadaian announced. “With legs long like hers, she sets a mighty
good pace.”

“Please. No more of the Holy Lord stuff,”
Fretta complained. “He has enough trouble with reality as it
is.”

“Den let’s get dis convoy on de road,”
Thatchaya shouted as he pointed over the horse’s head. “Ta da
capitol buildings.”

Fretta lifted the reins briefly before
lowering them again. “What about her babies? Will this endanger
them?”

Thatchaya turned back. “She say Torbians walk
always.”

Nodding, Fretta shook the reins, and
laughed.

“What?” Mobia asked.

“If you really weren’t with a circus, you are
now.”

Everyone, but Boh laughed as two strangers
ran toward them.

“Help,” one of the newcomers called. “Our
boss ain’t breathin’.”

Reining in the horse, Fretta grabbed her
medical bag, and jumped from the carriage. “Where is he?”

Mobia threw up his hands. “Wait! This might
be a trick.”

“No trick,” the taller of the two strangers
insisted. “I thinks he’s dead.”

Mobia waved to Thatchaya as he dismounted.
“Bring the carriage along.” He pointed at the Torbian. “And Boh
too.”

They followed the newcomers down the street,
and around a corner. Fretta took in a sharp breath as Kershenah’s
carriage came into view.

Despite the occupant’s reputation, she ran to
the rig, and peered inside. Kershenah’s rigid body lay across the
seat, his eyes wide, mouth open as though he were in
mid-scream.

“I’ve never seen anything like this,” she
said as Mobia moved up behind her. “The face usually relaxes when a
person dies. He looks more frozen in a moment of time than
dead.”

“Whoa,” Mobia whispered. “That’s creepy.”

Pressing a finger inside his arm pit, Fretta
paused for a moment before straightening. “He’s gone.”

Mobia looked out of the carriage. “You think
his friends did him in?”

The doctor shrugged. “There are no obvious
wounds, and they don’t look like the poisoning type.” She picked up
her bag. “Anyway, that’s for the enforcers to decide.”

“Forget that,” Mobia insisted. “I can’t get
involved with the authorities.”

Fretta shook her head. “I’m obliged to report
this.”

“But those guys may have killed him. They’re
not likely to let you live if you can finger them.”

“Why would they have called for help?

“To cover their asses in case his friends got
curious?”

“We didn’t kill nobody,” one of the henchmen
groused from outside the carriage. “Now that he’s dead, his
family’s gonna come looking for us. It don’t matter what nobody
says, this ain’t no natural death.”

“I’d have to agree with you…uh, what’s your
name?” Fretta asked as she pushed the carriage door open.

He gave a quick shrug. “Dante.” He nodded
toward his companion. “This here is Sesara.”

“Pleased to meet you, gentlemen,” Fretta said
calmly as a frightened Mobia looked around for a defensive weapon.
“Was anyone else in this carriage with him?”

The thugs looked at each other. “Yeah,” Dante
finally answered. “Some flouncy girl came onto him a bit ago, and
they went into the carriage.”

“A girl?”

“It was as strange as a blue-eyed
Maatiirani,” Sesara added. “We was watching you guys going inta the
clinic over there, and she just pops up out of nowhere.”

“Out of nowhere?”

“I swear to the gods,” Dante answered. “The
street was empty one micro-pak, and then this kid in a wild
dress is just there, walking up to the boss like she was his
sister.”

“Only, she didn’t act like no sister,” Sesara
countered.

“What do you mean?”

“She takes his hand, and leads him to the
rig,” Dante explains.

Sesara mimics the girl opening the front of
her dress. “And then she flashes her forever-wonderfuls at him, an’
his eyes kind’a bug out.”

“Forever what?” Mobia asked.

Fretta put a hand on his arm. “He’s talking
about her breasts.” She turned to Dante. “How old was she?”

He laughed self-consciously. “Ahhh, she
weren’t very old at all. More like a girl of ten or twelve
sirius.”

“Odd thing is,” Sesara said. “The boss don’t
usually go in for that kind a’ stuff. He’s more into older females,
like you.”

Fretta’s cheeks blushed dark green. “What
happened next?”

Dante shrugged. “They goes inside, the rig
rocks for a bit, and then nothin’.”

“And that’s the other strange thing,” Sesara
added. “We never seen her leave.”

Fretta and Mobia looked around the small
space.

“She’s not here now,” Mobia noted.

“One of us was watching the whole time,”
Dante insisted. “Nobody left that rig before we looked in and found
the boss dead.”

“What prompted you to check?”

Dante motioned toward the clinic building.
“We was supposed to be tailing ya. When you come out, we went to
ask what we should do, but got no answer, so I peeked in, and found
him like this.”

Fretta waved Mobia out of the carriage, and
followed. After closing the door, she turned to the small group
gathered before her.

“We have to let someone know what’s
happened.”

“No one’s gonna believe us,” Dante
pleaded.

“What do you propose we do?” Fretta asked
cautiously.

“It’s obvious, ain’t it?” Dante answered. “We
dump his body, take the rig, and fly outta here.”

Fretta shook her head. “You’re not leaving
him in the street. The sewer rats will be on him before we’ve gone
a block.”

“Dat pretty much puts him wit his own kind,”
Thatchaya mused.

“No,” Fretta insisted. “I’ll not be party to
such a thing.”

“But his family ain’t about to believe some
little bit of a girl done him in. If we can’t finger the culprit,
our lives ain’t worth nothin’. We gotta get far out’a town before
they finds out.”

Fretta shrugged. “Then let’s get him to the
clinic. At least they’ll keep the rats off of him.”

Sesara shrugged. “OK, but everybody knows us
around here, so you guys gotta do the carrying.”

Fretta’s eyes went wide. “What?”

Dante pulled a large knife from his belt.
“It’s either that or we put the finger on you.”

“But you know we didn’t do it,” the doctor
protested.

Out of the corner of his eye, Mobia saw
Sesara moving in behind them, his own weapon at the ready.

He put a hand on Fretta’s shoulder. “I think
he’s saying it’s hard to defend yourself when you’re dead.”
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Pana pressed her back against the wall of the
small cabin in her shuttle as Saki’s face filled her view
screen.

“It’s going to take much longer than I
thought,” she sighed. “They have absolutely no concept of what it
means to be a free and independent people. They’re a collective,
like a hive of bees.” She waved a weary hand at the wall. “I’m
struggling to get them to understand what individuality is.”

“You’re the right person for the job,” Saki
said.

She sighed again. “I’m not so sure.”

“You’ll have to do the best you can. The more
you learn about them, the more we’ll know about the Self, and how
best to deal with it.”

“But I’m not learning much of anything.”

Saki smiled. “We now know they are much like
the Self, but they’ve evolved. The Self is all about inelastic
conformity. The Dijave must have some understanding of independence
or they’d still be part of the Self.”

“Well, yes, but where does that get us?”

“How powerful is the Dijave?”

“I’m not sure how to answer that,” Pana said
cautiously.

“Well,” Saki said. “They’ve been separated
from the Self for ten thousand druak or more. Surely they’ve grown
in strength since then.”

“You mean, could they defeat the Self in a
fight?” When her husband nodded, she shrugged. “Maybe, but the
problem is, they don’t believe it’s possible.”

Saki shrugged as well. “Then you’ve got to
convince them to try.”
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“Any chance of getting this thing airborne?”
Bouche asked while taking several unsteady steps toward the
shuttle, a hand on her stomach.

Captain Shrivers lifted his head from the
engine compartment where he, Lieutenant Wang and Corporal Eddison
were conferring. “Yeah. If we had a machine shop, tools, parts, and
a few more mechanics. Otherwise, it’s just space junk.”

“Radio?”

He shrugged. “Maybe. We’re trying to find a
way to reroute power to the transmitter. Its main power cell was
damaged, and the backup is missing.”

“Someone’s coming,” Eddison called as he
pointed to a plume of dust rising in the north.

As the corporal moved into the shuttle,
Shrivers squinted at the plume. “It can’t be the Maatiirani. They
don’t drive land vehicles.”

Bouche shook her head. “Just the same, I say
we play it cautious.”

“I’m with you, Ma’am,” Eddison said after
reappearing with his arms full of laser pistols.

Shrivers took a weapon and checked it before
looking around. “No place to hide.” His eyes stopped on Bouche.
“You up for this?”

Leaning against the shuttle, she powered up
her own weapon. “It doesn’t much matter.” She nodded toward the
approaching vehicle. “I’ll do the best I can.”

Shrivers pointed to a cluster of bushes west
of the shuttle. “You go that way, and hide behind some brush. We’ll
go the other, and circle around to you. It will look like we
scattered in all directions, and might just divide them up enough
to give us a slight advantage…if there aren’t too many of
them.”

Bouche nodded. “I won’t let you down,
Captain.”

As she moved slowly to her position, the
three men ran some twenty meters in the other direction before
disbursing in individual arcs that brought them back to her.

“He’s sure moving fast for a land vehicle,”
Shrivers noted as he hunkered down behind a patch of brush.

“Low flying Maatiirani shuttle?” Wong asked
nervously.

Shrivers shook his head. “They wouldn’t fly
anything that close to the ground. What would be the
advantage?”

The craft stopped next to the shuttle, but
the dust it raised made it impossible for the Humans to see it.

“Bad situation,” Bouche called as she peered
through the dense haze. “We’ll be lucky if we don’t shoot each
other.”

“Pull back,” Shrivers ordered. “We can’t
judge their strength if we can’t see them.”

As the group started their retreat, a large
shape appeared in the billowing dust. Bouche drew in a quick breath
when she realized it was floating several meters above the
ground.

“Oh damn,” Eddison muttered while lifting his
weapon.

“Greetings Humans,” a flat, mechanical voice
called. “I am Observation Unit 335536. I am looking for Human
survivors of the craft located forty-three-point-six meters behind
me. May I assume you are they?”

A slight breeze cleared most of the dust, and
all three Humans stared at the silver ape-like creature sitting on
its platform.

“What the hell are you?” Shrivers asked.

“I am an observation unit. I am here to
rescue you.”

“Holy shit,” Wong cried. “What next?”

Two figures in environmental suits appeared
from behind the ape-like robot. After removing their dusty helmets,
they moved to the front of the platform.

“Hi,” the left man greeted. “Sorry about the
dust, but Augustus can’t get more than three meters off the
ground.”

“And who are you?” Shrivers asked, still
holding his pistol at the ready.

“Oh, sorry. I’m Terry Egan, this is my
friend, Charlie Butts, and the machine we’re on is called
Augustus.”

“Where are we exactly?” Bouche asked.

“You’re in the Alvord Desert in south-eastern
Oregon,” Charlie answered as he pointed to a snow-covered range of
peaks behind them. “That mountain range is called the Steens.”

“Can you get us out of here?” Shrivers
asked.

“Augustus might be able to carry you, but
we’ll make better time if it can get your shuttle flying.”

“You think it can be repaired?” Bouche
asked.

The observation unit nodded. “I am equipped
to handle minor repairs to many types of craft.”

“Do you have scanners?” Shrivers asked. “Can
you tell if the enemy is close by?”

“My range is limited,” it said before slowly
rotating 360 degrees. “I do not detect any craft within thirty
kilometers of this location.”

“Any idea of where they might be?”

“Maatiirani ground units are scattered
throughout the region. Their current base of operations is nearly
six-hundred kilometers north of here, in your former operations
base.”

“You mean Seattle?” Shrivers asked.

“The Maatiirani overran it less than a day
ago,” Terry sighed. “Casualties on our side were high.”

Groaning, Bouche doubled over.

“Do you have a med kit?” Shrivers asked.
“She’s pregnant.”

“I will assist,” the observation unit
announced as Bouche dropped to the ground.

Lifting a tubular device from a cubbyhole in
its platform, Augustus moved quickly to her.

When Bouche saw the large machine looming
over her, she tried to crawl away.

“What’s it doing?” she asked warily.

“Don’t worry,” Terry assured her. “It won’t
hurt you.”

Still tense, she stopped crawling as the
robot telescoped an arm to pass the silver rod over her. As her
three companions watched nervously, she jerked once when the rod
started humming, but remained rigid until Augustus pulled it
away.

“What the hell just happened?” she moaned.
“It felt like my whole body was exploding.”

“The device is called a mitochondrial
efficiency exciter,” the robot droned. “By increasing the cell’s
ability to produce energy, it…”

“I don’t need a biology lesson,” she
interrupted testily. “How about the short version?”

Augustus paused as its platform lowered to
within inches of the ground. “It increases cellular activity to
speed healing.”

Bouche put her hands over her stomach. “And
that saved my babies?”

“Actually, you saved your babies. This device
only helped your body heal fast enough to do so.”

Shrivers shook his head. “We could use more
of those.”

Charlie jumped off Augustus’ platform.
“Sadly, the Maatiirani destroyed most of them when they took over.
This may be the only one left in the region, possibly the entire
country.”

“Can we discuss this at another time?” Bouche
asked as she stood. “We need to repair our shuttle, and get out of
here.”

Without comment, the robot moved toward the
shuttle while replacing its “hands” with specialized tools. By the
time the Humans arrived, it had several external covers off and was
working on the engine.

“I like that it doesn’t waste time,” Shrivers
noted as they watched from a distance.

Charlie chuckled. “Augustus isn’t much for
social chatter, but it’s the go-to guy when it comes to fixing
things.”

“What happened up north?” Bouche asked.

Terry shook his head. “We were caught
completely off guard. The Maatiirani faked a retreat, and while we
were chasing them, they got around to our rear and routed us.”

“The operations base?”

“That’s the first thing they hit. We lost our
primary communications relay and one of the shield generators.”

“What about survivors?”

When Terry didn’t answer, Bouche turned to
Charlie, who shook his head. “Sorry, Ma’am, but we haven’t heard of
anyone getting out of there. It’s possible there are prisoners,
but…well, we just don’t know.”

“And the shield generator?” Shrivers asked.
“Any idea if they got it intact?”

Terry shrugged. “As far as we know, they
haven’t reactivated it.”

“But if they figure it out,” Charlie added.
“They might be disassembling the equipment for transport to their
ship.”

“How would they figure them out so quickly?”
Bouche asked.

Terry and Charlie gave each other a concerned
glance before the former answered,

“They wouldn’t, but if the Maatiirani are
good at anything, it’s coercing information out of unwilling
people.”

“Torture?” Bouche gasped.

Both men nodded.

“The engine is ready for testing,” Augustus
announced while backing away from the craft.

“That was fast,” Eddison said.

“The primary damage was to three circuit
boards which I easily replicated. I then…”

“Let’s go rescue my husband,” Bouche
demanded.

“You’re not serious,” Shrivers stated.
“Against a Maatiirani division?”

“We don’t need to kill them all, just get him
out of there.”

“We’re not even sure he survived the attack,”
Charlie protested. “We can’t risk valuable assets on a wild
chance.”

She glared at him. “Everything we’ve done to
date has been high risk. Why is this any different?”

“Because going off half-cocked isn’t going to
gain us anything,” Shrivers explained angrily. “We need a plan, and
an idea of what we’re facing.”

She turned to Terry. “You have a new command
center?”

“Yes, Ma’am. In what used to be this state’s
capital.”

“Then let’s get up there, and see what they
have to say.”
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Marrett’s wrists and ankles chaffed against
the bonds, as sweat stung the wounds on his face. Even the
once-cool floor was now warm to the touch.

“This would be harder to bear if I were
wearing clothes,” he joked wryly to the dark room.

He jerked around to face the room’s only door
as hard soles clapping against concrete announced the arrival of a
guard. Additional footsteps, some hard clad with long strides; some
bare, making choppy slapping steps, pounded the path to his
door.

Light blinded him momentarily as five
bare-footed individuals hurried in to line up against the far wall
of the small room. Two guards followed, and then a third pair of
boots clapped to a stop just inside the door, a now-familiar bamboo
rod slapping against his pant’s leg.

As Marrett’s eyes adjusted, the silhouettes
before him became five naked women, hands bound behind their backs,
feet loosely shackled; two Maatiirani guards with weapons drawn;
and Commander Hapteco.

Marrett tried to speak, but a sudden dryness
in his mouth stopped words from forming.

“No need to speak, Human,” the
commander stated. “This show is for the females of your kind.”

As Marrett tried to work up enough saliva to
wet his mouth, he scanned the women’s faces. Though none would look
at him, he didn’t recognize any of them.

“Take a look at him, females,” Hapteco
ordered. “If one of you does not cooperate with me, I will cut him
up in front of you.”

Fear added sweat to Marrett’s wet brow. “What
are you hoping to learn, Maatiirani?”

The commander moved quickly to the prisoner,
slapping his face with the rod. “No talking, Human.”

When Marrett fell back, Hapteco lashed at his
legs and groin. Several of the women whimpered in alarm, but
Marrett made no sound as he curled into a defensive ball.

“We don’t know how it works,” a woman
cried.

Marrett made a point of not looking at her,
but recognized the voice of a communications officer he’d spoken
with many times.

“She’s right, Maatiirani,” he said. “Our
females aren’t given the kind of important information you
seek.”

The commander made a noise Marrett took as a
chuckle. “You tell these timid creatures far more than you should,”
he said condescendingly. “But you may be truthful on this point,
but I see no reason not to cut you up anyway just to make
sure.”

Marrett lifted his head, looking from one
woman’s face to the next until he found the only one staring
directly at him. Not willing to give her away, he kept his eyes
moving until he was looking at the commander.

“If I tell you what you want to know, will
you spare them?”

Hapteco turned to look at his captive with a
mixture of caution and curiosity. “Why the sudden change?” He
turned toward the line of women. “Does one of these ugly
throphara belong to you?”

Scowling so as to reveal no emotions, Marrett
kept his eyes on the commander. “You make much of Maatiirani honor,
though I’ve seen little of it to date. Give me your word you’ll
spare these women, and I will cooperate.”

“And if I do not?”

Marrett shrugged. “You wouldn’t be here if
either Hannah or Thomas had buckled under your torture. My guess is
you’ll get equal treatment from your own kind if you fail.”

The commander turned on his heals, walked to
the nearest woman, and rapped his rod across her chest. Unable to
use her hands for defense, she fell back against the wall, crying
in pain as she sank to the floor. Hapteco squatted and his silver
knife flashed in the low light as he pressed it against her
trembling skin. She let out a startled squeal as blood started
trickling down her neck.

“I do not negotiate with prisoners,
Human.”

“Then you die along with us,” Marrett shouted
quickly. When the commander hesitated, he added, “I am your last
hope for survival.”

Sweeping his hand in a short arc, the
commander’s knife sliced a line in the crying woman’s cheek.
Yelping in pain, she pressed tighter against the wall as Hapteco
jerked around to face Marrett.

“You realize what I will do if this is a
trick?”

Marrett jerked a nod. “You’ve made that
clear.”

The commander glared at him for a moment
before waving a hand at his sergeant. The soldier pressed an emblem
on his sleeve, and Marrett’s leg braces fell away.

Though it hurt to do so, he shrugged his
shoulders to bring attention to his bound arms. “These too.”

The commander shook his head. “You do not
need those to walk.”

Marrett shook his head. “But we’ll be
climbing as well.”

Hapteco jerked his chin toward the ceiling.
“Into your dull gray skies?”

The young man shook his head while looking at
the communications officer. Her eyes were wide, mouth set in a thin
line as her chest quickly rose and fell.

“No,” Marrett said as his eyes met the
commander’s. “We call it the Bowels of Hell.”
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“What in Ceratha’s Name be I doing?”
Thatchaya grumbled as he and Boh trudged up the clinic’s steps
carrying Kershenah’s body on an improvised stretcher.

“Stop complaining, and let’s get this done,”
Mobia ordered while rapping on the clinic’s door. “And no matter
what happens, let me do the talking.”

As the door started to open he pushed
through, eliciting a protesting squawk from the figure behind it.
When the trio rushed into the reception area, the female behind the
desk jumped to her feet and called to someone in a room behind her.
Two burly, oversized Antrakan aides appeared through the small
doorway. Another female, wearing a doctor’s smock appeared from the
same opening, and moved quickly around the receptionist’s
station.

“What happen?” she asked while approaching
the stretcher.

“Don’t know,” Mobia answered. “We found him
in the street.”

Thatchaya and Boh started to lower the
stretcher, but the doctor snapped, “Hold him up,” and pressed an
ear to Kershenah’s chest. After a short pause, she lifted her head,
and pressed a finger into his arm pit.
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