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Chapter 1

New Beginnings

 

Married to an alien.

Fleet Commander Elise Fujeint Series II grimaced as she attempted to sit up in the huge bed that featured an elaborate hand-carved headboard. The weight of the alien planet’s gravity pressed down on her poor abused body. Muscles complained with renewed vigor, and her mouth felt as dry as the Ching T’Karre Desert at mid-day. She stared out a nearby window as the realization of her predicament overwhelmed her. More than just gravity weighed on her.

Everything’s changed. No longer Fleet Commander Elise Fujeint, but now plain Elise Steele, she murmured her new name thinking, What have I done? Will I ever get used to living on this god-forsaken, gravity heavy planet?

She surveyed the large bedroom. Since she’d lived most of her life in the tight quarters of a spaceship, this waste of space boggled her mind. She felt like a pea rattling around in a bucket. It was another thing to get used to. Alysia’s open spaces made her feel vulnerable and exposed.

A belly twitch reminded her of her condition. When she’d encouraged her biologist, Dr. John Luttrell, to find a way to cure the sterility decimating the fleet, she never expected to become one of his test cases. Unfortunately, he had woefully underestimated the aphrodisiac effect of the alien rabbit-like gebbits’ reproductive hormone on humans. As the primary ingredient in his fertility serum, it proved all too effective. But never in her wildest dreams did she imagine she would become pregnant by some alien, albeit one with human DNA from a long-ago Earth colony, who had dreamy blue-gray eyes, and a fine body, truth be told.

“I’ve brought you coffee, darling.”

She contemplated her new husband as he entered, balancing a cup in each hand. His dark hair had a tousled bedroom look, and a wide grin emerged as he regarded her.

 Well, maybe, he did possess a few commendable qualities.

 Director Richard DeVane Steele was the means by which she  had finally gotten her people onto this world they called Alysia when most of the inhabitants considered them unwanted alien invaders. He’d claimed to wield the influence needed to convince the Alysians to let them land safely. At times, she’d doubted him, but he finally helped them achieve their goal. However, not before most of the fleet got discouraged with the native’s hostile attitude and elected to leave. Most, but not all. She’d chosen to stay, but left her ship tethered to the orbiting space station Earth2 as an available get-away vehicle, just in case.

The deep rich aroma of coffee enveloped the room, causing a familiar craving to well up within her.

Coffee. Coffee. Coffee.

A bright smile was in order for his thoughtful act of bringing her favorite morning beverage. She reached out, but he frowned and pulled the cup back. “Dr. Luttrell did say it was okay to drink coffee in your condition, didn’t he?”

Then, there was his annoying side. He usually wanted to be in charge. She hated being helpless like this.

“Absolutely allowed.” She tried to keep the desperate tone out of her voice as she smelled the rich brew.

After he placed the cups on a table next to her, he reached out to grab an arm. “Here, let me help you sit up.”

“No, I can manage.” She yanked away from his grip. 

With a frown, he pulled back his hand, hurt by her response. “Only trying to help.”

She brushed back an errant strand of short, burnt-auburn hair. “I commanded an entire fleet; I certainly can manage to sit up in this ridiculously over-sized bed.”

After several unladylike grunts and lots of flailing about, she managed to overcome the unaccustomed gravity and bulky weight in her stomach and prop herself up among several pillows. She sent him a triumphant smile, then eyed the cup that sat innocently next to her on the bedside table.

With an intent expression, he picked up the cup and carefully handed it to her as if he expected the silly thing to jump out of her hand. Then, he turned to pull up a chair.

She inclined her head and took what she hoped looked like a graceful sip just as a vigorous kick erupted from the child within. “Oh, no!”

She stared at a large brown stain slowly spreading over the expanse of pure white sheets that covered her.

Patting her shoulder, he said, “Don’t worry. I’ll get someone to clean it up.” He leaned forward to put a hand on her belly. “Quite the active one, isn’t she?”

Elise suffered the hand and the proprietary attitude by taking a sip of the coffee and closing her eyes. “Ummm,” she responded, savoring the taste.

She heard a chair move next to her. Opening her eyes, she noted his concerned expression as he raised a dark worried eyebrow at her and sat his long lean body down.

In an attempt to  divert his attention and move on to more critical issues, she peered over the cup’s rim and asked, “Did Trace’s men locate any more kidnapped Terrans? Every moment we waste could mean life or death for those still in hostile hands.”

He rubbed his cup thoughtfully. “Deuce and Merek claim to have several leads.”

“Merek? Isn’t Amanda due the same time I am? I should hope you don’t make him part of the rescue team.”

“That poses a problem, but I’m low on experienced operatives whom I can trust.” He paused. “He’s proven successful, and this operation could be tricky.”

She folded over a sheet to hide part of the offending blotch. “Where does Trace suggest they are?”

“A reliable source claims to have spotted female Terrans hidden in a harem deep in the Ching T’Karre. A wealthy potentate from the area is bragging that he recently added two unusual wives to his tent. A prominent, local nomad named Bashar de Fyre Elitas served as my brother’s helm on The Seeker. He knows the area and is related to the fellow. He has offered to take us to visit him and make an introduction, so we can check the lead.”

Shifting to a more comfortable position, she asked, “What about my security officer, Jacob? He’s good.”

Richard’s brow crinkled. “He’s tied up with the Earth2 space station … but isn’t there a woman named Mika who was your bodyguard? Would she be good?”

“Yes, Mika is very competent.”

“She would balance out the team nicely. Two Terrans and two Alysians would be best, with one of them a woman, in case we need someone undercover.”

She took a sip of coffee and nodded. “I want to get back all of the abducted Terrans and shut down that slave ring. Those brought back have reported cruel treatment.”

He leaned forward. “Talk to Merek and Mika. I’ll contact Deuce and Bashar. My goal is to rescue everyone missing who is being held against their will.”

“I agree. They should be found and given the option to return safely. No Terran should be held in bondage.”

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 2

Ching T’Karre

 

Bashar de Fyre Elitas closed his eyes against the glare of the sun, feeling the hot breeze caress his face. Blowing sand skittered across the land in an evolution from fertile land to arid desert. His white kassock billowed and snapped about him. Opening his eyes, he flicked mutated membranes to clear his vision of sand and dust.

Once shipboard pale, his skin now glowed with a golden tan, and his previously gravity-unsteady legs finally stood firm against the planet’s press. Upon returning from space, he’d originally been intimidated by the openness of the sky, but now he enjoyed the vastness of the land. Due to additional recent acquisitions, his expanded holdings spread out in all directions further than the eye could see.

Satisfaction filled every fiber of his being as he surveyed the altered landscape before him. The catastrophe of an unexpected comet hitting Alysia’s second moon had caused torrential rains to occur in his birthplace of the Sunglast Desert, but marriage had offered him the Ching T'Karre in its place. A variation in the tilt of the planet’s axis, caused by the collision, now affected climate patterns, and the Ching T’Karre region grew parched. No longer the breadbasket of the Dynasty, it now resembled a desert similar to his original Sunglast home. 

As the planet had changed, so, too, had Bashar. No longer the landless son of a Sunglast tribal chief, or the retired helm for  a spaceship captain, he was nowe a respected Ching T’Karre lord. With a powerful father-in-law, once an adversary but now an ally, Bashar had carved out a prominent position in this part of the world.

He sighed. Now, the renown Richard Steele came seeking a favor. Never before had that man's appearance offered him comfort or security. Both Richard and Braden lived up to their last name—Steele. Braden had wrung every ounce of skill from him when Bashar had piloted the Seeker through space for him, even once navigating out of an exploding nova. He had expected every second to be his last during that voyage, and yet here he was—a survivor.

In addition, the brother, Richard, had demanded no less from him. Bashar had first thought the man a poseur, but now he knew better. Both had been thrown together in a succession of dangerous situations where Richard had proven himself capable, even heroic. Now, Richard came to visit. And, he would only ask a favor if it was important, but it wouldn't be an easy favor. Bashar sighed and gazed across the land, wondering what Richard would ask, and how it would change his life yet again.

They’re almost here. Come welcome them.

Solanje Blue T’Kai, royal Ching T’Karre, now Solanje de Fyre Elitas, interrupted his thoughts with her own. The beautiful Solanje had raven black hair, snapping dark eyes, and a once shapely figure, currently rounded by pregnancy. She’d also crewed for Braden Steele on the space ship the Seeker, and Bashar had fought hard to win her heart away from its charming captain. In addition, he’d needed to overcome the strong cultural biases of her royal Ching T’Karre family against those of his Sunglast Desert tribe in order to marry her … and he had succeeded on both counts. 

Upon returning home, Braden’s crew realized that space had mutated them. They’d evolved into more than human, and his fellow Alysians had a hard time accepting their new differences. Possessing telepathic abilities carried both a blessing and a curse. And there were other differences they dared not mention to others.

When Solanje’s mother opened the door for her daughter to attend Sunpointe Academy, her daughter had trained eagerly to become crew for The Seeker, much to her father’s dismay. Dishonored by her powerful father because she had elected to travel in space, marriage proved the coin to get back into his good graces. Shenji T’Kai wanted his daughter to settle down and breed a large family that would venerate him in his old age and continue his cultural heritage.

Bashar snorted a laugh. The man was delusional and obviously didn’t know his strong-willed daughter.

I am pregnant. Father is well pleased.

It pleases me too. You’ll make a fine brood mare for the great de Fyre dynasty.

Harrumph. Brood mare! You think overmuch on your famous Sunglast horses. Get in soon, or I’ll pour hot spices into your dinner and watch you choke in front of your precious guests. A tone of amused indignation accompanied her thoughts.

He sent the emotion of fake outrage, which she saw through immediately. His wife would never fit the Ching T’Karre mold of subservient woman that her father wanted. She would blaze her own path, never giving up her independence. She had not consented to marry Bashar until he’d promised the freedom of an equal for her. Nevertheless, he’d readily agreed. Besides, he loved her too much to put a rope on her. Like his horses, she ran proud and free.

Casting one last glance at the setting sun, he noticed several bright stars emerge in the twilight sky. Right on time, the Alysian space station appeared and transited across in the dimming light. Soon, the second one, Earth2, a Terran space station, would follow in a lower orbit. He observed until the bright spark dipped down toward the horizon. Nostalgia threatened to catch hold as he watched the craft depart, but quickly he realized his life of floating in the dark void of space was no more. He now embraced a different future.

Bashar.They’re here and you are not.

Coming, my love.

***

Bashar strode through his entrance, savoring the coolness of the courtyard. A small fountain sprayed a mist over exotic plants, and vividly colored umbrellas shaded round tables that stood on the warm, terra cotta tiles. An evening breeze eddied about, bringing relief from the stifling heat. Servants bustled in and out, lighting candles that flickered and brightened the courtyard, driving away the oncoming dark.

Richard stood to greet him. The rest followed suit as they put down drinks and pushed back chairs from a small round metal table near the splashing fountain.

“Bashar!” 

Bashar reached out a hand to clasp Richard’s. “Welcome to my home, Director Steele.”

“Richard, please.” Glancing about, the Director’s eyes twinkled. “Quite the estate you have here.” His gaze traveled to the pregnant Solanje. “And congratulations on your upcoming child. You have done well.”  

A blush suffused Solanje’s face as she lowered her eyes to the smooth tiles.

Bashar gestured a hand and said with pride, “For those who haven’t met her, this is my wife and supreme joy, Solanje T’Kai de Fyre Elitas.”

She lifted her head and smiled.

“We are both excited to have our first child.” Bashar stepped to his wife side and clasped her shoulder. “I hear you also await the birth of a first child. Congratulations.”

Richard rolled his eyes. “My life will be changed forever. But now, let me introduce you.” He nodded to the man on his right. “This is Deuce Card who works for Trace Walker of I.N.Sys. He’s been of immeasurable assistance organizing the Earth2 space station in the past.”

Bashar nodded. “I’ve met the Director of the Information Network System. How is Trace?”

A sigh escaped Richard. “He’s had a lot to handle in a short period of time. None of us were prepared for the death of my father. Nor did we anticipate so many crises would erupt after he handed over the reins to Trace.” 

Bashar said, “Too much has happened, and the weather hasn’t settled yet.” He looked at the next person.

“Please meet Mika Sojourn.” Richard acknowledged a tall, well-shaped person dressed in a black jacket and pants. 

Well, that outfit won't last long here in my desert. 

Short-cropped dark hair indicated neither male nor female. Bashar wasn’t sure what gender this person possessed. “A pleasure to meet you.” Bashar bowed briefly. Not too deeply, as his rank no longer required the deep bow of low status. He tried to glean her thoughts, but like all Terrans, the mind remained blank to him. 

“Mika was one of Elise’s most trusted bodyguards.”

“I still am.” The guard straightened in indignation.

The soft contralto voice and subtle curves suggested female, so Bashar went with that. He slid his gaze to the final figure in the group. No doubt there. The tall, muscular male grinned at him and extended his hand for a firm shake.

“I’m Trajan Merek. Most call me Merek.”

“Welcome to my home, Merek.” Bashar gestured for them to sit. “Welcome, everyone.”

A drink appeared at his elbow. Bashar grasped it eagerly. “Drink up or this desert will dry you out.”

Plates of fruits, cheeses, meats, and breads appeared on the tables as servants scurried about filling glasses.

Bashar leaned forward to pick up a grape. “You indicated that you want an introduction to Khalib Allfyre?”

“Allfyre?” Richard groaned. “No relation to J’Tahad Allfyre, I hope?”

Bashar detected alarm in his guest’s voice and remembered that J’Tahad was the smuggler whose wild crystal operation Richard had closed down not so long ago.

He shrugged. “An uncle. Khalib moved here from the Sunglast recently. Rumor has it that he’s filthy rich from illicit trafficking and wants to avoid any investigation by the Democratic Union. You may have already met him.”

“No, and don’t mention my involvement with his relative. If Khalib finds out, we might have trouble.”

“It might not be so bad. Families often disagree, and he might not care what happened. Rather more of the family spoils for him as I understand the situation.”

However, Bashar sensed Richard’s disbelief in that argument, so he said, “Too late to back out. I’ve already arranged our visit to Khalib’s due to your request. The caravan is ready. Ten lompir will travel with us, one for each to ride, plus handlers and servants. We also have two litters and a supply cart.”

Richard put down his glass, agitated. “A caravan? Can’t we take a van or a more modern form transportation?” 

Bashar sensed agitation roiling within his guest. “No. The desert sand breaks down mechanical vehicles. Besides, Allfyre would expect a large caravan to greet him.”

“A caravan!” Richard rubbed his face. “We have to ride lompir?”

No doubt about it, Richard was panicking.

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 3

Caravan

 

As it turned out, Merek soon learned the lompir were like a cross between a Terran horse and a camel. They had the elongated, ugly face of a camel and the temperament to match, while the barrel-shaped body more resembled a horse. Splayed feet enabled them to traverse sand easily, and they retained water almost as well as their counterpart.

After Merek climbed awkwardly onboard, the beast made an attempt to grab the bit and take control, causing the Terran guard to almost lose his seat. In addition, his host, Bashar, insisted he wear a white flowing robe with headgear that flapped in the swirling gusts. He could barely see where he was going. When the creature tried a second time for control. Merek  gripped the reins harder, yanked the recalcitrant head around, and kicked the animal’s sides.

Across the way, Bashar circled his arms over his head to signal that Merek should turn the beast toward him in the direction they hoped to get the caravan going.

“Fricking, fragging, piece of dung,” muttered Merek.

Solanje rode up and leaned toward him. “Her name’s Matilda. You need to treat her with kindness. Calm your thoughts. The animal can sense your agitation.”

Appalled, he gaped at the woman. “You’re not going, are you? This trip is much too strenuous for a woman in your condition.”

“Oh Fate, you sound like Bashar. Men are so controlling, especially with bodies other than their own. My mother traveled across the Hydraline Sea and dealt with hostile strangers ‘in my condition,’ as you call it, but no, I’m just helping Bashar get this disaster underway.” 

She sidled her lompir closer and handed him a plastic bag with white squares inside. “Here. Matilda has a sweet tooth. If you want her to behave, reward her with something nice. Don’t you know how to handle a female? Sweet words and deeds always work better than slapping and cursing.” 

At that comment, the female under discussion bawled a retort and turned her grotesque face toward him. Solanje popped a sugar cube in its mouth, and the lompir eyed him thoughtfully while it eagerly chewed. Noticing the transfer of possession of the sugar bag to his hands, and after some thought, she lumbered forward at his urging.

Seeing he had Matilda in hand, Solanje left him to turn her attention elsewhere. He calmed his thoughts, searched for Richard, and found him loitering near the courtyard gate. They had decided, at the last minute, to leave Richard behind. Khalib wasn’t a stupid man. He most likely knew about Richard and his involvement in bringing down the wild crystal smuggling operation. Also, he was aware of Richard’s connection with the space station. The nomad,  knowing he had purchased the Terran women illegally, might guess his visitor’s true intent. That made Richard too big a risk to take along, so they had decided he should stay back, much to Richard’s disappointment. 

They developed a cover story that Bashar was welcoming his new neighbor, and distant relative, from the Sunglast to the Ching T’Karre. Evidently, that was true. Many desert nomads were leaving the now wetter Sunglast and settling in the more familiar, evolving-to-desert Ching T’Karre. Two of Bashar’s prized lompir were included in the caravan as a welcome gift for Khalib. Their friend would also introduce him to Deuce Card, an influential executive in I.N.Sys, who had the ability to pull strings back in the Democratic Union if Khalib ran into trouble due to any investigation of crystal. Possibly true. Everything was to be all sociable and friendly-like. Hopefully true. But only if they could get the Terrans returned safely. Fingers crossed.

The caravan included two of Bashar’s supposed wives, a couple of lompir handlers, servants to transport cargo, and an attendant for the wives. Deuce went as an honored guest while Merek assumed the role of Bashar’s personal guard. It was a role he’d played often for Commander Fujeint. However, he was surprised to learn about the wives, and even more surprised at how calmly Solanje appeared to accept the arrangement. Somehow, he hadn’t figured her for sharing, but it was none of his business. Alysians did things differently, and their customs were not his. 

Just then, the closed litter appeared, supported by two lompir. Inside were the wives and an attendant, but since he couldn’t spot Mika anywhere else, he suspected she might be posing as one of the wives. The ruse had occurred to him.

Deuce was up at the head of the herd with Bashar, looking at ease on his lompir. Evidently, an I.N.Sys agent possessed many talents, including the ability to ride a lompir. Once the agent’s unruly ash brown hair got tucked under a wrap, Deuce’s cinnamon colored skin could almost pass for Ching T’Karre, and possibly, he had a bit in his bloodline. A lot about Deuce’s genetics remained in question. Even so, he was taller and far more angular than the average Ching T’Karre native. Still, he blended in well.

Bashar twirled his mount around, raised his hand, and chopping it forward, shouted, “Forward ho.”

Lompir bawled, men shouted, sand swirled, and the journey began.

***

High noon brought the caravan to a watering hole, shaded by wide-leafed palm trees and next to jumbled boulders that formed a protective shelter. So far, the trek had been hot, boring, and uncomfortable with endless sand and dust.

Merek fingered inside a pocket of his robe, causing Matilda’s head to swing around and her lips to pucker out. “Now Matilda, I have a treat but only if you behave and let me off with grace.” Ears perked forward, and the nose quivered. The lompir’s head jerked up and down, causing her harness’ bells to jangle. Satisfied at that response, Merek laid the cube in a flat palm and delicate lips swiftly vacuumed it up. 

Finally, out of the brutal seat, Merek gave out a groan. Secretly augmented muscles, enhanced vision, and increased reaction time hadn’t helped a backside not used to riding across a desert on a lompir.  Not to mention, Alysia’s increased gravity was taking a toll on his poor Terran body.

The once organized caravan that had traveled docilely along the designated route for hours, now erupted into chaos. Animals bawled for water, harnesses jangled, while men shouted at each other and their beasts. Men jostled each other for a spot at the water hole where they could drink their fill and top off their canteens. All around, nomads popped up colorful tents to provide shade for a forthcoming respite.

Merek stretched and took in the scene. Behind him, Matilda butted him almost off his feet. He staggered and grabbed her harness to remain upright. “All right. All right. You’re a greedy girl.” He picked out another cube and led her to the water. A handler came up and took her off his hands. She watched with sorrowful eyes, bawling as he walked away with the sugar bag.

A man stuck a thermos containing a cool drink in his hand and motioned him to an arrangement of rocks. “Lord Bashar wants you to join him in the shelter.”

Deuce limped up next to him. “Ah, man. My butte aches. I hope your Terran friends are worth it.” Sweat dripped off the guy’s forehead as he rubbed his backside and took a drink from a water bag. They both watched the frenetic activity around them in a half-daze. Finally, shaking his head, Deuce tapped him on the shoulder and they proceeded to the shelter.

Arriving at the cave’s entrance, they stopped to watch two women exit  a  litter. Bashar arrived to help the younger one alight. A stunning adolescent girl with long silken hair that flowed like an ebony river hopped out. Her resemblance to Solanje was striking. 

Right behind her, an exotic woman, attired in a gauzy cream outfit, eased to the ground. The lower half of her face hid behind a fluttering veil. Heavy eyeliner with blue and green eyeshadow emphasized dark mysterious eyes that peered out at him. Merek pulled up, staring. A cinched waist revealed a curved shape, and well-formed legs flashed briefly from a slit in her long skirt as she exited. 

Blood rushed to Merek’s head. Faint residue from the gebbit hormone he had previously taken rekindled desire as he realized that the vision before him was Mika. A Mika he had never realized existed. A Mika not for any man.

“Doesn’t she look gorgeous?” The girl addressed a flummoxed Bashar. Even Deuce halted his chatter to gape. 

The costumed Mika appealed to Merek. “I can’t move in this… this…” She paused to catch her breath.

Merek wondered how Mika was handling the planet’s gravity because it sure was killing him, and his own outfit didn’t make it any easier. Hers must have been impossible in this desert heat.

“Abela,” the younger woman replied. “They call it an Abela. It’s very encompassing but protects delicate skin from the sun. It’s what desert women wear.” The poised young girl faced the men. “Oh, hello.” Her lips curved up. An eyebrow lifted at Bashar.

Merek almost laughed as Bashar shook from his Mika-induced trance and swung to face him and Deuce. “Please let me introduce my niece, Sousarissa Blue T’Kai, recently back from one adventure and ready for another.”

“I was kidnapped by smugglers and rescued by my fiancé, J’ai Jen D’Jang,” she recounted breathlessly. “He was a most brave bodyguard who saved me by stopping a runway spaceship. He talks to crystal and ...”

“Sousi. Enough.” Bashar rolled his eyes. “J’ai Jen has not been formally recognized as your fiancé yet.”

“Grandad promised we could marry after Jen gets a little older.” She leaned in. “He’s quite young to be tied down to a wife. He recently took over security for Grandad who says he wants him to mature a bit before marrying me.”

Bashar shook her arm. “Sousi, I was not in favor of bringing you, and I can still send you back if you don’t learn to remain quiet and behave. This is a dangerous mission, not a young girl’s lark where you can gossip at will.”

“Uncle, you’re hurting my arm.”

Bashar winced and hurriedly undid his grasp.

She sniffed. “I know how awful it is to be kidnapped. That’s why I want to help free those poor women.”

Mika stepped forward and placed a hand on Bashar’s arm. “Souci is a treasure. She’s a wonderful companion and a great help in learning your ways. She distracted me from the discomfort of a hot, swaying litter.”

“You should try riding a lompir,” Merek muttered.

Bashar gestured them back into a shaded corner where servants unpacked ice from lined chests and plugged fans into a noisy generator. “I built this way station recently,” he said. “Much improvement is needed, but it will protect us from the worst of the heat. We’ll rest here and continue later once the sun begins to decline.”

Outside, the camp settled into a drowsy stupor. A third woman emerged from the litter. A wiry, wrinkled granny, who had eyes that darted about, missing nothing. Merek learned that she was the personal attendant for the two women. She brought out blankets for them to sit on and handed out water with dried fruits and crackers.

Sousi huddled with Mika and continued giving her lessons in the Sunglast culture, occasionally adding in bits about the Ching T’Karre too. Eventually, they napped.

Merek listened, trying to cram in as much information as possible until he fell asleep, lulled by the drone of the fan and a cool breeze wafting across his body.

***

A shriek startled Merek awake. He swore it sounded like Matilda in the role of an alarm clock. Soon men, lompir, and the three women were stretching sore muscles and groaning.

Bashar urged everyone up, “We are over halfway in the journey, and the sun will not be as intense now.” 

Merek finished off his drink and eyed Bashar. “Can I help you with anything? After all, I am to be your personal attendant, and I’m feeling a bit useless at the moment.”

Shrugging, Bashar said, “I have little experience. You may know more than me what a bodyguard does.”

 “With Commander Fujeint, I stayed close and kept an eye out for danger… and coffee.”

Bashar laughed. “With me, it’s t’aile, a desert drink with a strong kick to it. I’m addicted.”

Nodding, Merek said, “I remember Richard mentioning t’aile. He said you introduced him to a potent Sunglast drink that got him into a lot of trouble.”

“Unfortunately, it’s true. Trace was not pleased we got drunk on his watch.”

“Doesn’t sound like it’s a safe drink.”

Bashar laughed. “It isn’t, but it’s hard to resist.”

The litter arrived to pick up the women, and they departed. A familiar bellow sounded outside, and a handler held Matilda’s reins. The animal stomped her front feet and shook her head as soon as she saw him.

“All right. Calm down.” He dug in and found the bag of sugar cubes. The lompir lurched forward.

“Behave or you’ll get nothing,” he warned, shaking a finger at the rambunctious beast.

The head jangled up and down. He lay a cube in his palm and within seconds it was sucked up. Gingerly, he mounted and gathered the reins as the handler guided them into position. Before long, the caravan was on the move. 

This time, Merek rode at the front with Bashar. He studied the terrain, barely paying attention to any conversation. The dry desert soon gave way to rough scrub and gnarled trees. Hills appeared with small villages nestled here and there among them.

“Khalib decided he was ready to settle down into living quarters that were sturdier than a tent.” Bashar waved a hand. “A large compound came up for sale at a most attractive price. The owner had died in the cataclysm, and his wife took the family to live with her relatives. They practically gave the compound to him.” 

Bashar turned an eye to Merek. “He figured the desert was headed his way and, most likely, he’s right. This climate change has not stabilized yet.”

The talk continued a bit more on the climate until the air dried out all speech. Eventually, the only sounds came from the jangle of the lompir's bridles, accompanied by their muttering complaints.

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 4

A Visit

 

Khalib Allfyre greeted them well enough with a relative’s hug for Bashar and a brief nod to Merek. Deuce, on the other hand, received a warm handclasp. “Convey my greetings to Director Walker when you return.” Khalib gave the young I.N.Sys agent a welcoming smile, and everyone  followed him into a lavish courtyard.

Their host loomed over his guests, a big man even by Alysian standards. Used to towering over his fellow Terrans, Merek offered Khalib a level gaze, which the nomad returned with a penetrating stare that reminded the guard of a prowling tiger assessing prey. Discomforted by the intense scrutiny, Merek shifted his eyes away.

The women came up after introductions, and Khalib raised heavy dark eyebrows in interest when Mika arrived. A protective instinct surged within Merek, which he managed to tamp down for the sake of civility. Even so, his shoulders tightened, his nostrils flared, and his hands clenched.

“Your new wife is most beautiful,” commented Khalib. “She is Terran, no?” The gaze became even more predatory.

“She is,” Bashar asserted in a restrained voice. “She’s anxious to meet fellow Terrans who we have heard dwell here.”

Khalib brushed an imaginary grain of sand from his spotless cossack. “It’s possible. I’m a connoisseur of beautiful women, no matter what the species.” He grinned.

A sidewise glance by Merek revealed Mika twitching at the nomad’s attitude. Mika wasn’t used to being evaluated by outward appearance. She had spent her life honing her fighting skills and that was where she set her bar, not on any idea of surface beauty. Any whiff of femininity she hid behind a severe black uniform and absence of makeup. She lowered her eyes and stared at the floor, most likely biting her tongue bloody but playing the role. Duty came first with her, no matter the price… or the insult.

Bags and possessions were sent to rooms, while the women left for the women’s quarters where they could freshen up for dinner. The housemaster led the men to quarters at an opposite end through sandstone corridors, musty with age. Underfoot, decorative shale slabs paved the ground. Echoes of voices and the shuffling of shoes bounced around, ricocheting off the hard limestone walls.

Merek’s room was simply laid out, revealing cream sandstone walls and dark wood furniture. A wardrobe and low dresser took up one wall. A large ceiling fan rotated lazily overhead. Entering through a dark wooden door at one end, Merek stopped near a bed next to two washbowls with water in each and a cake of fresh soap on the side. First, he washed away the dust and grime on his body before changing into fresh clothes. Over at a far wall, a private door led to Bashar’s larger and grander room.

***

At Bashar’s insistence, Merek joined the group for dinner. A large stone table accommodated Khalib Allfyre, his primary wife, Kalista, and his two sons by her, Mahat and Jarod. His guests consisting of Bashar, Deuce, Mika, Souci, and Merek sat across from them. Servants circled about offering everyone food from platters and refilling drinks.

Merek pushed around a cube of mystery meat, worried it might be one of Matilda's relatives.

Noticing Bashar’s reluctance to taste the tidbit, and guessing his reason, Deuce said, “Khalib, this is one of the best cuts of ark that I have ever eaten. Your seasoning is superb. My compliments to the cook.”

Merek breathed out a relieved sigh. As difficult as the lompir had been, he couldn’t eat its meat. It had become a pet. “Ark?” Encouraged, he nibbled at a piece on his fork.

“You’ve heard of the ark,” replied Deuce. “Dumbest animal in Alysia, but their coat is a gorgeous iridescent color and their meat quite tasty.” He motioned for another helping.

“I have a rather nice herd,” Khalib said proudly.

Deuce’s eyes twinkled as he picked up a green stalk of an exotic vegetable and nodded minutely to Merek.

“I’m amazed at how fresh your vegetables are,” said Bashar as he scooped up more greens from a platter.

Khalib chuckled. “I was lucky this compound came with a greenhouse in the back that is connected to a deep well. With the outside atmosphere tainted by so much debris, raising vegetables outside is impossible. Once the Ching T’Karre farms thrived, but now many in the area stand abandoned. People starve unless they augment with a greenhouse. 

“I’ve done the same to protect my people,” said Bashar with a nod. “We are mostly self-sufficient, too.”

Deuce cleared his throat. “I heard the Terrans are clearing the atmosphere with their giant air cleaners. Surely farming outside will soon be possible again.”

Waving a tong, Khalib said, “Their air processors are concentrated more northward near Islia where the bigger pieces of the moon, Thanos, hit. There, the air became so thick it was hard to see or breathe. Even so, our atmosphere is finally clearing and the climate stabilizing. Myself, I personally prefer this warmer climate much like the Sunglast, but I don’t want it to get too much drier. Desert living can be hard.”

“Truth from Rhagma of the flame who rules us all,” intoned Bashar, waving his drink.

“So, he does,” murmured several voices in response. “And so, it will always be, evermore,” they concluded.

Merek pushed around his ark meat and said nothing.

A pause came in the conversation as everyone concentrated on eating. Finally, Kalista turned to Mika and said, “Your abela is lovely, dear.”

Mika nodded as if she understood. She adjusted a fold, smiled at her hostess, and sipped her drink.

Talk started up and proceeded with neutral subjects. Bashar must have warned Souci, for she spoke rarely, except to answer an innocuous question or two. Merek blessed the local gods and held his breath when any question was directed at her. Later, he noticed Bashar toss her an approving nod, and toward the end of the meal, he passed her an extra exotic dessert. 

Finally, Khalib clapped his hands and stood up. “The hour is getting late. Let the women retire to their quarters. Men, follow me to my study for a taste of t’aile.”

Deuce and Bashar exchanged worried, but eager, glances as everyone stood. Deuce licked his lips, causing Bashar to roll his eyes while Merek trailed along, continuing to fulfill his role of bodyguard.

In Khalib's study, a servant began setting out small cylindrical glasses while Merek examined the room.  Solid wood shelves with books and décor items filled one sandstone niche. A large desk with a quartz-like top, covered by computer equipment, occupied another. In a corner, a grouping of well-padded chairs sat with a round heartwood table at their center. An alcove within the third wall held a bar stocked with an assortment of bottles that provided a variety of drinks. There a servant poured and came to set a drink in a small glass cylinder in front of each person.

Khalib lifted his glass. “To a successful visit.”

His two sons, Mahat and Jarod, raised their glasses along with the others. “To a successful visit,” all six chorused.

Merek bent to listen to their comments and took a sip. The drink exploded in his mouth. Nuances of spicy, sweet, tart, and floral played across his tongue. After he swallowed, the heat from the drink traveled down his throat, forming a warm ball in the pit of his stomach. He went for another sip, this time much larger. His eyes watered as he savored the astounding experience.

Bashar gazed at the sparkling amber liquid, slowly rotating the drink in his hand. He took a second sip and sighed. “This is a fine t’aile. One of my favorite growths.” He eagerly poured the rest of the drink into his mouth. In a moment, it was gone.

“Please have another glass,” encouraged Khalib.

“Alas, I would better appreciate such a drink if I were more alert. It has been a long day.” Bashar stretched and placed his emptied glass on the table, rubbing his face.

Khalib lowered his drink. A flash of disappointment flickered across his countenance and quickly vanished to be replaced with a forced smile. “Forgive my lack of courtesy. You must be exhausted from the trip. We will meet tomorrow and discuss business when you are more rested.”

Bashar nodded. “It would be better. I cannot give a true account when I’m this fatigued. If you won’t take offense, it would be best for me to retire. Your hospitality has been superb, but my lids grow heavy and my body weary.”

Already light-headed from the t’aile, Merek felt Khalib’s eyes studying him. “Is it usual for one’s guard to sleep so near? The adjoining room is usually reserved for, ah, someone of a more tender sex.” Khalib raised his drink for a sip but watched Bashar intently from behind the rim.

“As my bodyguard, I require Merek’s complete attention. At home, the situation is different. I mean no disrespect, as I’m sure this house is safe, but when traveling in a foreign land, I have decided that he be at my beck and call.” Bashar regarded the pretend guard. “Merek is new to the position, and we are both working out what is comfortable. Discretion is vital to our arrangement.”

“Ah.” Khalib smiled. “That explains a lot. Be assured I have no qualms with divergent preferences.”

Bashar’s eyes widened when he realized their host’s implication. “Bear in mind, dear cousin, that I have a wife with child. That is my sole preference.”

“And two beautiful additional wives in your harem.” Khalib closed his eyes and tossed back his drink in a gulp.

Bashar winced, but managed a return smile. “Indeed. That makes my manhood not in doubt.”

“I have often found that variety can offer spice to a relationship.” Khalib stood, placing his empty glass on the table. “But no matter. Let me have my house manager return you to your rooms. If you have any needs, inform him at once.”

Merek stood to follow, leaving his empty glass on the table. Longingly, he gazed after the bottle of t’aile. He now understood Matilda’s feelings when he’d walked away with the sugar cubes. 

He also recognized that Bashar’s move was wise. Unfortunate words often followed a drink as strong as t’aile. He would have to be careful if ever offered the drink again for already he yearned for more. He knew that alcohol could easily be used as a weapon to weaken one’s adversary.

With that penetrating insight, he headed to his room.

 

 

 

 


 

Chapter 5

Harem 

“Uncle.”

The soft word jerked Bashar out of sleep. He was too young to be anyone’s uncle. Uncles were old men.

But no, he stared into the dark eyes of Solanje’s niece. Souci sat nose tip to nose tip with him on his bed.

“What are you doing here?” he gasped, eyes blinking.

Behind her, a door opened and Merek crept in. When the guard saw who it was, his body posture relaxed, and he pocketed his weapon.

Bashar waved him forward and turned to Sousi. “What are you doing on my bed?”

“But husband, why would you ask such a question? A message came that you requested me tonight.” She stroked him on the cheek and straightened an errant dark curl at his forehead.

Bashar shot up to a sitting position, brushing away her hand.

She leaned forward whispering, “There are cameras all about.” Then she straightened up, a smile dancing across her lips, the consummate actress.

He rubbed his nose and lifted his gaze toward Merek, who stood in the dim light with a frown. 

Merek nodded to the ceiling where Bashar could make out an embedded round disc. He traced a line across the ceiling and found another. He angled his head at it.

Merek nodded. 

Bashar grabbed for a robe and wrapped it around him. With raised eyebrows, he murmured, “Others?”

Merek nodded.

He tightened his sash. “T’aile makes me thirsty. Merek, go to the kitchen and bring us each a glass of water. And you, my delicious wife, will come to me now.” Bashar yanked Sousi to his chest and buried his lips against her neck. 

“Awk!” Her body stiffened.

Into her hair, he hissed, “Behave yourself.”

She whispered back, “What about our rescue?” 

Out loud, she declared, “I hear and obey, oh Lord de Fyre Elitas. Your wish is my command.”

He choked on the impudent words, but her luxurious silken strands of hair smothered the sound.

Lifting and standing her apart from him, he gritted out, “As it should be. Tonight, I require polite conversation as it has been a long day and physical activity is not desired. But I did want to see you.” He moved over to a grouping of chairs and sat while Sousi lit an oil lamp and brought it over. She kneeled at his feet.

What an actress. He played his fingers through her long silken hair and leaned in to offer her an eye roll. “You have lovely hair, truly worthy of a Ching T’Karre princess. It would be such a shame…”

He glanced up as Merek returned with the water and a raised eyebrow. “Did you know the status of the women in the Ching T’Karre is measured by the length of their hair?” Bashar asked.

Placing the water on the table, Merek peered at Souci. “I was not aware. Her hair ripples almost to her waist. This one must have a very high status, indeed.” 

Souci yanked her hair back with both hands, wrapped it into a bun and secured it with a hair stick. “You both should not worry overmuch about my hair or my importance.”

Bashar reached for his water. “Oh, I have no worries where your hair is concerned. None.” He took a thoughtful sip. “However, your importance… is a different matter. Nonetheless, I have a present for you—a trifle to show my affection, dear wife.” His eyes twinkled at the jab.

He pulled out an electronic tablet that was small enough to fit easily into her delicate hand. He passed it to her. “I have noticed your passion for video games.”

“Video games?” Her brow knitted together in puzzlement.

“Oh, yes. I have included your favorites. Press this button to turn it on.”

Arcade music filled the room. Merek frowned. “That reminds me of a popular ship game with jumping brothers in overalls. In fact, I would bet the device came off a Terran ship.”

Bashed nodded. “You’re right. A Terran toy. Also, it comes with a drawing program.” He tapped a blue button and wrote: Draw a layout of this house and outlying buildings. Write the names of all occupants and their responsibilities. “You draw such exquisite pictures of flowers and animals.”

She rubbed the device with a forefinger and smiled. “Grandmeir always says so.”

He flipped back to the arcade. Music punctuated the area. In a lowered tone under the noise, he said, “This black button sends the information to me, and in an emergency, this red one erases your board to lock the information into a secure area.” He tapped a button and the music stopped.

“Oh husband, you are too kind. I shall treasure this gift and surely find a proper way to repay you.” She leaned forward to kiss his forehead, after which she deposited the gift into a hidden pocket.

Merek put out a hand to help her stand. “Nothing too painful, I hope,” he murmured, gazing down at her.

Her eyes twinkled. "Most likely," she answered.

Barely hearing the exchange, Bashar yawned. “Now I must get my rest as tomorrow may prove to be another long day.”

“As you wish, my lord. As you wish.” Souci rose and danced out with a wave goodbye. 

Bashar motioned for Merek to accompany her back. “Make sure she returns safely.” They both exchanged meaningful glances.

***

“Oh.” Mika quickly hid the knife she had been sharpening and adjusted her abela. The damned outfit kept twisting around, making her uncomfortable and restricting any freedom of movement. Morning now dawned, and she’d just finished dressing. She brushed her bangs out of her eyes as the large bulk of Khalib Allfyre strode into the women’s section where she was quartered. She hadn’t much time to investigate where the Terran women slept, but it was a good bet they were in the locked unit adjoining the courtyard. Several small, intimate rooms were situated just off the main area where she could only imagine what went on.

Khalib swept into the room and headed straight for her. He brushed his hand outward, signaling for them to clear a path. Women tittered as they scattered before him.

“I came personally to make sure you were comfortable.” He touched her arm.

Her body shivered, and she tried to find her voice. “I’m most comfortable, thank you.” Her stomach clenched as she removed his hand from her arm. She took a step back, but he seemed to be tangled up in her clothes and pulled himself closer. 

He quested for her hand and gripped it. “I want to know if I can do anything for you.” His eyes stared intently at her with a manic expression. “I must admit I was curious to see your bare face.” His free hand reached up to stroke her cheek.

She stopped an almost unconscious reaction of kneeing him in the groin and breaking the his invading hand. Her mind demanded her body to stay still. Attacking this dangerous man would destroy the mission and possibly kill them all. Her hand itched to stab with the sharpened knife, but she took a breath and a step back.

“You are even more beautiful without the veil. It hides your true beauty.” He stepped forward, his alcoholic breath blasting into her face. “It is not fair to tempt a man so. Especially a man like myself, vulnerable to your charms.”

“Sir, I’m a married woman. I don’t wish to tempt anyone.”

“Bah! Bashar puts on airs. He is of little consequence. I knew him when he was but a landless pup.” Khalib waved his hand about.  “It seems that if he has more than one wife to occupy his time, who should be allowed to dally with more than one husband? There is a private room nearby. No one need ever know. It will be our secret.” A sly smile emerged on his face.

Mika stared at him. How stupid does he think I am?

Khalib reached into a pocket and extracted a sparkling gem. “I reward generously those that please me,” he said in a coaxing tone.

Her mind grew frantic trying to think of how to respond to this idiot. 

He took her hesitation for consent, grabbed an arm, and tugged her toward the nearest locked room.

She dug in her heels and their forward progress halted. “You are handsome and powerful, but I swore fidelity to Bashar the day I married him,” she gasped, hoping that would be enough to stop him.

He paused. A frown wrinkled his brow and a lip stuck out. Petulance at her resistance emerged on his face.

Mika had little experience handling amorous men. Usually, she had the upper hand and cuffs available if the behavior turned bad. That was not an option here. 

“Mika!” Entering, Sousi broke the hold of several women barring her way. “What are you doing?”

“Ah, Sousi. Lord Allfyre was asking if I was comfortable… and… if we needed anything.” 

“I cannot think of anything more.” Sousi took hold of the nomad’s hand and peered up at Lord Allfyre. “You are so gracious, my lord, but our accommodations are perfection. We hardly want for anything else.” Her fingers pried his hand loose from Mika. “We have a busy day today and look forward to enjoying your hospitality, but really, Mika is already late for an important appointment.”

Flummoxed, Khalib's hand slid from the arm. He brushed at the front of his kassock and slipped the gem back inside. A finger rose to trace the side of Mika’s cheek.  

Mika quivered, but remained calm.

A smile emerged on his lips. “Another time, perhaps?” He abruptly swung around and strode out the door. 

Like magic, women reappeared from nowhere as Mika and Sousi collapsed against each other in relief.

“Are you okay?” Sousi whispered.

Mika answered through clenched teeth, “My knife’s all sharp now and aching to slice something personal off that man.” 

“No!” Sousi grabbed her hand. “Be smart. Don’t.”

Mika stared at the closing door. “It may require great restraint.”

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 6

Amanda

 

Merek slipped around a corner, listening for the sound of voices. While he mapped the twisting corridors, Bashar sat at breakfast. Studying his electronic tablet, the guard added additional details. The rough textured sandstone walls formed a confusing corridor that connected the rooms together. A whiff of a sweet fragrance alerted him to life in the form of either women or flowers. Turning another corner, Merek found both. A small open courtyard filled with women and bright flowers around a bubbling fountain appeared before him. Making a quick sketch on his electronic tablet, he frantically backed up and fled in the opposite direction.

The corridor’s serpentine path twisted and turned until Merek felt like a lost gebbit in a maze. “Damn!” burst forth when before him, a cluster of white-robed and veiled women emerged from a doorway. Shouts rang down the corridor as soon as they saw him.

“I’m lost.” Flapping his hands, he tried to put on a “lost” expression and appear confused. His Sunglast dialect was poor, and the proper words vanished from his thoughts.

 “Trajan.” From the midst of a clutch of women, one veiled form pushed out. “Is it truly you?”

The women all began a senseless chattering as they grabbed at the advancing person.

 Whirling on them, she shook them loose. “No! You’re trying to make me lose my mind,” she shrieked. “I’m hallucinating because of that wretched tea you served me. He’s not really there, and I’ll prove it.” She marched toward Merek. His hand slipped to a hidden knife as he faced the approaching crazy person.

He had no idea what the woman was ranting about, but she had yelled the name Trajan, and abruptly, he realized she was talking in ship-speak. His hand eased its grip.

The robed figure pointed at him. “I know Trajan’s dead. You can't trick me into believing he’s alive. You’re a ridiculous imposter. You women are trying to make me crazy so Allfyre will send me out into the desert to die.” Her hand slammed against his chest, hammering at him. “Trajan died. I’m sane enough to know that. You’re a ghost.” Her eyes brimmed with tears. The veil slipped, revealing a familiar face. She stared at her hand, realizing that it pounded solid flesh and stepped back, wide-eyed.

In shaky ship-speak, filled with disbelief, he said, “Amanda! What are you doing here?” 

Her eyes narrowed. “Trajan?” she burst out in hysterics. “It can’t be you. You’re dead. You’re dead.”

“I know. I’m his clone. I’m Merek. You remember Merek, don’t you? Both you and Trajan sponsored me and Amanda series II on the ship.” He scanned the group to check if anyone spoke ship-speak. But all the faces appeared blank or merely agitated at his presence, not from any understanding of what they said. His secret was safe.

Amanda collapsed into his arms, sobbing. “Yes, Merek. I remember. You’re real. I’m not crazy then.”

The women’s agitation rose around them. Frantically, he raised his hands as a signal for them to calm down. He didn’t want to attract any further attention. He turned to her. “No, you’re not crazy. I’m real.”

Subsiding, Amanda pulled back. “Merek. Yes, his clone.” She sighed. “I remember now. You looked exactly like Trajan ... What are you doing here?” 

The women shouted at her. A sharp word over her shoulder intimidated them into silence. 

He continued in ship-speak. “We heard that a number of nomads abducted two Terran women who are being held hostage here.”

One of the women grabbed her arm and shook it, gabbling at her in heavily accented Unis. Amanda shook her off and answered back.

She turned to him, a worried expression on her face. “We have to get you out of here. Any male found in the women’s quarters gets his male parts dismembered.”

“Ouch. Let’s avoid that.” He surveyed the corridor to see if an alarm had been raised. So far, only their area had activity. The rest of the hallway appeared empty and silent.

“Who’s the other Terran?” he whispered.

A weak smile appeared. “The other Terran is Lexi. She’s not a woman yet, just a girl, but Allfyre likes girls as much, or even more, than mature woman. So far, she hasn’t been molested, but with him, it’s only a matter of time. 
Thankfully, he’s been busy with other matters.”

A woman tugged on his arm and began yanking him down the corridor.

“I got lost,” he explained to her in Unis.

She chattered back at him, flapping with one hand and tugging with another.

He glanced back over his shoulder at Amanda. “What about you? Have you been treated well?”

She waved a languid hand. “Khalib dresses and feeds me. I have plenty of company, but the women can be bossy and mean sometimes… but some are kind. To be truthful, a few are quite nice. It’s not a bad life, but it’s hard. And I’ve heard those who disobey are flogged.” 

They came to a door in the corridor. The woman leading him opened it and peered in, muttering to herself.

“How can I get a message to you?” He slipped her an electronic tracker that she pocketed with one hand while her other thumped his arm as a diversion.

“They say a visiting Terran is currently staying in the guest quarters. Give her any messages. I’ll check in every morning and night until you leave.”

“Amanda, it’s Mika.”

“Mika? She was one of Captain Fujeint’s guards.”

He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Yes. If I can manage it, would you want to escape this place?”

She stared off into the middle distance. “I’m afraid leaving here would start a war in the Ching T’Karre, and many innocent people might get killed. Even so, getting Lexi out would be worth it. As for me... I have very little to live for. At least, here is a place where I can continue to stay on Alysia. For me, there are few alternatives. The ships have left.”

Merek grabbed her arm. “Your daughter is pregnant. Amanda Series II is pregnant naturally by me,” he emphasized to her, as he led them into a different corridor. “Come live with us. We are your clones. Help us raise what would be the same as Trajan’s and your natural child.”

“But that’s impossible,” she shouted and leaned toward him as the women pushed him through but held her back. The door slammed shut between them before he could explain. He scanned up and down this branch of the compound and added it into the data base. Luckily, he was familiar with this area. He checked the developing map. Yes, he was confident he could find his way out now.

If he ever wanted to sire any more children, he’d better leave now. He smiled at the thought of his wife and their coming child, then activated his step-up mode. That argument would convince Amanda to come. Walls blurred past as he made his way back to the main courtyard where Deuce waited. He had found the Terrans. He knew them.

***

As Merek entered the courtyard, Deuce edged his chair deeper into the shade of a large waving palm and took a gulp of sparkling water from a glass. Merek wiped his sweating brow with an ever-present handkerchief and joined him. They sat before a small round table next to the bubbling fountain in an effort to ease the oppressive heat.

Deuce shook his head. “For an unsophisticated nomad, this Khalib sure has a lot of electronic equipment embedded throughout his house. I’m glad you passed the tracker to Amanda. I have her on screen now.” Deuce swiveled his tablet around to show a pulsing dot within his developing layout of the compound.

“That’s her?” Merek peered at the tablet.

“Here’s a tracker for the other.” Deuce handed him a small electronic device. “Tell Mika to get it to her. I already have Sousi and Mika tagged. Two pulsing dots revealed the two women strolling in a nearby garden.

Merek nodded. “I’ll see Sousi soon. She can give it to her.” He slipped the device into a pocket.

Deuce put away the tablet. “You need to finish your mapping before we leave tomorrow. Sousi has completed the women’s courtyard and residence. She has gathered the names and positions of almost everyone.” Deuce rubbed his forehead in amazement. “That girl is a natural spy.” 

“I’ve noticed,” Merek grumbled. “Very talented.”

A light breeze fluttered Deuce’s linen shirt. A heavy, metallic necklace that was draped over his chest vibrated. Deuce was communications central, and the vibration signaled information being transmitted to or from Trace.

Merek leaned forward. “How can we get past the cameras and electronics, much less unlock the door to the suite where Khalib keeps the Terran women secured?”

Deuce sipped more water, finishing with a smile. “Leave that part to me. Trace is receiving the data and running programs.” He tapped his necklace. “He’s working on putting a retrieval team together.”

Merek gazed toward the fountain of cool sparkling water. “I should be on the team since it’s Amanda and Lexi. I was Lexi’s team leader on the space station. She’s only a young girl. And Amanda…”

“That will be Trace’s decision.” Deuce shot him a level stare. “Bashar is monitoring Khalib to learn how much the nomad suspects. He says Khalib is suspicious but has his own agenda. Plus, Bashar says he may be able to gather the code for the locks.”

Merek frowned. “How can Bashar do that?”

After pausing for another drink, Deuce answered, “You Terrans have a highly developed technology and advances in science which we don’t. I’ll grant you that. But Alysians have their own secret resources.” Deuce smirked.

Raising an eyebrow, Merek said, “So, what are these secret resources you claim to have?”

Deuce leaned forward. “We call them secret for a reason—they’re secret.”

“I know that you are telekinetic. That’s no secret.”

Deuce shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “Yeah, I was stupid enough to get caught at it. Trace has given me no end of grief over that slipup.”

“How heavy an item can you lift?” Merek asked.

“I’m not sure. More than my body weight.”

“Can you lift yourself?”

Deuce shrugged. “A little. I can’t go high enough to fly like a bird if that’s what you mean. This is all top-secret information, by the way.  Elise knows, but that’s the extent of it. We’d like to keep it that way.”

Merek frowned. “Too late. That cat’s out of the bag. Besides, I thought we were working together.”

Deuce nodded. “To a certain extent we are, but just as Terrans are withholding pieces of their advanced technology, we want to hold back parts of our abilities in order to protect ourselves.”

Merek felt uncomfortable with the withholding of information by both sides, but the current mission was more important at the moment than the argument.

“We should get the females out now.” Merek slapped a hand on the table. “Each day the risk increases.”

Deuce shook his head. “No. You could handle it, maybe Mika, but I’m not endangering Bashar and Sousi. Richard made that very clear. A professional team will use the intel we have gathered and do the job without putting them in danger.”

“I have the basement and storage area to finish mapping.” Merek rubbed his neck.

Deuce pushed back from the table. “Bashar goes this afternoon to scope out the animal pens and outside buildings with Khalib. They have plans to go to the cellar to pick out tonight’s drink. He might want you along to assist. I’d check in with him if I were you.”

Tapping his fingers on the tabletop, Merek said, “Does he still plan to leave in the next couple of days?”

Deuce nodded. “As soon as we have the data.”

***

Merek met up with Bashar, and now, he and Bashar strolled in a lush garden, protected by a voice shield. Tall green fronds lined a stone path and flowers scented the air. Merek barely noticed. “The two Terrans are Amanda and Lexi. Lexi is only thirteen … a child. We have to get them out now before they’re moved and hidden.”

Bashar shook his head. “I’m here as a guest of Khalib’s. I will not desecrate a relative’s hospitality while under his roof.”

“But, sir.” Desperation welled up within Merek.

“No.” Bashar faced Merek. “I have stretched any obligations I have to Richard Steele to the fullest. I will not spit on the graciousness and goodwill of a neighbor and family member. Do you understand?”

Merek stared off across the garden. “Word is your gracious neighbor tried to compromise Mika while thinking her your wife. He disregarded your feelings and honor. What if he goes after Sousi next?”

Bashar’s face closed up. “How did Mika fare?”

Merek chuckled. “No man has a chance of compromising Mika. I’m not worried about her, but I’m worried about your innocent niece if Khalib presses.”

Bashar smirked. “How well do you know the girl?” Bashar’s strange eyes turned to stare at him. Merek swore he saw them flick. He’d learned that those of the Sunglast had eyes with an outer lens that would close to protect the inner eye against the sand. This outer lens was usually not apparent unless the observer sat close and consciously observed them. Now, those alien eyes unnerved Merek.

Merek shrugged. “Admittedly, not well.” 

Clapping him on the shoulder, Bashar offered him a strained grin. “Let me allay your fears. Sousi is royal Ching T’Karre. She’s made of stern stuff. She has had to deal with men propositioning her constantly at the royal court. She can handle herself. No, today I’m going to present Khalib with two prize lompirs. Sousi assures me that she will be done with her part of the mission by the end of the day. Meanwhile, I’ll distract our host with presents and flattery. Then tomorrow, we leave.”

“And Amanda and Lexi?”

“That will be up to Trace and Richard. I’ve done all I promised.”

Merek closed his eyes. “I hope they won’t take too long, or it might get very dangerous.”

“Ah, but Richard says you do danger well.”

***

“My sweet child. Are you enjoying your stay?” 

Khalib’s bulk cast a shadow over Sousi. She looked up from making notes on her electronic pad. 

Child? What an irritating man. A few additional names and locations, and all would be done. The layout was almost complete, but she didn’t know where the laundry was located or the name heading up that operation. She pressed the button on her tablet to transmit her notes, causing the music to stop. “You’re a most generous host,” she gushed while pocketing the device.

“Is there anything I may personally do for you?” Khalib moved closer and softly tapped her arm.

“If it wouldn’t be an inconvenience, I need to know who the head laundress is and where the laundry is located.”

She saw it was not the response Khalib had expected. He straightened up with a puzzled expression. “Laundry? Did you say you want to know about laundry?”

“It seems I was a bit careless with the sauce at dinner and stained my abela. Bashar is very strict about keeping our attire in order. I’m quite embarrassed.”

An understanding expression crossed Khalib’s face. He smiled and moved closer, his fetid breath almost knocking her off her feet. “Amman Bin Shalla handles all laundry. I will send him to you after dinner to collect your abela. There’s no need for embarrassment.” His hand stroked her hair. “A pretty young thing like you must often feel deep emotions that cause such accidents. I feel strong emotions that I struggle to control, too.” He stepped even closer and tapped her chest. “But yet, the heart calls out.”

An answering smile danced along Sousi’s lips. She fluttered eyelashes at him as she backed away from the invading finger. “Yes, a true princess of the Ching T’Karre must learn to manage her passion. Grandpier always says we have Chai to maintain. Fealty.” She lifted her hair so that it fluttered gracefully about her waist.

Khalib's brow dipped. “Grandpier?”

“Oh, I thought Bashar told you that my grandfather is the Honorable Shenji Blue T’Kai, Grand Khalif of the Ching T’Karre.” She raised an eyebrow. “It wouldn't be seemly for me to fling myself at a man other than my husband-to-be, no matter how handsome and tempting he be. The T’Kai family places great importance on honor.”

“Ah, yes. Of course. I understand.” Now it was Khalib who took the step back. “The Honorable Shenji Blue T’Kai is your grandfather.” Khalib’s voice quavered.

“That’s what I said.” Sousi pulled out a piece of paper “Amman Bin Shalla?” She made a show of writing down the name. Her smile grew wider as Khalib turned and fled, suddenly finding something urgent to attend to.

***

“I fear Sousi has been too much on Khalib’s mind.” Bashar put down his drink. He sat with Merek and Deuce in the men’s drawing room, all waiting for their tardy host.

Merek sipped his t’aile, savoring the drink, all the while wondering how Bashar knew so much about what Khalib thought. “Mika told me that he approached Sousi, but the girl held her own,” he offered.

Nodding, Bashar indicated that he wasn’t surprised. “If we sift the sand properly, we may be able to use his interest in her to our advantage.” 

Merek was trying to figure his meaning but put it aside as Khalib burst into the room. All three men rose to greet their host. 

Khalib patted the air, motioning them to their seats. He fluffed his kassock about him and made a commotion while he, too, sat down. Fingers snapping in the air brought a scurrying servant with a drink. Khalib sipped and then bestowed a benevolent smile on them. 

Bashar’s eyes twinkled at the display.

Merek felt that something was afoot. He didn’t know what because Bashar had dismissed him from the cellar excursion. That had made him uneasy. 

“Your lompir will make a splendid addition to my herd, Bashar.” Khalib nodded at the young lord.

Bashar held up a hand. “I’m glad my gift pleases you. And, I’m delighted with the bottle of t’aile you gifted me.”

Khalib shifted in his seat, a man with a proposition in mind. Even Merek could feel it coming.

“The young one… Sousi. Is she really the granddaughter of Shenji T’Kai, ruler of the Ching T’Karre?”

“Yes, a most important man.” Bashar nodded, eyes serious and demeanor stern. “He dotes on her.”

Merek worried about Khalib’s interest in Sousi, but all he could do for now was watch, wait, and sip t’aile.

Khalib’s brow wrinkled in thought. He sighed. “Your visit hasn’t been solely of one neighbor calling on the other. I know you know I have two Terrans whom I have purchased at great expense. You have an interest in them.” 

Merek noted the words were said as fact, not asked.

“I doubt their cost barely dented your vast fortune,” interjected Bashar as he sipped his t’aile and peered over its rim. The man resembled a cat playing with a mouse.

Khalib smoothed his kassock and raised his head. “They are important to certain individuals. I daresay Richard Steele would find them valuable. Also, that Terran wife of his would have a strong interest in reclaiming them.”

Bashar brushed back an unruly lock of dark hair. “Steele does not buy and sell humans, much less female alien invaders. Besides, one is old, and the other is a child. Both will drain your resources. You will find them expensive to maintain with little immediate return or pleasure.”

Khalib fidgeted. “The one is a bright child, and the other has golden hair, rare in the Ching T’Karre. As to their breeding potential, I’ll admit that is in question.”

Merek forced himself to sit still at such an outrageous statement while Bashar stared at the ceiling and took another slow sip. “Perhaps, if one even has the patience to wait for such possibilities.” Bashar paused and then continued, “I, however, as a nomad of the Sunglast, understand the buying and selling of females for future worth. I would be willing to trade two more of my best lompirs for the two Terrans. A fair trade. The lompir will breed.”

“The Terrans are worth far more than a few lompir. My brother, J’Tahad, was sent to prison by your friend Richard Steele for trafficking illegally in wild crystal. Since then, I have come to desire a pure crystal for myself. Alas, I find it’s impossible to obtain one in the Ching T’Karre.”

“In the Ching T’Karre, there is a law against even touching crystal, much less trading it,” Bashar explained. “Also, Shenji T’Kai controls the only known source in theChing T'Karre. So, obtaining any crystal is very difficult.”

Khalib put a finger to his lips, dropped it, and leaned back. “I would be willing to trade the Terrans for two more lompirs and a fist-sized crystal.” Khalib showed his fist.

Merek blinked. A crystal! Richard might have access to one, but they were expensive and difficult to obtain, even in the Democratic Union. But, mounting a rescue operation would be difficult and equally as expensive. A reasonable man might agree that trading a crystal would be far less dangerous with an almost equal cost. 

He sat back to watch how Bashar would play this.

Bashar contemplated the offer. “I think I can arrange an exchange.” He smiled.

“This calls for my finest bottle of t’aile, then,” Khalib raised his glass in salute.

“Let us finalize arrangements before any drinking, but dust off a first pressing and chill a couple of bottles.”

***

Merek was stunned that the following day involved preparations to leave with Amanda and Lexi. He marveled at Bashar’s ability to orchestrate such a move.  Finally, packed for travel, the caravan left Khalib’s compound. The first half of the trip was miles of spiny brush amid low hills, eventually followed by endless sand dunes, broiling sun, and familiar complaints. Fair-skinned and blonde, Amanda felt the sun’s rays more than the others. Lexi wasn’t spared either. Worse, most of the time the women rode in the swaying litter, fighting nausea.

Even worse, Merek got reacquainted with Matilda.

Finally, the returning caravan arrived at the midpoint shelter where everyone got relief from the unrelenting sun with its broiling heat. Exhausted, Merek sat sipping water from a flask and listened to the discussion.

“Let me see if I have this right.” Amanda wrinkled her nose, commenting on the dark, smelly cave but admitting she was thankful to be in shade with the fans blowing over cool ice. So far, the return trip had been daunting with extra women crammed into the litter and two less lompir for riding.

She yanked off her veil. “You traded me for one of those stinking, obstinate, foul-tempered beasts?” she questioned, rubbing a very sore backside and dabbing at perspiration.

“Sounded like a fair trade to me.” Bashar picked up a piece of dried fruit and nibbled, offering a mischievous smile.

Amanda turned bright red. 

Sousi adjusted her abela. “I contributed a valuable crystal to get us free.”

Bashar chuckled. “I told my father-in-law what needed to be done. J’ai Jen would provide the crystal as part of your dowry since the closest source of crystal we know of lies in your grandfather’s mine. Also, J’ai Jen is the only person in the Ching T’Karre allowed to handle crystal.”

“And, he was willing to provide one in exchange for a future marriage contract,” Sousi added. “That stopped Khalib.”

Bashar nodded. “I figured he should get a taste of how expensive your upkeep will be.”

Sousi clapped her hands. “In return, Grandpier formally acknowledges our engagement?”

“That is the agreement. I told Khalib I would release you from your current contract.”

A smile wreathed the young gir;'s face. “J’ai Jen will make a fine husband.” 

Merek could only pity the fellow.

Bashar nodded. “You are lucky. Khalib wanted you for a wife and made an extravagant offer. He was intrigued with the idea of marrying a Ching T’Karre princess. Even so, I dissuaded him by telling him a little about you.”

Sousi straightened up. “What did you say?”

Bashar shrugged. “That you were very high maintenance.” Bashar sipped water and gazed at his niece.

Sousi contemplated that for a moment. "And now off any market, I hope."

Puzzled, Merek leaned forward. “How did you get him to let the girls go with so little collateral?”

Bashar straightened. “Do you think we of the Sunglast are unsophisticated barbarians?”

Merek coughed. “You buy and sell women.”

Bashar waved a hand. “Very few do any more. But because we are modern men, Khalib and I drew up a contract. I have ninety days to fulfill all provisions of the contract, or he has legal right to seize a good portion of my land.

A loud bellow sounded outside where Matilda expressed her own opinion of the deal.

 

 

 

 

 


 

Chapter 7

Birth and Danger

 

As he walked through his own front door, finally home, Richard heard a scream.

“Arrrgh!” 

It sounded like Elise.

Dread consumed him as he raced into the living room. “What’s wrong? Is it time?” 

Elise was struggling to rise from a chair, a grimace contorting her face. She swung around, her face red from the exertion. “If this damned gravity isn't enough to weigh me down, having this bowling ball lodged in my stomach makes moving painfully difficult.”

“Bowling ball? What’s in your stomach?”

She stopped to stare at him and began to laugh. “Welcome home, Richard dear. I’ve so missed you.” She threw out her arms. “Yes, bowling balls are heavy balls used in a game much like you Alysians use alley balls. It feels like one is lodged in my belly.

“Oh, it only feels that way. You had me worried for a moment.” He went to hug her but couldn't quite get his arms around all that bulk. 

She looked ready to burst. He stepped back, not knowing what to do. So, he just smiled a stupid smile.

She matched it, smoothing back an errant lock of his hair. “I see you got quite a tan over there.”

He nodded. “In my opinion, that place has too much sun. I prefer a climate where it rains occasionally and danger from heat stroke isn’t a constant worry.”

Smiling, Merek came in behind him with their luggage. “Good to see you again, Commander.” He practically offered a salute as a greeting.

Fluttering a hand at him, her voice held a touch of melancholy, “Not anymore. Just plain Elise, I’m afraid.”

Richard puffed out his chest. “Nothing plain about you, dear. You’re Mrs. Richard Steele now.” A wonderful feeling of possessiveness washed over him.

“Well, isn’t that a kick.” Amanda waddled in, her own stomach appearing as if she’d swallowed one of those bowling balls. “Instead of commanding a fleet, she gets to change diapers. She must be thrilled.”

“Not now, Amanda,” Elise warned.

Before Richard could say anything, Merek dropped their bags. “Amanda!” He rushed forward to give her a kiss.

“Hold on. I’m coming.” Everyone swiveled around as an older copy of Amanda stepped into the living room. All three gaped at her and eyed the younger, pregnant Amanda, waiting for her reaction.

“Oh, Mandy, look at you.” The newcomer strode up to pat Amanda’s protruding stomach. “This is a miracle I never thought I’d ever see. Congratulations.”

The younger Amanda exchanged a glance with Merek. She stepped back from the patting hand but offered a tentative smile. “Amanda, dear, what a pleasant surprise. I thought you left with the ships.”

The older one wrinkled her nose. “I tried to smuggle myself to the Homestead. Instead, I wound up in a randy sheik’s harem. It was just like a grade B movie, only the weather was hotter and the accommodations primitive.” She glanced around and spread out her arms. “This is so much better.”

Merek spoke up, “I offered Amanda the job of helping out with the baby. After all, she used to watch over us when we were away from the crib and loose on the ship.” His eyebrows rose offering an unspoken question. 

“I thought you rescued two female Terrans?” Elise glanced about as if she were searching for another person. “Wasn’t Lexi Johnson one of them? Where is she?”

Merek cleared his throat. “Lexi asked if she could stay with Bashar and help with his new baby. That’s what gave me the idea of having Amanda come here to help us.” 

The younger Amanda touched his arm as her eyes traveled over toward Richard. “That’s a wonderful idea. I know I could use the help, but this is Richard’s home. We could hardly assume …”

Richard waved a hand, brushing the words away. “I’ve already agreed to the idea. Elise could use the help, and Amanda needs a place to stay. It’s a perfect solution for everyone.”

The younger Amanda pursed her lips. “I do see one big problem, however.”

Merek edged closer to her, a worried expression on his face. “What’s that?”

“We can’t both be called Amanda, and I don’t want to be Mandy again. Too juvenile.” She glanced at the other Amanda. “With the same name, people will mix us up constantly. They’ll say, ‘Amanda’ and we’ll both answer. We look too much alike and everyone will get confused.”

“Not a problem,” Richard responded. “We actually discussed this problem on the way over here. Amanda has agreed to dye her hair a dark brown. Also, she is older, although she doesn’t appear to be.” His brow knitted together at the comment. “You could almost be twins.”

“Why thank you, sir.” Amanda beamed at the compliment.

Elise and Merek shared a worried glance.

The Amanda under discussion said, “And to tell the truth, I wouldn't mind being called, Alexa. It’s my middle name anyway. We will just tell everyone I’m your older sister. That might be fun.”

“As long as you’re not my bossy older sister,” added Amanda.

“I’ll try not to be, but no promises,” smirked the renamed Alexa.

 “So, let’s get you settled, Alexa,” said Elise. Breathing heavily, she grabbed Richard’s arm and took a step.

Merek picked up their luggage as Elise gave a short gasp. “Oh dear, we have another problem.”

Richard’s eyes widened. “What’s that?”

“My water just broke.”

***

Elise woke to a fussing noise next to her. Turning, she peered into bright lavender eyes fringed with miniature dark lashes. The tiny face screwed up, and her daughter let out a howl.

“Okay, okay.” She patted the child. “It’ll be all right. I’ll get you something to eat if only I can figure out how it works.”

The newborn quieted at the suggestion, or maybe it was just the sound of her voice.

Elise was relieved that the birth had gone well, although she noticed that a few of the doctors and nurses exhibited a cool and distant attitude toward what they considered an alien intruder. Richard had stayed by her side most of the time, but he needed rest, so he’d left her briefly to catch up on some sleep of his own. A bit drowsy, Elise’s eyes opened, and she heard voices muttering nearby, “The half-breed is hungry. Better wake its mother.”

“These invaders are breeding like gebbits. Did you know there’s another one giving birth down the hall? If we don’t do something, we’ll be overrun by aliens.”

“A lot of Alysians won’t put up with them pushing into our world. Mark my words; someone will take matters into their own hands, and there will be hell to pay.”

The words chilled Elise as she struggled to sit up. She stared down into the perfect little face and reached in to scoop up the child. Her arms tightened about the bundle and rocked the newborn to keep it quiet.

“I see you’re awake.” Her doctor bustled in, took her pulse, and checked her chart. “You’re doing fine, all things considered. I’ve signed the release so that after breakfast, your husband can come and take you home.” He patted her arm and smiled.

His patronizing attitude set Elise’s teeth on edge.

As he left, a nurse arrived with a tray of food. For the first time in a while, food looked enticing. Her mouth watered. The nurse put the tray next to her and took the infant, placing her back into the crib next to the bed. “There. Enjoy your breakfast. Your husband is on his way.” 

The nurse handed her a cup. “Drink this. I’ll be right back to check on you.” She bustled out of the room.

Elise had the rim touching her lips when a different, younger nurse barged in and snatched the cup from her.

“Stop. Don’t drink that. You must leave right now.”

“I was going to eat breakfast,” Elise protested.

Bewildered, she stared at the nurse and shivered at the sight of violet eyes rimmed by black lashes. Curly dark hair escaped from a starched white cap. Her white uniform crinkled as she rummaged in the nearby closet.

The young nurse turned and said, “Not a good idea. I need to get you both out of here immediately. Put on these clothes.” She threw some clothes on the bed and pivoted to pick up the newborn. “Everything will be all right if we hurry. But we can’t delay.”

For an unknown reason, Elise followed her instructions and quickly got dressed. A wave of unease flowed over her. Something isn’t right. What’s the hurry? 

Once she was dressed, the nurse handed Elise back her baby and swung a wheelchair around.

“Climb aboard and let’s book it.”

“I’m not so sure…” 

In a voice that would suffer no argument, her kidnapper said, “You need to get out now.” 

Against all good judgment, Elise settled with her child into the chair and they took off. At the end of the hall, they passed a young man carrying a rolled-up magazine as if something dangerous was hidden inside. His eyes darted about. He paused to listen and then crept forward. Elise stared and shivered, alarmed by his furtive manner.

“That was a close call,” muttered her wheelchair driver as she, too, watched the man stride down the hall and slow at the now vacated room. He peered in and made a guttural noise of frustration. 

“Time to get clear,” their kidnapper informed her. The wheelchair picked up speed and whipped around a corner, losing sight of the intruder. Elise hugged her daughter tightly with one hand and gripped the wheelchair’s armrest with the other. Small bright eyes gazed into hers, seeming eerily intelligent for a newborn. “We’ll get you home safe,” she told her daughter.

“We’re not there yet,” huffed her driver as the chair continued its rapid pace down yet another corridor.

They slipped into an elevator that deposited them at the checkout desk just as Richard came striding through the hospital’s glass entry.

His eyes alighted on her and their child, a smile emerging, but they widened in surprise as he squinted over her shoulder at their driver. “Tempest?” he gasped.

Behind her, the nurse said, “Have Merek put her in the car while you sign her out. Then send him up to Amanda’s room to watch over her. Hurry!”

Bewildered, Elise tightened her grip on her daughter. Something was amiss.

The strange nurse leaned toward Richard. “Watch out. An attack was planned on her and the child. They’re safe now, but you need to increase your security at the house. Too many Alysians resent the Terrans’ presence on this world. Your situation could get dangerous.”

Richard turned to Elise. “Have Merek take you into the car while I check you out at the desk.”

“And Merek,” the young nurse put her hand on his arm. “Get Amanda home as soon as you can. Try to get her home tonight. If not that, early tomorrow. Stay with her. She’ll be okay if you do that, but taking her home as soon as possible would be wisest.”

Her guard frowned at the woman, looking rather confused. He glanced in question at Richard.

Richard gave him a shove. “Do everything she tells you to do. Now, go.”

Merek wheeled the chair around and headed out to the car, but not before Else twisted to catch a glimpse of Richard hugging the girl in a most familiar way. 

Who is she? And what’s she doing hugging my husband?

***

“There, I have ordered an upgraded security system for the house.” Richard paced about in their bedroom. “Evidently, our high profile had made us a target.”

“Okay, Richard. Who was that nurse that you hugged so enthusiastically at the hospital?”

Startled. Richard frowned at her. After a pause, he said, “She sometimes works with Trace. Fate, Elise, she just saved your life.” He stopped. “She’s gone now.” There was an odd note to his words.

She decided to let it go for now, but unnecessary pacing, avoiding eye contact, and too much hand-wringing, let Elise know Richard had something on his mind.

He stopped at her chair and studied his daughter sleeping in her arms. Abruptly, he said, “I think we should call her Tempest Fujeint Steele. The hospital is demanding a name for her birth certificate, so we need to decide soon.”

“You want to call our daughter Tempest? That’s a strange name.”

Richard regarded the floor of their bedroom and shrugged. “I know it’s unusual. Not like Jane or Rowyna.”

“Rowyna? That’s common?”

His face lifted, surprised. “Here, it’s very common.”

“All right. All right. I get it. The famous Rowyna Grae of Alysian history is a popular name for a female on this planet.” Elise paused. “You realize the name Tempest Fujeint is a bastardized version of old Earth’s, Tempus Fugit?”

Richard blinked. “No. What does that mean?”

Smiling, Elise said, “Time passes. We say it when we want a person to get on with something.”

Shock rolled over Richard. “Tempus means time?”

Elise shrugged. “Could be construed to mean that. The word tempest in English also means a whirlwind.” 

“That would be more like it.” He stared at the child.

Elise gazed at her daughter in her arms. “Of course, her last name would be Steele. Actually, it’s growing on me. It will remind me of Earth but be different and unique. I wouldn’t want her to be ordinary.”

Sighing, Richard shook his head. “I don’t think there’s a chance of that.”

 

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 8

Attack

 

Merek also heaved sighs as he trudged along a sidewalk in the metropolitan city of Tygel. He was out on an errand for the frazzled Commander. Pausing, he corrected himself. The Commander kept reminding him that she was only Elise Steele now, but recently the reminders came in a depressed tone of voice with slumped shoulders. He worried about her. She barely got dressed in the morning, and the growing baby took most of her time, despite available caregivers. She said that she remembered being neglected when her mother was Commander of the Fleet, and she vowed that she wouldn’t neglect her child like that, but it was proving exhausting. More and more, she commented to him how the original Elise had been a better mother than she had thought when a child.

Merek squinted around the bustling city as the sun beat down on his ship-sensitive skin. He still felt the weight of the world pressing down on his body and wondered how less augmented Terrans were coping. Eventually, they would have to adapt to all the challenges this world contained, but meanwhile, the process took its toll.

Also engrossed with a recent baby was his own wife, Amanda, who was spending less and less time with him. She was becoming totally absorbed by their new son, but Merek refused to whine about it. He hated whiners. The boy was a handsome child, like his mother, and he was proud to be its father. He just wished ...

Kicking a stone out of his path, he set his shoulders. He would be a good father to the boy. And he knew Amanda would be a good mother. He simply wanted more time together as a couple. The late-night feedings were exhausting both of them, leaving little time for intimacy.

One hundred ... one oh one ... He glanced at the address for the small technology store Elise had sent him to, but something wasn’t right. This part of town looked too rundown for any respectable business. He peered at his electronic tablet once again, thinking he must have copied the address wrong.

A woman screamed. He jerked his head up. In front of him, in an alley, three males surrounded a lone female.

“Hey, leave her alone.” He picked up his pace to rescue the woman when, startled, he recognized the victim of their attack.

“Alexa?” He faced the attackers.

What was she doing here?

All four swiveled to face him.

“Here's another one.” The tallest fellow with wide shoulders and a jutting chin jeered at him. A thick, brown mop of hair hung over his scowling face. Tattoos encircled his large biceps that flexed as he put his fists on his hips.

“Trajan?” Wild-eyed, the distraught woman yanked her arm from a short, fat attacker in a tight, red leather jacket. She stepped backward as the three now focused all their attention on Merek.

“What do we have here?” The ring leader of the tattooed arms signaled to his buddies, and the three stepped menacingly toward Merek. 

He turned to the others, tapping a hand on the chest of the one in the red leather. “Fate, Ralph, we’re going to have to get rid of these Earthlings one at a time.” He emphasized the slur on Merek’s origin.

The third, a wiry Alysian with a blond brush cut, let a feral smile dance across his lips. “I’m ready to clean the garbage off this planet. He'll do to start.” He pointed at Merek.

Merek’s fists clenched at the insults, but he attempted to remain calm. “You really don't want a fight here, gentlemen. Let the lady go, and we’ll be on our way.” Merek tried to begin with reason, but already knew the end to this story.

“Oh, but we do. We want to send a clear message to your kind to leave our planet. Go back to where you came from.” The speaker’s hand waved skyward. “Alysia for Alysians!” The tattooed wonder spat on the sidewalk in front of Merek and glared at him.

Merek eyed the three and didn’t see any seasoned fighters, just Alysian bullies who had no idea who they faced. In addition, two of them looked out of condition. Merek touched his sleeve to make sure knife and stunner were at hand. He watched them release Amanda and swagger toward him. He flicked his fingers at her, ship-talk for go. Then, he set himself.

They were an overly eager bunch, which worked in his favor. He let them make the first move. The fat, dark-haired one pulled a knife, and the blond crewcut waved a gun. A shot cracked the air, and they all laughed. 

That was all Merek needed. He flicked his dagger into the idiot's thigh, hearing a scream of pain as the gun clattered to the sidewalk and the surprised attacker grabbed his wounded leg. 

Alexa rushed forward, picked up the gun, and pointed it at the bully who now was cursing loudly.

The tall, muscular fellow rushed Merek. Before his attacker could position his knife, Merek took two quick steps forward, dropped his head, wrapped one arm around his attacker’s torso and one between his legs. He flexed his legs and lifted. With his attacker dangling in the air, Merek twirled around and threw him. A painful crunch signaled a head meeting hard ground where the Alysian remained unconscious.

“You broke his neck, you bastard,” the heavyset Alysian shouted. He halted, undecided on whether to rush Merek or run the other way.

Merek leveled his stunner at the loudmouth. “Knocked him unconscious,” he corrected.

The Alysian shook his fist at Merek. Eyeing the gun, he decided to talk Merek to death instead of fighting him. He shouted, “They'll have you convicted of murder for this. You’ll hang. My father knows people.”

“What? Defending myself against bullies? Three to one, and I have an eye witness.”

The red leather jacket croaked, “They won't believe her. Not after I explain how you attacked us. She’s a fragging Earthling who asked for a bit of fun. And, we were only willing to oblige her. Any Alysian jury will convict you.”

“I don’t think your idea of fun and hers are the same.”

Alexa edged out from behind Merek. “I asked to be left alone,” she yelled at her attacker.

Realizing that talk was getting him nowhere, the red jacket attempted to throw his knife, but he was not as quick as Merek, who shot his assailant in the chest.

An expression of shock flashed across the fellow's face seconds before he slumped to the grass.

Merek scanned the area and pulled Alexa from behind him. “Are you all right?” he asked.

“Trajan! Oh, Trajan,” she sobbed. “They were going to… They said ... horrible things.”

“Alexa, Remember, Trajan's dead. I'm his clone… not his ghost.”

She paused, confusion on her face. “I ... know.” She glanced away. “It’s just ... I see you, and I want to believe  it’s him.”

“I look too much like him, and you miss him. We all do, but I need to call the police and have them take care of these guys. Otherwise, I'll be a hunted criminal. As it is, reporting this won't be fun and will most likely turn nasty. You don't want to be around when the authorities arrive.”

With an angry gesture, she brushed back her hair. “It wasn’t like that piece of trash said. I was trying to find this store for the Commander, and they jumped me.”

Putting a hand on her arm to calm her, he said, “I believe you, but don’t go out alone anymore. Tygel’s streets aren’t safe for our kind.”

“I didn’t think it would be like this,” she protested.

“Few of us did,” he said grimly.

The idiot with a knife in his leg quit howling and now limped toward them holding a hand over a gushing wound. “I've called the police,” he screeched. “You're going to prison. You’ll regret this. I know important people.”

Merek's caller rang. He answered. “Yes, I'm nearby at Canal Road and One Hundredth Avenue.” He surveyed the area. “But Commander, there's a problem. Actually, there are three problems. Serious human problems. Two are hurt, one unconscious. Right. I'll wait here until you arrive. The police have been called. Better bring Director Steele along to help sort this out.”

***

Everyone stood around at the police station looking worried or angry. Elise turned to Merek. “Lucky for you that idiot…” 

“Joe Brandel,” interrupted a uniformed Alysian officer who stood stiffly next to Merek. The man was not happy. Angry eyes and thin lips glared at the motley group of wounded Alysians and nervous Terrans. “His name is Joe Brandel. His father is an important business man around here.”

Next to the uniform, the precinct’s police chief glared at Richard who entered calm and unruffled. His eyes widened upon hearing the famous Steele name and narrowed in anger when he took a call from the mayor. Apparently, Richard had used his powerful political pull and managed to persuade the mayor to request that Merek be released into his custody.

Addressing Merek directly, Elise continued, “Lucky for you that idiot, Joe Brandel isn't dead.” Her lips pursed in annoyance. “As it is, the situation is bad enough.”

“Commander ...”

“It's Elise. Or Mrs. Steele if I’m angry enough.”

Richard Steele gazed at her and murmured, “Mrs. Steele if you're upset?”

“Don’t be mad at me.” Merek licked his lips. “I, at no time, planned to kill anyone, unlike their intentions. I acted purely in self-defense.”

“Officer,” Alexa interrupted, “They attacked me. They threatened to rape me. Traj ... Merek ... rescued me. They provoked the incident. Merek did nothing … until that Joe person pulled a knife, and then, he merely defended himself. The man was knocked out but not killed.”

Hands on her hips, Elise said, “Yes, well, I hope the judge and jury see it your way.”

“Two were unconscious and one is injured,” responded the red-faced officer. He clenched his hands into fists.

With a scowl still on his face, the police chief turned to Richard and said, “I’m not happy about this, but the mayor has ordered me to release the man into your custody. If I hear he has attacked any more of my citizens, you can bet he’ll be back here behind bars facing a trial, mayor or no.” 

Richard smiled at the precinct Captain. “Good day, Captain. Thank you for your cooperation.” He hurriedly ushered his group out of the police station.

***

On the way home, no one said a word. Uncomfortable silence filled the car. Once back home, Richard collapsed with a sigh into his favorite burgundy chair and eyed the dispirited lot in front of him. Merek rubbed his forehead, apparently not knowing what to say. Alexa shivered. Her gaze landed on Elise. “Commander…”

When a frown met her words, she winced. “Okay, Elise then. It’s hard to get used to saying that.” Alexa shook her head. A smile emerged. “Also, hard to get used to that blue dress you’re wearing.”

Elise raised an eyebrow at Alexa. “Blue has always been a color I like. Black is a bit harsh for my complexion.”

Alexa gaped at her. “I'm not talking about the color. I’m talking about you wearing a dress.” 

With a shrug, Elise said, “It seems that women married to high-positioned Alysian men wear dresses in Tygel.” Elise smoothed down the bright material and adjusted a left sleeve. “I felt the need to wear clothing appropriate to my station if I was going to talk to any high-ranking law enforcement officers. Appearance can make a difference in how you’re treated.”

Elise cast a glance at Amanda as she made an entrance into the living room. Joining the conversation without missing a beat, she agreed, “Every fashionable woman in Tygel wears a dress. Only women of questionable gender or lower status stride around in pants.” She raised an eyebrow at Merek as she saw his disheveled appearance. 

He yanked down his jacket and ineffectually brushed at the drying blood on his collar.

Richard gestured with an arm. “Please, everyone, sit.” His eyes warmed as he gazed at his wife. “You look lovely, Elise. Very elegant. But wear what makes you comfortable.”

Elise sat at one end of the sofa while Richard leaned forward at the other. A maid brought in drinks and snacks and placed them on a low table in front of them. 

Gingerly, Merek and Amanda perched on the edge of an opposite chair and eyed one another. “What happened?” Amanda pointed at his bloodied collar. 

His finger brushed at a spot. “I got in a fight and was arrested,” he confessed.

Her gaze traveled over the whole group. “Oh, Merek! Are you okay?”

Merek glanced away. “I’m fine, but if it hadn’t been for Director Steele’s intervention, I’d be sitting in jail watching them construct a hanging platform for me.”

“We’re not quite that barbaric,” his benefactor retorted, stiffening in protest.

“Close enough. That precinct Captain wasn’t happy to let me go. He wanted my head.”

“You will still have to stand trial,” Richard reminded him.

“You know I won’t have a chance.” Merek’s tone reflected his bitterness. “They’ll put me away or hang me."

Alexa bit into a cracker, creating a loud crunch. She said, “I want to get away from this bigoted place. I can’t live here. I thought I would be happy here, but it’s not safe for Terrans. Please … take me to the Homestead. You have better qualified people who can watch over Tempest, and I don’t want to deal with these Alysians anymore. Sorry, Director Steele. You're the exception.”

“There are others like me,” he murmured.

“Not enough,” she answered.

***

Standing in their living room, Elise jiggled her daughter in her arms as she faced Richard. She smelled the sour milk staining her bright red top and knew her hair needed brushing. No makeup again. Tempest had awakened her early, and she hadn’t time for beauty preparations except for a quick face wash. Her clothes were too tight, due to what John called “post breast feeding weight gain.” With Tempest now on the bottle, her weight had ballooned. Sleep deprived, she walked through the day practically a zombie, and her mood went from cranky to crankier. Transitioning from fleet commander to mother was more difficult than she’d imagined. And yet, as she watched Tempest grow and develop into her own person, it was like opening a package layer by layer, surprised and delighted at what emerged.

She organized her scattered thoughts, so she could present an idea to Richard that she had been mulling over. She took a breath and began, “I was thinking about Alexa’s comment. Taking her to the Homestead might not be a bad idea.” She added, “Elija wants me to visit the Homestead anyway, and I need a change of scenery. The mountain air would be good for Tempest, too. Besides, Elija wants to meet his niece.” It all came out in a rush.

Furrows on Richard’s brow hinted at his misgivings with the whole idea. “You said he wasn’t your brother.”

“Okay, cousin. Whatever relationship you want to assign to him.”

“I’m pretty confused about what the relationship is between you two, and almost afraid to guess.”

“Friendly, at the moment.” She fluttered a hand at him. “That’s not the issue here.”

A stubborn expression formed on his face. “I really don’t want you out on your own after that incident at the hospital and now what’s happened in Tygel with Merek ...”

She put her daughter down and faced him, fists clenched on her hips. “I need to get out of here and do something other than feed a bottle or change diapers. Richard, this is your wife’s sanity we’re talking about.” She raked her hand through her hair and paced away from him. Then, she strode back. “I commanded a fleet—a fleet of spaceships past black holes, fought aliens, discovered new world never seen before, and now I’m just …”

“Someone’s mother.” He stared down at the floor. “I think I understand.” He gave her a hopeful smile. “I could go with you. I don’t want you alone and vulnerable. You need protection.”

“The way the Alysians are behaving toward the Terrans, you are the last person Elija would welcome on his doorstep.”

“How about Merek?” Richard had that pouty expression on his face that boded trouble and indicated a stubborn streak was on its way.

In a flash, inspiration hit. “What about Angel? If we introduced Elija to Angel, he’d fling his door wide open.”

Her husband’s expression became thoughtful. He closed his eyes and tapped a finger against his lips. “Trace has been wanting someone to check out the Homestead, but Elija’s been very reluctant to let anyone other than certain vetted personnel inside. That makes us uneasy about what is going on in there.”

“How about I go armed with a baby and look over the place for you. Alexa could accompany me. Elija has always been fond of her.”

“I want Angel to go with you two.”

“When can we leave?” 

***

Leaving took longer than an impatient Elise could tolerate. If she had been in charge, they’d already be on their way. Nevertheless, the idea of exploring the Diechwrathe Mountains and more foreign parts of the planet excited her.

Determined to get in shape, she went on a strict diet and cajoled Amanda and Alexa to walk around the garden’s perimeter with her every day while Tempest napped. Meanwhile, Tempest grew from infant to baby to toddler.

In a twist of events, Merek’s assailants dropped all charges. At Trace’s instigation, I.N.Sys located a local security camera, which had recorded the whole episode, sound included. 

Richard thanked Trace and profusely breathed a sigh of relief. A public trial would have sparked unrest. Trace had recognized a volatile situation and mentioned the threat of it to the mayor. Further investigation unearthed a street side cam video and proved beyond all doubt Merek’s protest of self-defense.

But Trace wanted a favor in return.

As departure day drew near, one of Trace’s top agents, Deuce Card, showed up unexpectedly at the house. Young for the responsibilities he carried, Deuce cut a flashy figure in his shimmering cream shirt and pearl-gray pants. A myriad of accessories, communication equipment disguised as jewelry, adorned his body. When Elise opened her door, he stood on the step, adjusting an ear bud as he chatted at the air.

He looked up and focused on Elise. “Hi again.” He grinned at her, popped out the device, and put it away.

Surprised at Deuce’s arrival, Elise turned to Richard, her eyes full of questions.

“Come in.” Richard waved him past Elise, who suspected a secret plot had been hatched behind her back.

Merek entered from another room, wearing an innocent expression. “Is Deuce here yet?” He eyed the entry, searching for him.

Pointing to the agent on her doorstep, she asked, “Why is he here?” Her eyes narrowed as she cocked her head. “What are you three up to?”

“This is an incredible opportunity,” her husband began as he settled her, Merek, and Deuce into their living room. “I owe Trace for his help in Merek’s case. In passing conversation,  I mentioned your trip to the Homestead.”

Drinks and snacks magically appeared.

She furrowed her brow and exchanged quizzical glances with Merek, who gazed away. He was obviously in on the scheme, whatever it was.

Deuce cleared his throat. “We know that Elija’s family to you.” Here, he paused to brush back wayward ash brown curls around his face and adjust a belt studded with communication gear. “But we need to better know what’s going on inside the Homestead.”

“Whoa.” Elise sat up straight and shot an angry glance at Richard. “You’re not asking me to spy, are you?”

A flush suffused Deuce’s cinnamon-colored skin. “Nothing that dramatic. Just keep your eyes open and notice stuff. Explore a bit. Find out how many residents live there. There’s a lot of construction going on. We think they’re building research facilities, but we don’t know for what purpose. It worries us. Merek made a deal with us. If we got him off the abuse charge, he agreed to go to the Homestead with you and help investigate.”

Merek shifted in his seat. “Amanda’s not happy that I’ll be gone so long, but she agreed.”

“What are we looking for?” Elise sipped a drink to moisten her suddenly dry mouth. 

“We’re not sure. We know Carter spent a lot of time there due to a nearby clean-air installation project. We know he’s a genius inventor, but we want to be sure he designed harvesters, not weapons.”

Elise began, “Carter wouldn't…”

Deuce leaned forward. “Oh, please. He has before. His projects haven’t all been cleaner bots and garden tools.” He glanced at Richard. “Also, I happen to know his son is there.”

“Son? You’re saying Carter has a son? You’re sure?” She felt the blood drain from her face. 

A clone. I suggested to John that he should clone Carter, and he may have gone and done it.

Without thinking, Merek shifted in his chair. “More likely John has …”

Interrupting him before Merek blurted out sensitive information, Elise said, “Carter mentioned a girl there he liked.” Elise tossed Merek a glare.

Thankfully, he caught on and shut up. Richard didn’t need to know about Terran cloning techniques.

“Okay. Okay.” Deuce waved a hand. “Observe and see what’s going on. Report anything unusual. Most likely, Elija will allow you into places he wouldn’t let anyone else. Go there. Ask to visit where you notice unusual activity.” 

She barely could find her voice. “You really do want me to spy on the Homestead.”

Richard patted her hand. “We need to make sure everything is okay, and he’s not mounting an army to take over Alysia. If that is what’s going on, you and Merek are the only ones in a position to uncover it.”

She was furious at his attempted manipulations but managed to hold onto her temper …. but barely. She scowled at him.

He put his hand up, warding back her anger. “Bashar, Deuce, and I rescued your Terrans. We helped your side; now, we need you to help us.”

Deuce slanted his head and offered a wise nod.

Elise gritted her teeth in frustration. “Those at the Homestead, and elsewhere, only want to make a quiet life as farmers and merchants, raise a family.”

Richard spread his hands. “Then, they will be welcomed here. We just want to be sure that’s their goal.” 

“What about Angel?” she asked.

Richard put his hand on her arm. “Angel will join you after you arrive. Alexa is going also. Use her wisely. She’s not trained and might say something that could compromise the situation.”

“And I won’t?”

Deuce nodded. “You’re smarter. You were a commander of a fleet. I haven't forgotten.”

She didn’t think that was how she wanted to receive her validation, but her parched ego took it anyway. As back-handed as his comment might be, at least he recognized her worth. She had begun to doubt he did.

Richard continued. “Besides, Elija won’t let anyone at the Homestead hurt you. He’s in your Captains’ Club.”

“This might help.” Deuce reached for a bag. “The pin attaches to most materials and is a sensitive camera and recorder.” He pulled out of another item. “This watch can transmit information or communicate like a phone.”

He handed one to each, then reached back into the bag and retrieved a weapon. “This works like a stun gun if you get into a situation where your life is in danger.”

Learning forward, Elise said, “Are you crazy? If I go into his home loaded with that stuff, he’ll throw me out.”

Deuce held up a hand. “We’re packing it into a small lined case that blocks scanners. Tuck it into your suitcase.”

A frown crinkled her brow. “I’m not comfortable with this whole idea.” She pushed away the bag.

Deuce had the grace to appear chagrined. “We’d like to avoid a war. Alysians outnumber you by a wide margin, but your people have a more sophisticated technology. The damage to both sides would be catastrophic if war came. Richard donated a large piece of land for your people to live on, but we fear what they are doing there. Help us, Elise.

Elise eyed the stack of surveillance equipment and wrinkled her nose. “I’ll make no promises,” she answered.

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 9

The Homestead

 

Elise shifted a restless daughter around on her hip and stared at the intricately carved wooden entrance. The Homestead stood much grander than she’d expected. Large vertically planked logs framed several elegant picture windows. Stately trees and thick shrubbery surrounded the place, which nestled into a majestic mountainside. 

Wide-eyed and mesmerized, Tempest’s tiny head swiveled around to regard the nearby swaying greenery. Her eyes blinked as leaves rustled next to her. The breeze stirred her hair, causing the child to rub her face and sneeze.

Merek reached out. “Let me take her. You knock.”

The door opened and a smiling Elija said, “Welcome to the Homestead. Can we help with your baggage?”

Shifting Tempest, Merek responded, “Thanks. That would be great.”

Elise realized that Merek hadn’t had a chance to study Elija up close. Once captain of the Valiant in her fleet, Elija was now patriarch to a major Terran establishment they called the Homestead. He strongly resembled his clone-sibling, except for his male gender. He had her brilliant violet eyes and short, auburn hair. As he greeted them, he rubbed his close-cropped beard, which gave him a gentleman farmer appearance. “That drive up the mountain can be daunting.” Elija bent his head and stepped aside. “Come in.”

Merek nodded. “Quite the challenge for those who have spent a lifetime enclosed in a metal ship.” He scrutinized the area. “But we made it.”

A sigh came from Elise. “I wasn’t sure for a while.” 

Amanda shrugged off a jacket. “At times, I expected we would just sail off the edge into the open air.”

The comment caused Elija to frown, as he signaled for a young man to take their bags, then waved them inside.

A cozy room on their left held a stone fireplace and big, comfortable magenta chairs in a semi-circle around a small wooden table. An impressive oil painting of a waterfall spilling down a forested mountain covered a large portion of one wall. More artwork of landscapes and wild animals decorated nearby walls. A deep-piled, navy and magenta-toned floral rug complemented the chairs and lay overtop a hardwood floor.

Elise scrubbed her hair back as she glanced around. “Whew. I don’t remember that ride being so intimidating. The sky just went on and on out over the edge of the road. The trees loomed over us on both sides, making a green tunnel while we corkscrewed higher and higher.”

Elija gestured them to seats while Merek lay Tempest in a playpen that a helper unfolded nearby. “It’s hard to get used to… but you do. Please sit and relax.”

Straightening, Merek said, “I don’t think I ever could get used to driving over that rough terrain.”

“The mountain roads can be treacherous, but we like it that way.” Elija grinned. “Few outsiders risk venturing up here. Also, last winter was brutal and left a lot of potholes while also carving out a few edges of the road. We also had to move some heavy boulders that blocked the way.”

“We noticed,” grumbled Merek.

A table rumbled in, reminding Elise of one of Carter’s cleaner bots. It stopped at her side, and the lid popped open to emit a spicy scent that wafted up from two steaming mugs.

“Help yourself.” Elija eased into a chair while a bot dumped logs onto the fire. Bright flames sparked up, causing Elise to startle.

Elija put out a hand to steady her. “I know that after living on a spaceship your entire life, an open fire takes getting used to.”

“I sense Carter’s influence here,” Elise noted as she delicately lifted out a mug of tea from the table bot. Her hands trembled lifting the cup. An open fire on board a ship was a death warrant. Every nerve in her body shouted danger, but she managed to control her fear and take a sip.

Thankfully, noticing her attempt at control, Elija said, “He’s a genius with machines, especially robots.”

“Merek mentioned that his son was here.” Elise peered over at Elija and raised an eyebrow.

“When Luttrell last visited, he mentioned your suggestion that Carter be cloned.” Elija shrugged. “I told him I would take them and raise them if he did the deed.”

“Them!” Elise snapped upright, almost spilling her tea. “Explain.”

Tempest let out a startled cry and began to fuss.

Elise rooted around in her carry bag and produced a bottle that Merek fed to the child. She stared at Elija.

Immediately, the baby quieted. 

Elija’s penetrating eyes slanted a look at her. “We Terrans will need Carter’s genius in the future, wouldn’t you agree? It only makes sense to reproduce him. Besides, John wanted to take one, and I wanted one.”

Elise snorted, “John wouldn’t be capable of parenting a child, much less one of Carter’s clones. They always considered each other adversaries.”

Elija pursed his lips. “But it turned out that Beth is capable. Rumor has it that his long-time assistant bore him a child. I heard she is now raising the two together.”

Elise regretted that the former Elise hadn’t been given the opportunity. Her original and John had been lovers with little hope of offspring. So now, John’s natural child was a bonus, and, God, Carter’s clone too. “Beth looked pregnant last time I saw her." She stared into the cup as steam from the drink rose into her face. The warmth and moisture eased the chill as memories swarmed in her head.

Merek sipped his tea, then rubbed his brow. “Jay has a lab on the station John could use.”

“But my ship, The New Found Hope, has John’s old, fully-equipped lab, and it’s tethered to the station.”

Elija rubbed his forehead. “So, John’s there, most likely with the other Carter clone.”

A young, blue-eyed blond female appeared at the door and announced, “Dinner is ready anytime you are.”

“Thanks, Bea. We’ll come in now.” Elija stood up. “We’ve added a whole new wing to the cabin. It’s equipped with a state-of-the-art kitchen, an adjoining dining room, and a separate living room where we gather to relax.” 

“The place did look bigger, but with all the trees around, I couldn’t be sure.” Elise picked up the now cooing Tempest and began to pat her. A large belch resulted along with a great deal of laughter and attention, which the child soaked up with a wide smile and waving arms. 

Elise scanned the area and the friendly people she had been asked to spy on, and anger filled her at the task set before her.

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 10

Meet and Greet 

 

What the hell am I doing here?

Elise stared up at the ceiling of her guest room. 

She reached out to pat an empty place where Richard usually slept in their bed at home. A group of giggling girls had taken her daughter to the nurser,y and Alexa still hadn’t returned from a post dinner party. Merek was off somewhere, making the room felt achingly empty. She’d never been this alone in her life. Not even the comforting blinking lights from a ship’s bridge were around to keep her company.

At dinner, the dining room had been packed with Terrans. They had gathered to acknowledge her and reminisce about their experiences in space. Many also commented on the Homestead, eagerly describing their current reactions to planet living.

“The trees. I didn’t realize how big trees could grow,” one scrawny man burbled. He shoveled a spoonful of mashed potato into his mouth and kept speaking, “And so green, lots of shades of green.” He blinked at her.

A young girl at his side with the same brown eyes and skinny build added, “And the flowers have so many colors it takes my breath away. I saw a peachy-pink, lots with yellow at the center and red tips, while some were all shades of the rainbow. Also, there are so many shapes and forms. Goodness, in my wildest dreams I never imagined so many different plants, of all things.”

They nodded at each other, mouths full and eyes sparkling.

Elise recognized a few of the inhabitants in the room. She had grown up within the fleet, clone of the captain of The New Found Hope. Her entire childhood had been focused on her succeeding the original Elise. Everyone in the fleet had known Captain Fujeint and her clone. But then, Commander Reardon was killed in the battle with aliens, and Elise became fleet commander. However, effects from extended cryo, coupled with negligence in not updating nanites, resulted in her unexpected death. Long-lived, the first Elise could have lived a lot longer, and Elise series II wished she had.

With that death, Elise Series II became Commander of the Fleet at the age of thirty-one. Following her meteoric rise, now two years later, she was simply a mother and wife who was bored out of her mind and feeling overlooked.

A vaguely familiar face walked up to her. “I knew your mother,” the aging Lothario at her side informed her. “I went on a few dates with her.” 

An older woman joined them. She giggled and patted his arm. “Hank Grant, you are a scoundrel.”

Elise concluded by his pleased expression that the elder Mr. Grant rather liked that role. He shot her a triumphant smile and tossed back a strong drink. 

Trying to be the diplomat, Elise said, “I remember mother said something about enjoying your dates.”

From a chair at her right, Elija leaned forward. “Well hello, Hank. Haven’t seen you around much lately.”

Hank turned to a woman across the table, winked, and murmured words that made her giggle. Satisfied that he had been noticed, he bowed to Elise, saying, “I hope we can talk later in a more intimate setting.” A wide grin, a wave of hand at everyone, and he moved on with a cluster of women trailing behind.

Elija tapped Elise’s arm and whispered, “I heard Elise dumped him for Carter, which he didn’t take very well. It put his nose out of joint. Since that day, the poor man’s been trying to soothe his bruised ego by flirting with every woman in the room. It’s rather sad.”

“I remember him now. He was a handsome playboy who never settled down. Woman loved him.”

“Except the one that got away. Be careful. He’s a womanizer, and you’re Elise’s clone. He might see hurting you as a way to get even for your mother’s rejection.”

Elise rolled her eyes. “He’s much too old for me.”

“He does keep the old hens around here in a flutter. They rather like the attention.” He gazed about the room. “Although there are moments when I feel like I’m back in the teen center with all the drama.”

Elise watched as Tempest traveled from lap to lap, mostly among the teenage girls. The child was in her glory, soaking up all the attention. After she noticed their careful handling of her daughter, tension in Elise’s shoulders eased, and her focus returned to the table talk. 

“A great number of our residents are young adults,” Elija pointed out. “The work here is exhausting and not glamorous. Mining, farming, and construction all require hard physical labor, leaving the older women to cook and clean.”

Elise sniffed. “And the older men to flirt with them.”

“Always,” he admitted, choking with laughter.

Elise changed the topic. “I noticed that you have built a lot since I last visited.”

Elija grinned. “We’ve added the kitchen, dining room, and a large living room.”

“I saw construction in progress out the back too.”

“We've also added science and manufacturing facilities by coring out the mountain behind the cabin to ensure privacy and security. Carter built farm implements for us, but we need more. I asked him to return, however he’s busy on the station.”

“Where’s his clone? Does he know about the child?”

Elija shrugged. “Of course. That’s one of the reasons he stays away. He sees himself too clearly in the kid.” Elija pointed to a dark-haired child earnestly playing with blocks in the next room. Beside him, a curly-haired toddler threw a block at him to get his attention.

Elise chuckled. “I should have figured that out. And who is the young female throwing blocks at him?”

Leaning in, Elija said conspiratorially, “His sister’s clone.”

Eyes widening, Elise asked, “Does Abbie know?”

“No. And, don’t tell her. Carter obtained the samples of DNA and doesn’t want anyone to say anything.”

“You should tell her husband. Jacob should know.”

“Yes, eventually. But the time is not yet right.”

Her host rose and gave a small bow. “I need to make an appearance at my office before I turn in. Merek says Angel will be here tomorrow or late tonight. He went to fetch him. I’m really looking forward to meeting an Enjelise. Afterwards, I’ll give you a tour around the Homestead.”

“I’d like that.” So that’s where Merek has gotten to. 

He left, and she watched the children for a while as they played. Eventually, Tempest joined them on the rug, but her daughter seemed more interested in the young caretakers than any of the toys or other children.

Dinner ended. A server whisked away her plate and glass. A laughing woman carted Tempest away to the nursery, and a party started up in the living room. 

Alexa sidled up to her. “Are you joining the party?”

Elise shook her head. “I’m too tired. It’s been a long day… but you go ahead.”

“You don’t mind?”

“Not at all.”

With that, Alexa wandered off with a fellow on each arm and a huge grin on her face. Merek was still missing in action. But with Tempest in good hands, Elise decided to tuck it in.

So now, she stared up at the ceiling, listened to the background hum of the Homestead, and sighed loudly.

“Maybe a bit of conversation is in order.”

“Ack!” Elise shot straight up in bed and groped for her stun gun. She pointed it toward the voice, shaking.

“That’s not necessary.” A dark shadow, growing brighter, emerged from the corner, revealing a familiar face. 

“Angel! How did you get in here?”

“Through the door. How else?” Angel dangled a key in front of her. “Merek gave me the key. I must say, you have a rather rude way of greeting a friend, one who has saved your life more than once, I might add.”

“You startled me.”

“I wanted a quiet talk about what we plan to do here. Merek was uncomfortable with being alone with you, but I have no problem. Unlike him, it seems, I find you an adequate conversationalist.”

Flustered, she patted the chair next to her bed and Angel sat down. “I don’t think that’s the reason.”

The door opened and Merek timidly joined them. “I have a special gift that Angel brought from your husband,” he said.

“Richard?” She still wasn’t used to the idea of having a husband.

Merek placed a cylinder at the center of the floor. She moved over to a nearby chair and stared at it. He pushed a button and a hologram blossomed. There stood Richard… a wide grin on his face and a dark curl falling over one eyebrow.

“Hello, Sweetheart. Surprise. I talked to Jacob on the station who contacted a fellow named T’Sang. Remember the captains’ conference I attended with you? I wondered if that technology could be down-sized to a personal communications device. T’Sang reconfigured parts from your office communicator and sent it to me via shuttle courier. And, here I am.” He threw out both arms.

She laughed at his drama. 

He continued, “Now Merek has to record your voice and transmit it back. Needless to say, I miss you, and hope you’re well.” She got a wave before he blinked out.

Merek leaned over and picked up the transmitter. He fumbled in a pocket and attached a device to it. Glancing over at her, he said, “Okay, say some words back.”

She totally blanked for a moment; then she waved. “Hello, I miss you too. Tomorrow Elija plans to take us on a tour. He’s expanded. You wouldn’t recognize the place. I’ll message you after I get back. Tempest is the center of attention and basking in the limelight. Merek watches out for me, and Angel just arrived. Everything is going well.”

The image wavered.

Merek thumped the equipment. “Uh oh. Energy output is diminishing. We need to wrap this up.” 

“I miss you; I love you.” She sat back.

Merek nodded and bundled up the holograph machine. “I’ll leave you to rest now,” he said as he backed out, almost running into a chair. Angel looked over his shoulder and shook his head as he followed Merek out.

Once again, she was the only one in the room, but she no longer felt alone.

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 11

A Tour

 

The morning dawned bright and clear, the sun’s rays shining through her window, making patterns on the floor. A lively young brunette knocked on her door and delivered coffee with pastries. “Elija, Merek, and the Enjelise are all at breakfast.”

Bright eyes sparkling, the girl sat the tray on a table. “I’ve never seen an Enjelise before. I didn’t know they existed. He’s so beautiful.”

Elise chuckled as she slipped on a robe and took a sip of coffee. “They are impressive, but you get used to them… eventually.”

Have I really gotten used to Angel? The thought gave her pause.

The girl raised her eyebrows, not convinced. “Elija asks that you join them soon. Can I help you with anything?”

Elise shook her head. “I think I can manage. How’s Tempest doing? Is she a problem?”

The girl laughed. “Oh no, rather the opposite. We all love her. She’s already had breakfast and is playing with the other kids. Don’t worry about her. She’s well taken care of. Elija is anxious to leave fairly soon for your tour.”

With her message delivered, the girl bowed out, leaving Elise to dress. At the last minute, Elise pinned on the miniature camera, wearing it as a piece of jewelry. She brushed her hair back and straightened a collar.

***

After breakfast, Merek, and Elise headed out. Merek assured the remaining Enjelise that he would watch out for her. Therefore, Angel stayed behind since he had promised one of the scientists a chance to study him and answer questions about his people. Excited that they would learn about a new alien species, Elija left to settle Angel in one of his labs. 

Soon, he joined Elise and Merek in the garage.

Approaching them, Elija said, “The most impressive way to see the Homestead and the surrounding area is by flitter.”

“Flitter?” Elise wrinkled her nose.

Elija pointed to an open cockpit vehicle that resembled a large, stubbed-winged dragonfly with retractable landing gear. “Carter designed the flitter using a minature nuclear-powered energy source. It never runs out of energy.” Elija patted the contraption.

“Is it safe?” Elise eyed it with a frown.

“Alysia is dangerous anywhere you go. In a crowded city or out in the isolated wilds, every place can be dangerous. But this contraption is as safe as you can be if the pilot’s careful.”

Eyeing Elija as he climbed into the pilot’s seat, she smirked. “So, no guarantees on safe, then?”

He shrugged. “No guarantees, but we should be all right. Nonetheless, we need to be equipped.” He handed out a helmet and safety goggles to each. Turning around, he reached into a compartment at the flitter’s rear, ran his hand around, and pulled out two stun guns. With a satisfied grunt, he closed the top. “Looks like Sara packed us properly.”

He handed the weapons, one to each. “These are stun guns. Use yours carefully. They hold six discharges before running out. Dangerous wildlife roams the woods nearby, so keep a look out, think twice before you shoot.”

“Krells, slives…” Merek muttered, reciting an obviously learned list of dangerous indigenous animals.

“Marmots.” Elija cocked his head. “Ever seen one?”

Merek’s brow crinkled in puzzlement. “Never heard of them.”

Contemplating Elise, Elija said, “Bearlike, but much larger, with vicious claws and teeth. They’re carnivores and dangerous. Luckily, they stay away from the Homestead unless they get hungry or something attracts them.”

"They sound dangerous," she said with a shudder.

"We'll stay away." Elija opened the door to the craft and ushered the two in. “Have you ever seen a waterfall up close?”

“Not a real one,” Elise replied.

“Then you’re in for a treat. Buckle up.” Their pilot closed the door, and the small craft lifted, rotated, and shot out of the building while she hurriedly secured her straps. 

Elise’s stomach jumped into her throat as the flitter swooped out over grass and gardens. She suddenly remembered that as a ship’s pilot, Elija had been an unrestrained hotshot. He liked to show off. She stood and gripped the front bar tightly, setting herself for a wild ride.

Wind beat against her body, making her clothes flap violently. She shivered in the brisk temperature of the high altitude.

Colorful red, white, and yellow flowers danced below her feet as they soared across a meadow of wildflowers in bloom. Soon, off to the right, fields undulated in the vivid green of freshly planted crops. Farther out, tiny workers on toy machines sowed new seeds into the rich soil. Several arms waved as they circled back, headed up over the rooftop of the Homestead, and brushing tree tips, climbed the Mountain’s steep side.

Up and up they rode with Elise clutching the bar tightly. Adrenaline pumped through her body. Below, the scenery grew dense with dark firs and chiseled rock that jutted out from the steep mountainside. An occasional brightly flowered patch of ground peeked out to reveal a nearby meandering stream, soon hidden within its surrounding forest.

A thunderous roar sounded in the distance. The air misted about her. It felt like the very earth shook as they dipped into a gorge and a majestic waterfall opened up before them. The art on the wall, as beautiful as it had been, didn’t do the reality justice. The experience overwhelmed all senses.

Elise heard Elija’s voice in her helmet. “It defines the word gravity,” he said. 

Water poured off the edge, cascading with awesome grandeur to the land below. She stared in amazement as water and gravity combined to generate immense power. Nearby, sunlight filtered through a fine mist, displaying a delicate rainbow.

“It’s breathtaking,” she shouted back.

Awed, Merek could only stare.

In an unexpected move, Elija swooped closer, laughing above the tumultuous roar. 

Frowning behind his safety glasses, Merek gripped the hold bar so hard that it almost bent. He tossed a worried glance her way.

Chilled rivulets of water splattered her face and clothes. Exhilaration swept over her. She threw back her head and laughed. 

Far below, the water eventually collected in a deep pool to continue on as smaller rivers and streams. At its edge, a large moose-like animal lifted an antlered head to bray at them.

“A yelk?” Merek questioned.

Elise gazed down at the enormous creature who, having announced his presence, went back to his drink.

“Got it in one,” Elija answered as the flitter made a wide sweep along the mountain’s ridge. They canted right and rose again, to leave the scene dwindling in the distance.

“Grab our stuff out of the back and put it on. Get the rebreathers too.” Elija gestured at Merek.

They continued to rise. After she donned a heavy jacket, Elise felt the air grow chill on her face Trees became sparse and disappeared. The ground turned white. Below them, a large herd of nimble, four-footed animals, resembling miniature goats, went from a standstill to a run as Elija swooped overhead, scattering them over the ground below.

“Look! A krell.” Above and to the left, crouching on a ledge, a shaggy white cat-like animal watched the stampeding herd with avid interest. When Elija buzzed by, the krell roared, revealing large incisors and a bad temper.

“Be careful,” Merek admonished the daredevil pilot.

Elise felt the blood pumping through her veins. The world around her thrummed with life. This was primitive Alysia before the first humans arrived to push them into their current mountain wilderness.

“Okay. One last place to show you before we stop for lunch.” 

Elija angled the craft higher until they reached the very top. Elise sucked on her rebreather when the atmosphere grew too thin. Carefully, the flitter landed on a ridge as mountain range after mountain range spread out before them toward an endless purple-hazed horizon.

“Over there,” Elija pointed northeast, “lies Islia. And there,” he pointed northwest, “lies the heart of the Diechwrathe.”

Elise closed her eyes, terrified by the endless whiteness of the land and the vast blue depth of the sky. Nothing sheltered her. No walls held her safe. Her whole body and mind screamed in terror.

“A bit different from a ship’s monitor screen, eh?”

“We need to head down,” Merek said firmly as he put his hand over hers. He saw how the open sky frightened her.

“It’s overwhelming at first, I’ll admit.” Elija restarted the flitter and they plunged downward. “But after a few times, I found it quite addictive.” 

The air grew more breathable as they descended.

Elise opened her eyes and tried to get a grip on her terror of the wide-open sky. Soon, the side of the mountain shielded her from the endless horizon, and the ground opened to a pretty meadow. Her muscles unclenched.

“How about a picnic?” Elija asked them as he landed the craft among nodding flowers and waving grass. 

Elise shrugged out of the winter jacket and attempted to catch her breath. “A picnic?” She scanned the area. “It’s been ages since I’ve been on a picnic. Mom used to take me to the ship’s arbor…”

“I mean a real picnic, not a pretend ship one.” Elija handed Merek a blanket and pulled out a woven wooden basket filled with food and drink.

Merek spread the blanket on the ground not far from a bubbling brook. The water chuckled and merrily splashed next to them.

“This is better,” the big guard grunted as he took a seat on the ground. He rubbed his forehead.

“It’s a favorite spot.” Elija lifted out a glass and poured wine into it. He rotated the sparkling drink with his fingers. “Our first harvest of grapes made into a wine. It’s a bit young, and a little tannic, but very drinkable.” 

He poured a drink for the other two, and they all lifted their glasses in salute. “To the Homestead,” he shouted. “To Alysia.”

“To Alysia,” they chorused.

Elija handed out sandwiches while Merek filled a fruit plate, and the three settled in.

“Keep an eye out,” said Elija munching a cheese sandwich. “The wildlife can smell food a mile away.”

Elise’s relaxed mood vanished as she nervously surveyed the area. Nearby dark woods suggested hidden, dangerous inhabitants. She peered into the thick undergrowth.

“Do you understand why I showed you all this?” Elija tilted his head at her.

She paused to answer, “I’ve been cooped up in that big house rattling around …”

“You were having a baby. It was important work,” Merek interrupted.

“I never got to experience the planet up close.”

“Exactly. And now?” Elija spread his hands out.

“It’s beautiful and terrifying. Breathtaking.”

“I wanted you to see what we Terrans are fighting for. What’s worth dying for. This is rare in the universe. I don’t think the other ships will find another planet this vibrant or alive, even if they search for hundreds of years. There's still plenty of room for us to live here.”

“There doesn’t need to be a war over Alysia.”

Learning forward, Elija delicately picked out a fruit slice and popped it into his mouth. Wiping his hands on a napkin, he said, “The Alysians will try to get rid of us, one way or another. Bet on it. We frighten them too much.”

She noted Merek’s grim face as he said, “Already in Tygel, there’s a campaign to demonize us. A heavily financed faction is already waging a psychological war against Terrans. And it’s working.”

With an urgent voice, Elija joined in, “We must get prepared to protect ourselves.”

She protested, “But we needn’t engage in war.”

 “That’s my last option.” He shrugged. “But it’s still an option we might be forced to face.”

Merek’s head jerked up. “Something’s moving in there.” He pointed at rustling leaves.

Elise squinted into the trees. “I don’t see anything.”

“You’re enhanced, aren’t you?” Elija asked.

Elise put a hand on her guard’s arm. “A Dr. John Luttrell special operative,” she affirmed.

Merek nodded. Staring intently into the dark brush, her guard rose. “Something’s in there.” His hand grabbed his gun. “Let’s head out.”

“We need to pack up.” Elija stood up just as a large shaggy shape burst from the trees and headed for them.

“Get in the flitter,” Merek yelled as he fumbled with his stun gun and stepped toward their attacker.

The beast roared. Teeth and claws attacked Merek as Elise scrambled to her feet. She heard several shots and then realized her gun was in her hand pumping charges out.

Next to her, Elija’s stunner fired until it also lost its charge.

The marmot howled in fury, swiveled towards them, and tossed Merek onto the ground, unconscious.  It took one step toward her while Elise gaped in frozen fright.

“Run for the flitter!” Elija screamed.

She stood, riveted to the ground, staring into the feral eyes of an original indigenes that resented her encroachment. Abruptly, as iut took a second step, a glazed expression formed in the beast’s eyes, and it collapsed heavily to the ground at her feet.

Elija pulled out his comm. “Homestead One. There’s been an accident. Activate a trauma unit and meet us. We’re on our way.” He turned to her. “Get into the flitter before the marmot’s mother shows up.”

“Mother?” Elise blinked at the enormous mound of fur and could only imagine what its mother might look like.

Grunting, Elija yanked Merek out from beneath a thick hairy leg. “This is an adolescent. The mother’s most likely nearby, and we are out of ammunition.”

She grabbed Merek’s shoulder. Blood smeared on her top and pants. “Careful,” she warned. “There’s a large gash across his chest.”

“Damn,” Elija muttered.

A roar sounded from the trees.

“Get in the flitter,” he ordered. “I’ll need your help to lift him in.”

“You need my help to carry him there.”

“Get in, now!”

She dashed to the craft, helplessly watching.

Elija planted himself and gingerly wrapped his arms around Merek’s chest. “Come on, big fellow. Help me.”

Merek moaned; his feet slipped and jerked.

“Good. Push more,” Elija wheezed.

Another roar came from the trees as a nightmare shape emerged and lumbered toward them.

From inside the flitter, Elise reached to grab an arm, then a belt buckle. Merek’s eyes opened and his arms flailed as Elija shoved him in. The guard slumped onto the floorboards, splattering blood all over, making it slick.

“Strap both of you in and make it tight. Get ready.”

Fumbling for the straps, Elise tied one around Merek’s waist. She crouched down next to him, bracing her legs against the seat, belted in, and began to tear strips from her jacket’s lining to create a bandage to cover the gash.    

The flitter rose violently as a roaring marmot headed toward them, screaming in outage. Sharp claws swiped at the flitter’s undercarriage, leaving shallow gashes.

Elise ignored the noise; she ignored the wild twists and turns that rocked and tossed her about. All she concentrated on was locating the injury and stopping the flow of blood that now coated her chest and arms.

She devised a makeshift bandage, holding it tightly in place until the flitter landed hard, throwing her against the back of the front seat. Merek groaned.

Voices yelled in her ear, and a white-coated person came to take over, applying pressure while another lifted her hand and pulled her gently from the craft. Bloodied and dazed, she followed the cart with the body of Merek, tubes and electronics now sprouting from his unconscious form.

Focused on Merek, she didn’t watch where they headed until the cart stopped. More people came and surrounded him. Hands tugged her out of the room and into a hall. She raised her head and noticed she was in an enormous facility. Glass walls separated labs and offices with a central carpeted corridor. Suddenly aware of her surroundings, she saw sophisticated equipment jammed into numerous glass cubicles. At the end, shut doors indicated other facilities, extending farther in.

Elija closed the door on the frenzy inside. “Elise, you shouldn’t be in here,” he said.

“What is this place? Where is this place?” She felt disoriented. She scanned the area, bewildered.

He grabbed her arm. “You need to go.”

Behind her, a voice said, “It's her.”

Panic covered Elija’s face. His eyes widened. He put up a hand. “No! Get out. You can’t be here.”

“Logic dictates that we would meet eventually,” said a female voice behind her.

Elise swung around and stared into violet eyes, short auburn hair, and a face she saw every morning in the mirror.

A cold hand touched her arm. A smile emerged on the face that wasn’t quite right. Something was … too unnatural, too stiff… Not alive.

Commander Elise Fujeint Steele, once battle commander of the Terran Fleet, survivor of hostile aliens, and first-time mother had finally reached her limit. Voices shouted, lights swirled. Then, all went dark.

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 12

Recruiting a spy

 

The room shifted into focus as Elise squinted her eyes open. “Where am I?” she croaked.

Next to her, Alexa patted her shoulder and said to someone, “She’s conscious. Go inform Elija.”

She recognized the room as the bedroom in the Homestead that had been assigned to her. Nearby in a crib, Tempest mewled in an attempt to get her attention.

Levering upright, she asked, “What happened?”

The cries from the crib grew more demanding.

“Elija took you and Merek on a tour, but a marmot attacked you and badly injured Merek. Let me bring Tempest over. She hasn’t seen you in a while. Also, Angel insists on a visit as soon as you’re able.”

She was feeding Tempest a bottle in a corner, sitting in a rocking chair, when Elija burst into the room.

“How are you?”

“A bit woozy.”

Elija brushed a hand through his hair, causing it to stand on end. “We had quite the encounter, but it appears everyone survived.” Smiling down at Tempest, his eyes softened. “Your daughter is quite a gift. I’m glad you brought her, so I could see her, but Richard wants you back home. He’s upset over the attack.”

Elise shifted the child and her brows wrinkled together. “I can’t seem to remember. I have a vague recollection …”

“They gave you drugs to calm you down,” he said.

“More to make you forget,” Alexa muttered.

An angry glare shot out from Elija to Alexa. “You want to go back with them?”

She jerked away. “No, but …”

The bottle now empty, Elise placed it on a table next to her, wondering at Alexa’s remark and Elija’s response. 

Elija glowered at Alexa. “The kid needs fresh milk. Would you go get some, please?”

Alexa glanced from Elise to Elija, and then at the empty bottle. Clenching her fists, she grabbed the bottle. “Fine. I’ll be back soon.” She stormed out.

“Tempest doesn’t need more,” Elise protested.

A smile emerged on Elija’s face as he fingered a coverlet and sat on the bed next to her. “I wanted to have a private talk with you.” He gazed around the room.

She narrowed her eyebrows. “About what?”

“You’re in a unique position to hear or learn vital information on what the Alysians plan.” He leaned forward. “If we are to survive in this world, we need to know what we’re up against, particularly from the Alysians.”

“You want me to spy for you?”

Elija squirmed on the bed and raised a warding hand. “Just pass on information you think is important. I can set up a code word that you can use to alert me. I’ll arrange an intercept to pick up a micro disc where you can encode information. There’s a shop in Tygel that will accept merchandise you hand them--a tech shop.”

He slanted his head to one side and gazed steadily at her. An eyebrow rose in question.

She closed her eyes. That would make her a double agent, who was totally confused as to which side she should be on.   “Elija… I can’t promise anything. He’s my husband, and Tempest is my child, who is both Alysian and Terran.”

“It’s her future that I’m thinking about,” Elija responded as he glanced at the now sleeping child.

“I’ll give it some thought.”

“Let me know.” Elija eased off the bed. “Angel’s outside, impatient to see you.” He leaned over to kiss Tempest’s smooth brow. “Come talk when you decide, but don’t forget your Terran allegiance. Don’t forget you were our Commander, and you still are my clone. We need to lead the fight together.”

As Elija left, Angel entered. “Are you all right?”

“I only have vague memories of what happened.”

Angel paced over to a window and peered out. He rubbed an arm. “They wanted to run tests, which involved drugs, apparently.” He turned to her. “I knew you were in trouble, but I couldn’t move. I was trapped by their machine, and they were ignorant of the danger you faced.”

He gazed over at Tempest. “But father said he watched over you, and you were shaken up but unharmed.”

“He was right and I’m fine…except my memory of the ordeal is a bit hazy.” She fingered her blouse and frowned. “Do you know where the clothes I wore are?”

“I can find out.”

“I need the pin and my comm. They’re important.”

“I’ll see to it.” Angel hesitated.

She wanted to assure him she was all right. “Thank you for checking on me. I’ll be fine now. Please locate that blouse and look in on Merek. Make sure he’s well-cared for. After I get dressed, I’ll check in on him myself.”

At the door, he tossed her a troubled look and left.

She slipped Tempest back into the crib and scrutinized the room. She was head deep, rummaging through the closet when there was a knock on the door.

“Come in,” she shouted over her shoulder.

From the doorway, a voice said, “Laundry said someone insisted that we deliver your clothes right now, but we need to clean them first. They’re covered in blood.”

Noticing the bloodstained cream blouse and tan pants, Elise wrinkled her nose. “You have a point.” She lifted out the blouse for a closer inspection. “I just didn’t want my pin ruined in the wash. It’s very sentimental.” 

She checked the pockets of her pants and pulled out her comm. “I didn’t want this ruined either.”

The girl stepped back. “Oh, we always check, and if anything is found, we return it intact.”

Elise undid the large sunburst style broach and handed the wretched blouse back. She calmly placed the pin on the dresser. “I’m sure you do a fine job. In fact, I have a few more pieces for you. Thank you for taking care of this.”

“It’s my job.” The girl gathered up the laundry, accepted the additional soiled pieces of clothing and left.

Elise spun around and picked up the pin. What should I do with this camera? Working the camera out from the frame of the pin, she popped out the recorded microchip and put in a fresh one. At that moment, Tempest let out a loud sneeze. Over in the crib, Elise noticed an appliqué on the front of the baby’s jumper. It was a brightly colored lollipop. Elise fingered the flat miniature camera and placed it over the decoration. It appeared small enough to fit underneath. She searched around her baggage and pulled out her nail scissors. Snipping a few of the threads, she slid the camera behind the appliqué. She tugged at the unraveling thread and poked it back through the original hole, tying a tight knot to secure it. As Tempest’s wide eyes watched, she cut a small pinhole at the decoration’s center and positioned the camera.

With a shake of her head, she said, “Welcome to the world of spying, my dear daughter.”

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 13

A Startling Debrief 

 

Angel insisted she return with him in the helio, but Merek would have to stay until his wounds healed. Fortunately, that would not take long due to the nanites rapidly repairing his body. Elise patted an inside slit in her bra, which held two microchips. She had passed Tempest around before dinner, and after, so now she was curious to see what the miniature camera had recorded. Also, the camera may have recorded events that were missing from her memory. The accident had changed Elija’s behavior. Shaken by events, he acted jumpy. She needed to know why. He wanted her to leave, even though he never said so openly, and she didn’t think it was because of the attack. Something else.

Their helio lifted off, and the ground fell away beneath them. Tempest slept blissfully in the back. Angel also appeared unusually quiet, but then she hadn’t spent much time alone with the Enjelise. Maybe they were a race more of action than words. With Richard, there were usually a lot of words before crazy action took place. However, she was never bored when he was around. She had to admit that.

Abruptly, Angel pounded the dashboard of the helio, breaking into her thoughts. “You could have been killed. It will not happen again.”

Surprised at his reaction, she reassured him, “I’m fine. There’s no way you could have predicted that attack.”

“Perhaps, but I’m your guardian angel. It’s my job to protect you, even against the unexpected. We, Enjelise, are fierce protectors of our wards. I should have gone.”

She patted his arm. “Merek was with me, so you thought me safe. No one can blame you for what happened.”

“I am responsible. Each Enjelise gets a mission, and if they fulfill it properly, they move another ring toward the pure light. Right now, my future is dimming,” he mourned.

She gazed out the window, confused by his words. Below, the planet’s landscape distracted her. The thick forest diminished to become a few straggly trees and stick-like shrubs; mountains fell away, turning into rounded hills. Small towns popped up to be replaced by flat farmland. She watched the ever-changing scenery and said, “I don’t understand.”

He continued to explain, “Our belief obligates us to take on a series of missions. As each one is completed, we move closer to pure energy … what you Terrans call God.”

“And if you fail?” She gazed over at him.

He looked away. “No Enjelise wants that to happen … But sometimes it does.”

“Not reassuring.”

“My family has watched over humans for a millennium. It has been our overarching mission. My people brought the first humans here from Earth.”

“I heard rumors of the sort. Just thought it was myth and made-up stories.”

“Humans often act stupidly, which makes the job impossibly difficult. But negligence is no excuse.”

She sighed. His eyes looked serious, his words fraught with emotion. Humans must pose a considerable challenge. She leaned back and acknowledged, “Humans are never easy. We’re … complex and difficult.”

He snorted.

A thought occurred to her. “You said ‘your people.’ Where are they now?”

His smooth brow wrinkled. “When the Fallen attacked our planet, most transcended to a higher dimension where they would be safer.”

Her eyes, which had grown heavy due to the drone of the helio’s engine, blinked open. “A higher dimension?” She sat up. “There’s another dimension?”

He nodded. “There are many.”

That gave her pause. She wondered if Richard knew.

“They teleported to a different dimension? What else can the Enjelise do?”

His eyes widened. “It depends on the power bestowed on each one. Because of my mission, I’m able to travel in time if the need arises, but unlike others, I can only teleport with assistance.” He shifted uncomfortably. “Sometimes I get it.” Glancing over at her, he said, “You must be tired. Rest your eyes while I fly us home.”

“No, no. I want to hear more. But she found her eyes closing, and the engine’s soothing purr put her to sleep … or perhaps, subliminal suggestion was another Enjelise ability.

***

She woke up as the helio touched down. Preparing to disembark, she felt conflicted over giving Richard the microchips. What they might reveal made her uneasy. Elija was her clone, as near as she could get to family, but she didn’t feel close to him. He’d grown up on the Valiant, and she on the New Found Hope. They hadn’t met until they were almost adults, although they had been aware of each other their entire lives. 

He was a regendered version while she was Elise’s true clone. Still, she hesitated to betray him. After all, he was a Terran, who was committed to living on Alysia, a goal they both shared. Unfortunately, most current natives resisted the idea. She paused. With all their indignation of the Terrans invading Alysia, hadn’t the native humans done the same to the original indigenous species? Marmots, krells, gebbits all across the planet had gotten pushed into the mountains, swamps, deserts-- hardscrabble places where survival was never assured. The Alysians might fear her people would do the same to them. The marmot had only been defending her young, much the same as she did, but without the sharp claws.

“There’s Richard waiting at the helipad.” Angel pointed to a waving figure. “He looks happy to see you.”

Guilt washed over her. She had chosen to make Alysia her home and not return to space. She had married the man and sworn vows in a solemn ceremony. Her allegiance should lie with him, but still, she hesitated.

A cry came from the back seat. She gathered up her child and exited the helio, feeling Angel’s eyes upon her.

“You’re both safe.” Richard gazed at Tempest who clutched at his finger. A smile wreathed the child’s face. 

When the expression of love lit up in his eyes, Elise reprimanded herself for having doubts about him. 

He put an arm around her as he guided her into the airport. “I was worried when Elija contacted me and told me your visit had turned dangerous.”

“Merek was nearly killed.” She realized she trembled when she spoke. “That Marmot was ferocious!”

“You encountered a Marmot?”

“A mother and her cub.”

He stiffened. “How did you get exposed to such dangerous wild animals?”

“It wasn’t deliberate. It just happened. Have you heard anything new about Merek’s condition?” 

Richard squeezed her shoulder. “Elija says Merek will recover. Hopefully, he’ll return soon. Luttrell assures me that he has a strong constitution. The doctor plans to fly from Earth2 to the Homestead and see to his care.”

A sigh escaped her. She hadn’t realized how worried she’d been. Inside, a tightness eased at the announcement.

As they exited Tygel Airport, a car pulled up. 

“We’ll soon have you home,” he promised.

She let herself be bundled into the car as the familiar city of Tygel bustled about them. Images of the stunning waterfall, the colorful meadow, and the deep green forests floated in her mind and blurred into a distant dream.

No one mentioned microchips. He had the grace not to interrogate her immediately. She leaned back into the seat, as the city enclosed her, and the car sped her home.

***

However, the next day proved different. Trace himself came to visit. Amanda joined them, anxious to hear about Merek. In the night, Elise had decided to hand over the microchips more because of curiosity rather than betrayal. Something had happened to her, and she wanted to know what. She had awakened in that bed, woozy, possibly with her memory intentionally altered. A disturbing image danced just beyond her consciousness.

She could recount in detail events up to the picnic. She had a hazy recollection of the attack, and then everything became disjointed.

But as the microchips spooled out their images on Richard’s monitor, greater details became apparent. Both Trace and Richard showed interest in the table bots. Elija’s progress in both the clean air facility construction and the advancement in his robot research amazed them. She’d forgotten to wear the pin at that first dinner, so a record of Carter’s clone was absent, and she kept it that way.

The trip in the flitter revealed stunning vistas, which elicited increasing waves of anger from Richard. After several frames from the mountain’s crest, Richard shot bolt upright and turned to her. “Taking you that high up on that ridge was foolhardy and dangerous. You could have been caught in a wind shear, slammed into the mountain by a cross-draft, or experienced a malfunction in that flimsy vehicle. You might have easily died on that mountain top.”

Looking at it from his point of view, she had to agree, but remembering the exhilaration of the ride, she was glad she’d gone. She patted his knee to calm him. “I’m fine.”

“A miracle,” he muttered.

Suddenly, the marmots’ attack abruptly transformed the idyllic scene of the meadow into a jumble of chaotic images. Yelling, popping stun guns, and bestial roars, all formed a confusing montage. Her sobbing, as she wrapped a bandage, and unknown hands pulling her out of the flitter recorded a disastrous series of events.

Amanda jumped up with a cry and tore from the room when she saw Merek’s blood-soaked body being carried away. 

The camera jerked around as Elise turned to pan the room. Trace leaned into the monitor to watch, and gasped.

She heard her voice ask, “What is this place?” And before them on the monitor a vast collection of labs, offices, and manufacturing facilities spread across the screen.

Trace leaped up. “Frag! What’s going on in there?”

Richard gaped. “It looks like they’ve built an extensive series of  manufacturing and science labs.”

But behind the camera, a voice spoke, and as the lens turned to face the voice, Elise gasped, “Who are you?”

For standing in front of her was a replicant, identical to her in every way, speaking in a voice similar to hers, but it was something not human. Certainly not alive.

 

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 14

Revelation 

 

Trace leaned into the monitor, staring at the startling image.

“My money is on it being an android.”

Elise choked, “It looks just like me!” Her hair stood up along her arms and neck to think a robot existed that resembled her that much. Her mind churned with emotions of disgust, horror, and curiosity.

“So lifelike,” Richard choked out. 

His intent expression chilled her.

“It’s not alive,” she protested. “It’s not me.” 

How could he possibly even think that?

Trace’s worried voice asked, “If they’re capable of making something so real like this, what else can they make?” His finger tapped the screen, freezing the image.

Richard pushed his chair back. “Could Carter do that?” He glanced at Elise for verification.

“Most likely,” she admitted. “He’s capable of it.”

Trace put a hand on Richard’s arm. “We need to know if the Homestead has other androids of any sort.”

Elise’s brow wrinkled in thought. “I didn’t notice any, but robots this lifelike might be nearly impossible to identify. I realized he was working on advanced robotics, but never considered he would do this.”

Trace’s dark eyes became worried. His elegant hands rubbed the arm of the chair. “So apparently, the Homestead has the technology. What if they choose to build a series of androids, but different from this one?”

Richard knitted his brow. “How different?”

“A soldier version,” Trace suggested. “Now, we have the greater military presence, but if  Terrans can build robotic soldiers, I shudder to think what we would face.”

“It might not be that.” Elise shook her head. “Carter had a love relationship with my mother. I look just like her. Given his expertise, he may have constructed a one-off.”

“Fate, that’s a disturbing thought.” Richard exchanged a look with Trace. Both shifted uncomfortably. 

“Not if you know Carter.” Else’s lips pursed. “He was quite intent on perfecting his robots. Creating a realistic copy of the Commander would provide an exciting challenge, but after all is said and done, the android is at the Homestead, and Carter is on the space station. For some reason, he left it behind.”

“A love bot? Is there anyone else with the skill to build a lifelike android?” Richard cocked his head at Elise.

She shook her head. “At the moment, I can’t think of anyone. There is the possibility that he’s trained others at the Homestead. I can’t say, but the possibility may exist.”

“Maybe Merek can ferret out more information.” Trace stood up and gathered the microchips. “Could either of you convince John to keep him there a little longer and ask both of them to investigate further?”

Elise rose from her seat and faced Trace. “Don’t expect John to support your Alysian side. Or Merek. Both are Terran. John has doctored us through plagues, battles, and a multitude of crises. He stayed here to help the Terrans survive on this world. He clearly supports us.”

Richard leaned in. “And, Elise is right about not relying on Merek to act against Terrans.”

Elise started to walk away but stopped and swung around. “Merek is loyal to me. He’d walk through vacuum for me. I just have to make sure I do the right thing for all concerned.” She spun around, heading for the door.

They ushered out a concerned Trace.

***

“Stop pacing, Elise.” Amanda looked up from the blue baby blanket she was knitting as she sat in Richard’s living room.

Elise swung around and headed back to the wide, comfortable burgundy sofa where Amanda sat. “How do you manage to stay so calm? I can’t just hang around here and do nothing.” The spacious home felt claustrophobic. 

Her friend looked up. “I’m knitting. It keeps me occupied. I’m also thinking of starting up my interface network again. I need more social contact.”

Elise sighed. Gazing out a window, she said, “I need to get out, move around. How about we go to Tygel? It’s not far. My comm unit was damaged in the accident, but Elija gave me the name of a tech store where I can purchase a new one. We can check it out.”

Amanda’s eyes narrowed. “Richard would never allow you to go alone. Not after what happened to Alexa.”

Elise waved a hand. “Richard doesn’t own me. I’ll take a stunner for protection. Besides, you’ll go with me.”

“Me! Why would I want to go to Tygel?”

“They just got in all the latest Fall fashions.” Elise raised an eyebrow. “We can bring Mika along as bodyguard and chauffeur. We’ll have fun.”

The baby blue blanket dropped into Amanda’s lap. “Fun,” she said. She pursed her lips and made a humming noise.

Elise smiled. “I’ll make arrangements for the kids, and even buy lunch.”

“At Descant’s, that downtown fancy restaurant?”

“Sure.”

“Moving the blanket aside, Amanda stood up and brushed at her lap. “I’ve been wanting to get a top made from that shimmery material Deuce showed me.” Amanda tapped her lips in thought. 

“The one made from ark strands?”

“Yes, I would love a top or dress made from that.” Amanda started picking up her knitting and packing it away. She stopped and regarded Elise. “Richard won’t be happy.”

“My husband is at I.N.Sys with Trace and the President, examining the microchips I brought back. He’ll be too wrapped up in his politics to notice we’re gone. Besides, he owes me for bringing him vital information on the Homestead.”

“Lunch at Descant’s and a new dress or top?”

“Yes. My treat. Don’t forget my comm. We buy that first. Should I call Mika and make reservations? It’ll help get your mind off worrying about Merek.”

“Nothing can do that ... but .... Make sure the kids are taken care of, then, yes, call. I’m going to get dressed in a hot outfit, not the old ship shifts I’ve been wearing. Let’s dress up for this. I’ve been wanting to feel like a fancy woman for a while now.”

Elise grinned and stretched. “You’re on. I might even find something exciting to wear myself.”

***

She chuckled at Mika’s wide-eyed gape when they reconvened. Amanda wore a tight-fitting, cherry-red suit that set off her curvaceous figure while Elise stunned them with a figure flattering forest green, cap-sleeved dress. The green set off her dark auburn hair and violet eyes.

Elise smiled at her guard’s reaction. “Wow, ladies!” Mika ran a hand over her black trousers and fitted jacket. “I feel downright boring next to you two.”

Elise clapped on a pair of designer sunglasses and handed out two more. “This will protect our eyes from Alysia’s bright sun. Also, a disguise might be a smart idea.”

“Thanks.” Amanda and Mika each donned a pair.

She grinned. “Fabulous.” Elise took one of Mika’s arms while Amanda grabbed the other, and the three strutted out the door. She leaned into her guard. “Mika, you couldn’t be boring if you tried.”

Next to her, Amanda added, “That’s a fact.”

For those ship-raised, Tygel was a daunting city of canals, parks, and tall office buildings. At its center, sat the main seat of government symbolized by an elegant white palace, complete with shining gold dome and spire. Spreading out from there, stately residents sat in elegant neighborhoods. Still further out, the business district bustled with shops and offices, eventually leading to the rougher districts where bars and brothels plied their trade at the river’s edge.

With the help of an on-board computer and Elise’s directions, the three arrived at an out-of-the-way tech shop. Mika parked in front and escorted the ladies in.

Elise surveyed several glass cases of blinking electronics and headed toward a display of comm units.

A disgruntled Alysian with a thick beard and bald head emerged from a back room. He eyed the two and gazed over at Mika, who had positioned herself by the door.

His hand disappeared under the case as he greeted them with a smile. “What can I do for you ladies today?”

Within minutes, the door opened, and three muscular Alysians entered. Jeans, black jackets, and a gold earring in each left ear marked them as trouble.

Mika shifted her stance, placing her hand on her stunner, her gaze riveted on them. They glared back, taking up positions opposite her.

Elise glanced at the three and back to the man. “I was given this address if I ever wanted to send a discreet message to the Homestead.” 

“Captain Fujeint?” he questioned flatly.

She raised an eyebrow. “Yes?”

He frowned. “You say you want to send Captain Fujeint a private message?”

“Oh, right. You mean Elija. He told me to come here if I wanted to contact him.”

The man smiled with cold eyes. “We were tipped off that you might be headed this way—Mrs. Steele. Unfortunately, the owner of this store was called away on an urgent errand, but we would be only too glad to offer our hospitality at an alternate location.” The faux proprietor looked over, sending a signal to the three toughs who drew weapons and began to advance on the women. 

Mika gripped her stunner and stepped forward to intervene, but realized she wore sunglasses and started to remove them when nearby a voice whispered, “Don’t.”

The eyes of the proprietor went wide as a bright blast of light hit him. The three thugs whirled around, and another burst dropped them. Elise pivoted and threw up her arms to shield her face from the intense glare, grateful for the sunglasses she wore.  

A shadowy form stood in silhouette. As the light diminished, the glowing form of Angel became visible.

The back door opened again as an angry Terran stormed in. One of Elija’s lieutenant scowled at her.

“Mrs. Steele,” he addressed her. “So, this was the reason for the sudden emergency elsewhere. I should have known.”

“I needed a new comm and wanted to see if I could get a message to Elija. He gave me this address.”

The Terran squinted at the Enjelise, the men on the floor, and took in the presence of the women. “I can deliver it.” He put out a hand. “Give me your message.”

She shook her head. “Any piece of paper or microchip can be compromised.” She scanned the room. “Is there a secure place we can talk?”

“Not here.” The Terran said, “Come with me.”

“I’m coming too.” Mika stepped forward. 

“Better the Enjelise.” Elise pointed at the reviving henchmen. “Watch them, and I’ll be right back.” She left Mika with the moaning thugs, who groped about light-blinded as she followed the owner. 

Inside a cramped office, Angel dimmed to normal. 

“I thought I would visit.” Elise scratched an arm and removed her sunglasses. “I didn’t expect a kidnapping attempt. Elija said that if I wanted to leave him a covert message that I should come here and talk with someone named James Bond.” She cocked her head. “Seriously?”

The man had the grace to look chagrined. “I always was a fan of those old Earth spy movies.”

“Well, you aren’t alone.” She straightened. “I’m short on time. Tell Elija something valuable is in that mine next to him. Could be gold or diamonds. Trace mentioned a strange crystal. He was furious Richard let the Terrans take over the place. Also, Elija better watch his step. The Alysians won’t countenance a military build up and are aware of the labs. Just wanted to warn him.”

The Terran gave her a steely look. “We’ll do what is necessary in order to survive. Tell Director Walker that.”

She smiled a fake smile. “Okay, I’ll pass it along, but the Homestead would be wise to tread carefully.”

They left three staggering toughs being prodded forward by an angry store owner pointing a stunner.

On the street, she faced Angel. “Now, we don’t have to mention this to Richard, do we?”

His eyes narrowed. “I can’t make any promises.”

“Angel, how can I be a super spy if you rat me out?”

“You may have to revise your calling.”

“It’s the most fun I’ve had in months. We can’t go back yet. All those diapers and bottles and…”

Amanda protested, “No, we can’t. We have reservations at Descant’s.”

Elise grinned at Angel. “See? I can’t let them down. I promised the girls lunch and a shopping spree.”

Mika sidled up to her. “I want to buy something in lace that I know a friend will appreciate.”

Elise and Amanda swung around, eyes wide. 

“It’ll be in black, of course,” Mika added. “Nothing too, er, flamboyant ... but with lots of lace.”

Elise laughed. “That settles it. Mika buying black lace. We have to do it. Get in. Let’s not be late for lunch.” 

***

Hours later, three laughing women entered the house, only to find Richard with arms crossed and a scowl on his face. The two friends made a hasty exit to their rooms.

But she was prepared.

“Now before you get too angry with me, let me show you what I got. She took him by the arm and from a shopping bag whipped out a shimmering piece of material. “This is made from the fur on the underbelly of an ark.”

Tight-lipped, Richard said, “I’m familiar with it.”

She caressed one of his cheeks with it. “Feel how silky and soft. On Earth, they call this kind of apparel a negligee. Come, and I’ll give you a private fashion show.”

She tugged him toward the bedroom as out of the corner of her eyes, she saw the stiff face relax, its expression changing from anger to one tinged with desire.

As she kicked the bedroom door closed, the name, Mata Hari, popped into her consciousness, and she giggled to herself.

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 15

Spy Hunting

 

With the morning sun filtering through their bedroom window and onto the bed, Elise put her hands behind her head and gazed up at the ceiling. “By now, you must have concluded that we have an Alysian spy in our household.” She rolled toward Richard.

He grunted. “Yes, the thought did occur to me.” Opening his eyes, he twisted to face her. “Who did you tell about going to Tygel yesterday?”

She flipped back and levered up to a sitting position, punching a few pillows as she made herself comfortable. “No one. Only we three knew.”

“Someone found out.” He put his hand to his forehead and rubbed. “They tipped off the Alysians, telling them you would be at that shop at that time.”

With a quick tug, she pulled the sheet up to her chin. “It was a spur of the moment decision. I reminded Amanda that the new fashions were showing in order to persuade her to go. I added in lunch to sweeten the deal, and she picked Descant’s.”

“Huh? Amanda?” He pushed himself up level with her and frowned. “What possessed the three of you to go by yourselves to Tygel? Was it Amanda’s idea?”

“No, it was mine. Besides, Mika agreed to come along to protect us. I believed we’d be perfectly safe.”

“Mika alone is not enough. There’s an underground network of Terran haters all over Alysia. Don’t you realize that you are an important Terran, and my wife, which makes you a target? It’s too dangerous for you to go out on a whim. From now on, you’ll not leave this house without my permission.” His jaw clenched on the last words, and he glared angrily at her. “You are too valuable to expose yourself like that.”

She got right up into his face. “You  better not tell me what I can or cannot do. I commanded a fleet of twenty-eight starships. I gave the orders then, and no man is going to tell me what I can or cannot do now.” She dropped her clenched hands, breathing heavily. The frustration of being cooped up in this alien place, and the frustration of feeling so powerless washed over her. She felt the exhaustion of tending a child, of living on a strange planet separated from family and friends… with gravity that pressed on her, making every movement an effort, and with weather that was unpredictable. Her life ran out of control.

She went to grab her robe, knowing Tempest would soon awaken, demanding attention and breakfast. She was already tired before the day had barely begun. Abruptly, she stopped.

Frigid silence enveloped the room.

She closed her eyes as a thought popped into her head. Their lunch!

Swiveling around, she encountered his stony face. “Lunch. I had to cancel lunch. I told Alice we were going to eat in town. While I was telling her, Mika came in and asked for the itinerary. I mentioned the tech shop as our first stop before going on to eat at Descant’s.”

“Alice? I only recently hired her. My former cook, Mary, said she didn’t want to work in a house with Terrans, so I was forced to hire a new cook. After so many years of working for me, she just up and quit.” His voice took on an indignant tone as he fisted his hands.

He paused, obviously thinking over her words. The clenched jaw and closed fists released as his face changed to a puzzled expression, then cleared. He pounded his fist into his other hand. “It has to be Alice. I trust my regular staff. They have been with me for ages, but with additional people living here, I had to hire new workers.” His slanted his head. “Do you suppose we could turn her into a double agent?”

She tied her sash with a jerk and stilled her hands. Slowly sitting on the side of their bed, she touched his arm. “All right. I’ll admit driving into Tygel without adequate protection wasn’t the smartest decision I’ve ever made. But how could I know the situation had become that dangerous?”

“Because I told you so.” He exhaled a deep breath and glanced over at her. “I know you feel trapped here, but I’ve tried to provide everything you might need to make you comfortable.”

She looked away. “Except I have no control over my life.” She leveled her eyes with his. That’s why I must go to the Terran space station. You might not want to, but you should come along with me.”

“What?” His voice exploded out.

“Think about it. You’ve just spent two days with Trace trying to figure out how you can find out what’s going on at the Homestead. Right?” She edged in closer, leaning into him.

“Maybe.”

She gave him a side-wise glance. “And you didn’t come up with a good solution that didn’t involve a lot of explosions and loss of life, most likely.”

“Possibly.” He shifted away.

“The solution is that I go talk to Carter. He would know what’s going on at the Homestead, and I’m the only person he will confide in. Certainly not you or Trace—you’re Alysians.  I know shuttling through space to the station isn’t your favorite thing to do, but you could come with me. When do Merek and John return?”

His face scrunched up into a grimace. “Later today.” He scrubbed a hand through his hair. “He and Luttrell are coming here, oh Fate, for dinner.” He gaped at her. “I planned to ask him about the Homestead. Everything we say will be overheard by that new cook.”

“Possibly we can plant a little disinformation. Also, consider John sharing a shuttle with us. He’ll want to return to his lab on board The New Found Hope. Arrange a secure shuttle and ask all the questions you want.”

“I can debrief him about the Homestead and those science labs on board the shuttle.”

“Yes. Do you think Angel could be persuaded to go with us, too?”

He nodded. She could see the idea growing on him. Then he paused. “What about Tempest?”

She fluttered her hand. “She can come, too.”

“Isn’t she too young? A child on a space station?”

She laughed. “I traveled constantly on a spaceship at an even younger age, and I survived well enough.”

He stood up and grabbed his own robe. Threading his arm into a sleeve, he swung around and said, “You were born on a spaceship. It’s not the same thing.”

“She’ll be fine. John will be with us to handle any medical complications.”

He paused as if thinking it over. Working a second arm into the other sleeve, he yanked his sash tight. “You’re right. She’ll be fine.”

His sudden confidence surprised her. Before she could wonder why, from the hallway, a wail of impatience penetrated their closed door. A knock sounded. The nanny had arrived with her daughter. Tempest was ready for the day and possibly a new diaper.

***

Merek and John arrived that evening. She thrilled to see her former bodyguard was going to live after all. His face didn’t have the pale, pinched expression that he had worn when last seeing him. Only when Amanda hugged him, did an involuntary wince reveal his discomfort, but he tried to disguise it. Her heart pounded at the sight, which brought tears to her eyes that she, in turn, attempted to hide from him. 

Dinner was a hilarious affair with a new additional cook, recommended by Trace, who was so nervous she practically spilled the soup in Richard’s lap. It was obvious her talents lay elsewhere other than cooking, more likely toward espionage.

John’s eyebrows rose under his shock of honey brown hair at the near disaster. However, the meal itself proved delicious. Fresh vegetables alongside tender chicken provided the main meal with an apple pie from a nearby orchard for dessert. She had to admit the food was far better here on Alysia than on board any ship in her Terran fleet. 

“I see Richard added a new cook to help our current cook,” Amanda commented to Merek as she dug a fork into a mound of mashed potatoes. “Good thing you’re back. I’ll feel a lot safer.” She looked up. “Plus, I don’t like sleeping alone.” A wink at him followed her comment.

Merek grinned at her. “Neither do I,” he said.

“It’s fixed.” Richard waved a fork. “I’ve installed additional safeguards and hired a security expert. He’ll oversee all logistics. If anyone wants to go anywhere, they need to report to him, and he’ll set up the itinerary.”   

“That’s usually my job,” Merek protested.

Richard leaned forward. “Right now, your job is to regain your strength and keep Amanda happy.”

Patting his hand, Amanda said, “I have a few ideas about that you might like, which we can discuss later.”

Merek grinned and squeezed her hand while the others suddenly busied themselves with their food.

Elise’s gaze traveled around the table as she realized here sat her family and the people she loved. What sacrifices would be required of them in order to survive this new life?

***

Within a few days, Elise was in the bedroom packing. Richard walked in and threw his hands in the air. He swung around. “How long are you planning to stay? You know we can’t take this much stuff.”

An exasperated snort came out of Elise. She swept her hand over the assorted bundles and bags.  “When there’s a baby involved, you need lots of diapers, bottles, toys, outfits, special food… I have to change her at least twice a day. Also, I want to have enough outfits for myself.” She sighed. “Females need to pack a lot, you know. It’s not just a pants and shirt affair, and you’re done, like with men.”

His eyes roved over the piles of items. “Good thing the gravity is lighter on the station with all this baggage.”

Elise straightened and turned on him. “Right, so don’t stand there with your mouth open. Get a porter to help us load.”

“You still want to leave Merek here?”

 She nodded as she continued to tick off the items she was packing. “He and Amanda need private time together. He’s still recuperating. Have you missed him?”

“Maybe a little.” He leaned out the door and waved a hand for a man to come and carry out the luggage. 

“More than a little, I’ll bet.” She sniffed.

Soon, they were loaded and on their way to the spaceport where Angel had agreed to meet them. John brought boxes filled with supplies for his lab while several large containers held fresh produce requested by Jacob for the station, and a quantity of electronics for engineering.

Liftoff proved to be routine. Knowing his fear of space travel, Elise glanced over several times to check on Richard. He had his eyes tightly closed and music so loud in his earbud that she could hear it from where she sat. 

Tempest appeared not to have inherited her father’s phobia of space for she weathered the stress of takeoff without a murmur. Of course, light drugs helped.

Once the shuttle’s engines cut off, the intense pressure of acceleration lifted to be replaced by the weightlessness of zero gravity. Elise sighed and peered out the small window onto a dark void sprinkled with stars. John pulled out a digital file of scientific information and began reading. Occasionally, he’d flick a glance at her, and then Richard, and with a grunt, go back to reading. 

As the shuttle coasted in silence, Angel’s still body appeared to be meditating. The bodyguard Richard had commissioned to help simply pulled a hat over his face and slept.  Elise’s hands itched to grab the controls and pilot the shuttle. She wiggled forward, drawn by its siren call, but a tug on the back of her shirt halted her.

“Oh no, you don’t,” Richard’s voice came from over her back shoulder. “Sit down. I know what you’re doing, and we have a fine pilot in charge up front. You need to stay back here and keep an eye on Tempest.”

Reluctantly, she slumped into her seat. Once again, motherhood pinned her to a place when her heart wanted to be elsewhere.

***

It took hours to reach maximum orbit and match velocity with the Terran station. The station whirled like a top in space with solar panels sticking out all over and a hulking ship tethered to its side. Elise examined The New Found Hope, feeling goosebumps race up and down her arms as she admired its sleek, powerful lines. She had been born in and grown up on the vessel. That ship had carried her and her crew through endless space, eventually to discover this planet. Memories flooded in, causing her to blink back tears.

Beside her, Richard gazed out another window, watching the space station that he helped build. “Isn’t it magnificent!” he breathed, taking in the sight of the station.

“Breathtaking,” she agreed, gazing at her ship.

The shuttle glided into the docking bay and attached to its designated berth. Clamps clanged, securing the craft.

“We’re here.” Richard stood to stretch and wobbled about. The lighter gravity took getting used to, even for her. “My head feels like it’s going to explode, and my stomach is upset,” he announced. “I hate space.”

Unclamping Tempest from her seat, Elise experienced the difference too, but for her, it was like coming home. Easily, she swung the carryall to the guard, struggling to remember his name. He was average looking with forgettable brown hair, but a well-toned body and easy smile. He took the child and gathered up pieces of luggage.

“Ian,” she muttered as she remembered.

“Yes, ma’am,” he answered. 

“Ah, here.” She thrust a carryall of bottles and diapers at him as he collected the child.

“Ooo,” chortled Tempest and waved her hands. The experience of light gravity appeared to please her.

As Elise stepped out, she studied the shuttle bay, half expecting to be greeted by Jacob Monroe, the station’s head of security. In fact, she didn’t recognize the faces that approached. A niggle of worry crept through her thoughts.

“Elise,” Richard grabbed her hand as he stared at the oncoming contingent, “Don’t say anything, but I think we’re in trouble.”

 

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 16

Hostage 

 

She felt Angel come up behind her. Pivoting, she stared into his eyes and breathed, “Wait.”

He nodded as if he understood.

To these men, Angel might not appear to pose a threat. He was not unusually big, in fact, he often had a feminine appearance with his bright golden eyes and white blonde hair that ran rather long for a male. When she was around him, he always presented as male, but to others, notably men, Angel could morph into something with a female flavor. Or so, Richard had warned her. Right now, she wanted to find out more about these strangers greeting her and why Jacob wasn’t among them. She didn’t want Angel to create a scene that might lead to difficulties down the road. She knew what he was capable of.

“Where is Administrator Monroe?” she demanded.

Richard squeezed her hand in warning.

“He’s unavailable,” answered a muscular man in an odd garb that mimicked a uniform. The others joined him, dressed similarly in khaki shirts, brown pants, and khaki jackets with metal piping. She saw their eyes travel past her to stare at the Enjelise. Well, they could look all they wanted, she would not reveal what he was. Let them wonder.

The gaze of the tallest one with a close-cropped brown beard and buzz cut traveled arrogantly over Richard and rested on her. “I’m Lieutenant Roberts, your designated welcoming committee.” The man stood in front of her, his jaw clenched, and chin lifted.

The men reminded her of pictures of soldiers she had seen in the old Earth archives. His mouth formed a sneer. “You may find things are a bit different here since you visited last.”

“Administrator Monroe requested fresh produce, and we brought it. I thought he might, at least, have the courtesy to welcome us.” She tried to sound friendly, but friendly didn’t seem to be the mode for this bunch.

Lieutenant Roberts signaled a well-tattooed guard into the shuttle. “Rayne, unload the crates,” he ordered.

“Aye, aye, sir,” the man responded and jumped in.

Lieutenant Roberts faced her. “You see, that’s the beauty of digital information. You put a name on a message and everyone thinks they know who sent it.” He grinned tightly with his mouth, but his eyes remained hard.

Richard stepped forward. “So, where is Jacob and why isn’t he here?” He crossed his arms and glared.

“In due time, Alysian. In due time. Now if you will come with me, we’ll see your group settled.” He tugged Richard loose from her, causing a ripple of shivers to dance across her arm at his rough touch. She and John exchanged worried looks.

She made an incoherent sound only to feel Angel’s hand on her back and hear him whisper, “I’m right behind you.”

As if he heard, Lieutenant Robert’s head snapped around, and he narrowed his eyes at the Enjelise. 

Angel smiled, the picture of innocence.

Robert’s gaze lingered a half second on her, then the Enjelise. He frowned. Settling on Richard, he waved them forward. “Move along,” he barked.

She saw Richard studying the group, noticing weapons in holsters at their sides. “Elise, let’s follow the man,” her husband all but ordered, as he grabbed her arm again and pulled her forward.

“A most excellent idea,” Lieutenant Roberts said.

Along several stations within the shuttle bay, stony-faced men stood at attention and watched them pass. 

Her group must have appeared pitiful, surrounded as they were by these grim-faced Terrans, who marched them at a brisk pace as if afraid to slow down. Tempest let out a wail, which she turned to hush, but a hand shoved her sharply forward.

Ian slowed to dig around in the carryall, causing the guards to stiffen and place their hands on their weapons. He looked up, startled, and dramatically flourished a bottle in their faces. “At ease, gentlemen,” he said as he promptly inserted the bottle into Tempest’s wide-open mouth.

The wail cut to a gargle. The guards exchanged chagrined expressions, and their hands dropped to their sides. They whirled around to resume the brisk march.

As their group entered the main entrance to the space station, they bypassed the decontamination chamber. Richard slowed. “Don’t we have to go through decontamination?”

Lieutenant Roberts shook his head. “A waste of time,” he snorted. “The men will clean the shuttle and decontaminate the produce, but everyone on this station has been inoculated.” 

Shocked, Elise observed the station’s startling transformation. Where once a crowd of people had bustled about with smiling faces, now the station appeared thinly populated. An aura of discouragement radiated throughout, seen in the slumped shoulders, downcast eyes, downturned lips, and a shuffling walk by those around her. Shops that had done a brisk trade before she had left were boarded up, and the higher levels had little or no traffic.

Richard was noticing the difference too. “Why is everyone so unhappy looking?” he asked.

The leader dropped back even with him. “They don’t want to be here,” he said as if stating a known fact. “Life here is hard with critical resources dwindling rapidly.”

“If that’s the case, they should leave and go down to Alysia.” Richard stopped to scrutinize the place.

Lieutenant Roberts pulled up short. “Chief Executive Stratton has proclaimed a moratorium on anyone leaving the station. We are too short-handed as it is. Enough explanations. He will answer the rest of your questions.”

“Chief Executive Stratton?” Elise frowned. “When did Elliot Stratton start running the station?” She vaguely remembered a large, blond man with an intense personality who liked to tell others what to do.

Lieutenant Roberts sighed. “After the coup when he took control.”

“No!” John stopped abruptly. “What about the stationers? My wife and child?”

Surprise overwhelmed Elise. Richard also appeared dumbfounded. No wonder she hadn’t heard from Jacob. She’d gotten involved with the birth of her daughter, then visiting the Homestead, and hadn’t thought anything was wrong when she hadn’t heard from him. She’d thought him busy. “Did you know of this?” she whispered to John.

“Of course not. When I made any inquiries, Beth assured me that everything was fine. Of course,” he frowned, “that was a while ago. I’ve been preoccupied.”

She swung around on Richard. “You used electronic messaging to communicate with Jacob?”

“Yeah. Never suspected that it wasn’t him.”

“Never suspected any change in station rule?”

Richard shrugged. “A few events raised red flags, but we got distracted by the Homestead and your situation.”

Lieutenant Roberts resumed walking. “That’s enough talking for now. You can talk when we get to headquarters.”

Elise wrinkled her nose. “Headquarters?”

He patted his holster and frowned. “I said no further questions.”

With that, they went along quietly, but as they passed clumps of people there were murmurs of recognition. Some flashed her a hesitant smile while others glared in anger as if she had done something wrong.

Fairly soon after, the group paused, as a rail car slid up to meet them. Their leader gestured them inside. The car picked up speed, passing boarded-up shops, drifting debris, and an unusual number of armed men patrolling the area. A slight scent of decay permeated the air. Somewhere, she suspected a recycler was malfunctioning or garbage lay uncollected.

Finally, the car pulled up to a well-guarded area and they were hustled down a corridor and into a spacious room. It held a wall-to-wall burgundy rug, a table on their right cluttered with monitors and blinking electronics and a stack of dark cabinets along the left wall. A large heartwood desk with two front padded chairs sat at the far wall. Four guards in navy outfits, white piping along the edge of their pants, stood with their back against each of the four walls.

“Go tell Chief Executive Officer Stratton that the Commander has arrived with her Alysian husband.”

Elise blinked at this announcement, and Richard shifted uneasily. Tempest made a fussing noise, which Ian attempted to quiet. A frown on his face, John worriedly studied the room.

Tall, blond, with a hawk-like face, Elliot Stratton strode into the room. He stopped to study Elise before his gaze flicked to Richard. He smiled at seeing John Luttrell. “Well, Commander, you have come to visit at last.”

“With fresh produce,” Elise countered.

“While we appreciate the gesture, your meager supplies are a drop in the ocean compared to our need.” 

Richard lifted his shoulder in a half shrug. “Then make your needs more apparent.” 

Stratton’s face contorted into anger. “We did. Our pleas fell on deaf ears.”

Elise slanted her head. “Can’t Elija help out? The Homestead is beginning to produce food and resources.”

“He is coordinating with us. We also plan to enlist other countries that will help more than you have so far.”

“They are more than welcome to share the burden,” Richard responded, a bit perplexed by the man’s angry tone. “In fact, we have been asking them to participate, but they have  refused, citing their own shortages.”

Scanning the room, Elise asked, “Where’s Administrator Monroe? I left him in charge.”

Stratton straightened, his face stiff. “I’m in charge now. You’ll have to talk to me if it concerns the station. He’s unavailable.”

Richard frowned and exchanged a look with Elise. “What’s that mean? He’s alive, isn’t he?”

Tight-lipped, Stratton answered, “For the moment.”

“He better stay that way.” Elise surged forward, fists clenched.

“And you’ll do what?”

Elise turned around, searching for Angel. 

He was nowhere to be found.

 

 

 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 17

Coup

“Jacob.”

Someone called his name from the top of a well while he sat at the bottom. The word bounced like a ping pong ball inside his head, bringing him to consciousness.

Poke, poke, poke. A finger stabbed at his chest, and he blinked his eyes open. Brightness burned them, causing him hastily to shut them and groan.

“Oh, apologies. Everything is so dark in here I needed light to see.”

The glare receded, and he chanced another peek. He squinted out to see a dim room and the anxious face of Angel. “Angel? That you?”

“Here. What happened? Why are you in this cell?”

Jacob attempted to rise, feeling every muscle scream in protest. A hand helped lift him to a sitting position where he rubbed his face and tried to clear a foggy mind. 

What had happened? 

The hand withdrew, and for a few moments, he thought he’d merely dreamed of the discovery, or worse, had been abandoned by his rescuer. The cell echoed empty. He closed his eyes, trying to squelch a rising panic, afraid he had imagined the voice and was losing his sanity.

A nearby rustle preceded Angel’s return. He leaned forward, thrusting a cup of water into Jacob’s face. “Here, drink this.”

Hastily Jacob gulped down the precious liquid. Wiping his lips dry with a sleeve, he said, “Thanks.” 

“So? How did you warrant these great accommodations?” Angel’s hand swooped around the enclosure as he settled next to him.

Jacob grimaced. “I was stupid. I trusted Elliott even after I was warned that he  wanted to take over the station.” He shifted his position, ran his hand through his dark brown hair, noticed how dirty it was, and tried a smile that fell flat.

He continued, “Too many were leaving the station, particularly the farmers and gardeners. The lure of unknown exotic animals and a vast variety of plants, including trees twenty feet tall, seduced them. How could the station compete with a vibrant planet when here was only a limited selection of hydroponic vegetation and a restricted variety of livestock? What idiot wants to tend cloned meat muscle in a lab when he can raise the real thing in open fields? Alysia offered far more once the stationers realized they could survive the heavier gravity and the uncontrollable weather. As greater numbers emigrated, the station declined until it reached a crisis point.”

Angel rose and offered a lift. Jacob grabbed on and attempted a shaky stand. He took a breath. “Stratton said the station would die if a moratorium wasn’t imposed. I saw the logic of the argument, but I couldn’t eliminate a person’s right to free choice. He disagreed, brought in twenty men in a surprise coup, arrested me, dumped me in here, and took over.” Jacob shrugged. “I can’t believe he had no opposition, but I suppose those left behind were apathetic about what was happening or sympathetic to his program.”

“They just need a strong leader. Someone willing to rally them.” Angel steered his arm. “Let’s get you out of here and somewhere safe.”

“Some place where I can get a shower and food?”

Angel wrinkled his nose. “Most definitely.”

***

Back in Stratton’s office, Elise said, “I need to talk to Carter Wright.”

“And here I’d hoped you came to visit me.” Stratton gave her a cold grin.

“Didn’t know you’d gotten so important.” Elise raised her eyebrows. Her eyes scanned the room. “This place is impressive for a space station’s office,’ she said.

Swooping his hands around, Stratton laughed. “I’m running the station now, so I deserve a fancy office.”

“Then, would you allow me a brief conversation with an old friend?”

“If you can convince your old friend to work with us.” He slanted his head at her.

Her eyes narrowed. “I can only do that if I’m able to talk to him.”

Stratton studied her as she tried to appear confident and poised, but her hands were shaking. Richard leaned in, gave her a reassuring smile, and grabbed a hand to still its tremor.

Stratton frowned and pointed at him. “He and the rest stay here to make sure you behave.” 

A chill thrummed through her, but a soldier ripped her hand from Richard’s and marched her out the door. As she cast a glance over her right shoulder, she glimpsed his encouraging smile but suspicioned the worry beneath it.

***

The soldier unlocked and thrust her into a habitat unit. 

“Carter,” she said.

His back was turned to her as he sat on the bed. The room looked as she would imagine an engineer’s room would look. A brief examination revealed hard ceramic walls, dark dresser, cluttered desk and discarded clothes that were draped on a chair or tossed onto the floor.

“I’m not talking.” His muffled response hurt her heart, but he sounded like his old familiar stubborn self.

She moved to the bed and sat behind him, putting her hand on his back. “I met your creation.”

He gasped and swung around, eyes wide, and face shocked. “Elise! Oh, God. Elise. It’s you.” He gulped.  “You saw it?”

She sighed. “In person, or in machine, rather.”

He buried his face in his hands. “I wanted to bring the Commander back from the dead. I worked so hard… but in the end, I realized it was merely a mechanical copy.”

“You tried to play God.”

“I got nowhere close.” A bitter smile crossed his lips.

He peered out from his hands. “It could reason but was not alive. I don’t know how to explain, but the subtleties of our human emotions weren’t there. Everything that makes us human was missing.”

“What? Hate, fear, ambition, love?”

“Yes.” Abruptly, he realized they sat on a bed and hastily rose. He brushed at his wrinkled pants and shirt. “I realized it didn’t love me. Hell, Elise, it couldn’t feel any emotion… And, I realized that I didn’t love it either.”

“So, you abandoned your construct and left the Homestead?”

“For more reasons than that.” He tossed a few of the clothes from the chair onto the floor, sat down, and crossed his legs as he settled into it.

“What did Elija want you to do?”

An uneasy expression flickered across his face. “He wanted me to make another android, a much different model.” His lips set in a tight line as his eyes shifted away. 

She moved to the chair in front of the desk, sat, and leaned toward him, putting a hand on his knee. “Another Elise? For him?” She couldn’t imagine such a situation, but she had to ask.

His eyes returned to hers. He shook his head. “Oh, no. Something far different.”

She raised an eyebrow and waited, determined that the words would come from his mouth.

His eyes stared on the floor at a space midway between them. In a hoarse voice, he whispered, “Elija wanted android soldiers. He said most of the new arrivals were farmers, miners, and craftspeople but not soldiers. He needed something that would protect the Homestead if President Courtland sent troops to attack us.”

“And why would President Courtland do that?”

The eyes lifted and glared at her. “We have been monitoring their transmissions. Alysians all over this world are protesting our presence. There’s been a political groundswell. As the newly elected Democratic Union president, Courtland is under a lot of pressure to remove us from the Union if not from Alysia entirely. It was part of his election platform. He’s not as sympathetic to our cause as his predecessor.”

“Ummm… I’ve experienced the mindset. And yet, here you are… pouting in your room, hiding out.”

“Civil Disobedience. It’s a tactic from old Earth. You refuse to do what is reprehensible to you.”

“Fair enough. I’m not in favor of a bloody war with lots of death either. But can’t we open a dialog instead?”

He rubbed at the arm of the chair. “I doubt they’d even listen.”

She cocked her head. “How do you know until you’ve tried? My husband has a big mouth that he doesn’t hesitate to use on influential Alysians. And I’ll admit to the same tendency, except I favor Terrans. Sitting around here isn’t accomplishing anything. Besides, you must be hungry.”

He chuckled dryly. “I’m starving.”

“Okay, let’s start with something to eat and go from there.”

“Stratton will never let me off the station.”

She stood up and stretched out a hand. “He mentioned his moratorium to us. I hope it doesn’t apply to everyone--especially me or my family. I plan to leave. Keeping my family here would create some serious difficulties between us. Most find it wise not to cross me.”

That brought on a smile and a choked laugh. “ You are like your mother in that regard.” He rose and scanned the room. His eyes alighted on the bed, then on her. An inexplicable expression briefly flitted across his face, reddening his cheeks. “I should shower and change into clean clothes before going anywhere.”

She brushed the air forward. “Go, then. I’ll wait.”

She settled back onto the chair as he left for the shower. Once he was gone, she tapped her foot, stared at the mess, and muttered, “Oh, frag. Might as well do something useful while I wait.” She leaned down and began to gather his clothes and straighten the room.

“Could be home doing this,” she said to no one in particular.

***

In a short while, Carter reappeared, looking much better and sporting a hesitant smile on his face. Two men posted outside his door unnerved her, but she decided to consider them escorts rather than armed guards.

After grabbing a quick bite in a kitchen, her guards escorted them back where she was relieved to see Richard and Tempest in good shape. Ian sat bouncing her daughter on his knee and singing a silly little ditty. Richard glanced up as she sidled up to him.

 “I’m back,” she squeezed his arm, “with Carter.”

“Someone’s missing,” he whispered.

“I know.” She attempted to appear nonchalant as she scanned the room. 

Still no Angel. She wondered where he was.

Just then, a loud boom echoed from somewhere outside the room. The station shook, causing everyone to lose their balance. They exchanged frightened looks.

“This space station is a delicate piece of construction,” Richard yelled. “Your men need to be careful what they explode, or we could all end up as space debris.”

Outside, a series of pops sounded in the corridor. Stratton’s men drew their weapons and crouched toward the entrance. Stratton lifted his head from his comm. “That didn’t come from my men. A band of misfits led by Jacob Monroe is trying to regain the station. They’re headed this way.” He pointed toward Elise. “Might you have any idea how he managed to escape his cell?”

“Not a clue.” She shrugged. He gazed at her, moving next to question Carter, who also shook his head.

While John tried to appear calm, his white-knuckle clutch on a nearby chair and pale face gave away his panic. 

Again, the station shuddered. Now, loud screams mingled with explosions from somewhere outside. 

“Find out what’s happening and end it,” Stratton ordered his soldiers. The room emptied as his men piled out to investigate the commotion. Stratton waved his blaster at two men. “Stay here and watch them. I’ll be right back.” 

Giving a nod, one soldier took up a position by the door. Periodically, he checked the corridor for any approaching danger. Weapon drawn, the second soldier came to stand inside.

After nodding imperceptibly to Ian, Richard backed toward a wall. His motion pulled the guard forward. 

“Keep still,” the guard grumbled and lifted his blaster. Richard’s eyes crossed as he stared down the barrel.

“I’m only handing my daughter to my wife in case there’s trouble.” He passed Tempest to Elise, who hugged her tightly.

Studying her husband for clues as to what to do, Elise noticed Richard had that familiar expression he often got when planning something unexpected. She feared what he might have in mind because she was certain he was about to do something rash.

The first guard stepped out into the hall to check out the situation. Ian moved lightning fast and chopped the remaining guard on the back of his neck. Caught unaware, the man crumpled to the floor. Moving swiftly, Ian positioned himself behind the door so when the first guard returned, he also got an open hand chop behind the ear—a move no average caregiver should be able to execute. “Let’s go,” said the babysitter, who Elise was beginning to suspect might also be a designated I.N.Sys operative. 

 “Ah, here.” Richard popped open a hidden panel. “It’s a utility corridor. Watch out for dangling pipes and cables. Across the room, Ian dragged the first guard into the room and locked the door. Pulling plastic restraints from his pocket, he secured the two unconscious guards to the sturdy desk. After gagging them, he grabbed a few items from his carryall and joined them.

“That should hold them for a bit.” He grinned.

“Hurry up,” Richard ordered. A push on her back thrust Elise into a passageway clogged with pipes of all dimensions. Covering Tempest’s front with her hand, she weaved her way forward, dodging overhanging plumbing and equipment that protruded from time to time along the curved sides.

Tempest reached out to grab a cable.

“No, no,” Elise hastily pinned the chubby hands to the child’s chest. “That’s not a play toy.”

The child’s face scrunched up as she jerked her hands from her mother’s grip in protest. 

“Move faster,” Richard urged. Ian pushed Carter and John into the tunnel and pulled the panel shut behind them. The conduit darkened until Elise could barely see.

As she moved forward, noise from the corridor grew louder, but after they passed a monitor station, it grew less. She held a running battle, dodging pipes and wires, until she came to a closed panel. 

“Stop.” Behind her, Richard squeezed past. “Now this will be the tricky part.” He tapped a keypad that opened a panel.

“Ah, ah, ah.” Tempest wrinkled her nose and sneezed. 

Richard slid open the panel and a foul stench poured in. “You can’t be serious!” Elise exclaimed, waving her hand in front of her face. Overwhelmed by the smell, she could barely catch her breath.

“Lovely,” Carter murmured. Behind them, Ian and John could be heard choking on the noxious fumes.

Before them, large vats of algae sloshed about.

Richard explained, “Algae provides food, fuel, and oxygen for the station and augments critical operational functions.” 

She wasn’t in the mood for a lecture on the benefits of the green, slimy, ooze floating before her. She was well-acquainted with the stuff. Unfortunately, the shuddering of the station had splashed puddles onto the floor, making their escape route extremely slippery.

For more stability, Elise shifted Tempest onto her hip and gripped the child with her right arm while reaching out with her left hand to grasp the rim of the first tub. She slid forward. In spite of the vat’s support, her feet slipped, and she skated uneasily over the warm, wet floor.

The awful smell caused her eyes to water, which made it difficult to see. Behind her, she could hear gasps as the others coped with the slick floor and rancid stench.

When Tempest began squirming in her arms, Richard leaned forward. “Here, let me take her."

She rotated to give Richard his daughter. As she handed her off, Tempest gave a sharp jerk, crying out, causing Elise to lose traction and fall hard.

“Ack!” She landed on her rear, her feet splayed out as the slimy, green and brown substance splashed all over. “Oh, yuck,” she exclaimed.

“Sorry, Elise,” Richard murmured. His lips quivered at the ends as he tried to keep a serious look on his face, but managed only partial success. He covered a laugh with a cough.

From the floor, she glared at him, then realized the ridiculous sight she must present. She raised her hand for a lift.

“Not so loud,” Ian admonished. 

As if realizing her predicament, Richard shifted Tempest and extended his hand. “Here, let me help you up.”

“Let me take the kid.” John put out his arms.

Carter offered support for both of them. At the same time, Ian reached for her other arm to help lift her.

With their help, Elise clutched a vat and pulled herself up, green gunk dripping from her black pants and gray top. She didn’t dare use fingers covered in algae to brush back the hair that tangled before her eyes. Trying to get it out of her eyes, she blew it off her face with the result that it flopped back to drip more noxious ooze onto her cheeks.

Leaning in, John whispered, “Elise, you make quite a sight.” He had a very irritating smirk on his face.

Once Ian had her standing, he wiped his hands down his slacks and wrinkled his nose. “Phew,” he sniffed.

Richard grabbed a clean diaper and rubbed gunk off his hands and arms while breathing in short, quick breaths. 

Carter gazed at the ceiling, not looking at her, a neutral expression plastered on his face. Then he began shaking with suppressed laughter.

At her scowl, Richard patted her arm. “Don’t worry, dear. We’ll fix it. We’re almost through this section.” He handed her a clean diaper to wipe off the muck.

From John’s arms, Tempest wiggled around and reached out a chubby hand to her. “Mama,” she babbled, sounding worried. “Mama. Mama.”

“Hey, did you hear what she said?” Richard exclaimed. “She said, ‘Mama!’”

Dripping green slime, she paused a moment to contemplate her daughter’s genius. After a deep breath, she asked, “How do we get out of here? It stinks, but there’s a battle going on outside, and it’s too dangerous for us to go there. Still, I don’t want to spend a moment more than necessary in this awful place.”

The round vats with their connecting pipes sat in a large circular configuration. Her group bunched up, finally having the room to congregate, and gazed at one another, hoping to find a solution to their dilemma.

Richard rubbed his forehead. “Do you know of a way we can we get off the station safely--even if we have to make a run for it?” 

Elise grabbed his arm. “My ship. I can pilot it. How close is the corridor that leads to my ship?”

Closing his eyes, John contemplated the layout. “Not far. I’d say two corridors over.It shouldn't take long. My lab is inside the ship.”

Richard frowned. “Isn’t the ship welded to the station?”

“The ship is, her shuttles aren’t,” Elise responded.

Ian smiled. “It might work.”

John nodded in agreement.

“And I can get back to my lab and Beth.” John handed Tempest back to Elise.

She felt a twinge of guilt over leaving Angel to fight Stratton. “What about the Enjelise? We can’t just leave him,” she said.

Richard answered, “We need him to distract any of Stratton’s men who might notice us leaving. I’m confident that given time, Angel and Jacob can take back the station.”

John added, “An underground group is organizing to support Jacob and put him back in control. More might join the fight if they thought they would have a winning chance. Angel can provide just the catalyst they need to take back the station.”

Thinking it over, she remembered the power Angel had wielded at the tech shop and had to agree.

Clapping his hands, Richard declared, “Okay, I’ll go out first and make sure the course is clear. Carter, you follow me. Elise, you keep Tempest and follow Carter and John, while Ian protects our flank.

They all nodded. It was a plan, albeit dangerous. But, at least it offered a way out. 

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 18

A Run for It

 

After Richard cracked open an exit from the algae vats, pops of gunfire, loud shouts, and the hum of blasters poured in. The smell of ozone, sweat, and smoke permeated the outside corridor. They were sneaking out of the vats just as a gang of men rounded the corner and halted several feet in front of them. Richard’s team froze, hoping for invisibility.

In her arms Tempest burbled another new word.“Bye, bye,” 

Up ahead, the newcomers spun about, pointing blasters, stun guns, brooms, and kitchen knives at them.

“Hold your fire!” A young man shaded his eyes and stared at her. “Commander, is that you? They messaged me you were on board.”

“Who’s that?” Elise strained to identify the voice.

A single young man, his face smudged and blackened, separated from the group and strode toward her. “It’s me, Tommie Blakey. You remember me?”

She squinted as the face came closer. “What happened to your ears?” she asked as recognition set in. “And when did you get so tall?” 

He stopped, embarrassed. “I had the ears fixed.” The topic under discussion assumed a bright pink color. “And I’ve been growing a lot lately.”

“Oh.” She paused. “Hello, Tommie. Good to see you again. What’s happening out there?”

Waving his group nearer, he said, “Administrator Monroe is trying to take back control of the station. A call went out for all able-bodied persons to join him. We’re going to take back the station. So, Commander, you should leave. It’s too dangerous for you to stay here. We’ll get her back. You go.”

“We’re headed for my ship now.”

Tommie frowned. “The ship is welded to the station.”

She smiled. “But the shuttles aren’t.”

Understanding lit his face. “Actually, only one is left in the bay, but that’s all you’ll need. We maintain it for emergencies. I’ll inform my team that you’re on the way, so they will let you in.”

“Will you help us get there safely?”

“Sure.” He pointed at two guys. “Freddie and Joe, go check to see if the coast is clear. Make a path.”

The two ran back to the juncture of the corridor. 

“Come on.” Richard stepped forward and they trailed behind as all ears listened for sounds of intruders.

The two stationers stuck their heads into the main corridor, then glanced back. “Looks good. It’s now or never,” whispered one as he waved their group forward. 

Richard eased out into the main corridor; the others followed. Tommie slipped in beside her, while John took the other side. Carter and Ian covered the rear. The stationers scouted ahead.

Nearby, another loud explosion shook the station.

“Cripes!” Tommie yelped. “That was close.” 

A swarm of uniformed guards burst out from a nearby panel as the station shuddered again and bright light spilled out into the corridor. Confusion reigned. Surprised, everyone hesitated, creating a frozen tableau. 

Until… 

“That’s her with the kid,” a voice yelled. “Stop them.” People began shouting. Elise watched a uniformed arm rise, and a blaster aim directly at her. Everything moved in slow motion. Richard leaped in front of her as the shot flared. He jerked and grabbed his chest. The smell of cooked meat and the noise of sizzling skin filled her senses. Smoke wisped out from his chest.

“Ahhh…” he screamed.

Ian moved to catch him as he began to collapse. At the same time, Carter surged forward and caught his other side. “Run!” they both yelled. They lifted Richard’s limp body by the arms, dragged him forward, and everybody ran.

Next to her, Tommie pointed into an adjoining corridor. “That leads to the ship. Go. We’ll defend here.” He stationed his gang out front as her group exited the station and ran into a corridor that led to the ship’s ramp.

Down the corridor and up the ramp they stumbled, still hauling Richard. At the end of the ramp, they faced the ship’s main hatch… locked tight.

“Most likely somebody changed the security locks,” Carter wailed. He jerked a look back down the ramp and bit on a nail. “We’re trapped.”

She passed Tempest to Ian and searched around for the hidden Captain’s pad. Slapping her hand over it, the hatch slid open and a gust of stale air puffed out. “No one keeps me out of my ship,” she said between clenched teeth.

“Thank God,” John cheered as he ushered them through.

Another shudder of the station caused the ship to creak and groan in response. 

Her group piled inside. “Follow me to the shuttlebay,” she ordered, leading them down the main corridor.

John stopped abruptly. “I have to return to my lab.”

Irritated at John’s response, she snapped, “No. Richard is badly wounded and going into shock. He needs you to take care of him, or there’s a good chance he’ll die.”

His brow crinkled at her words. “I came here with you, so I could return to my lab. My research is important. I can’t constantly get side-tracked because people around you get hurt, and you expect me to drop everything and cure them.”

“I don’t ask you to save anyone because of me, John. I ask you to help them because that’s what doctors do. They take care of people and make them better.”

They glared at each other.

“Let him stop at the lab,” Ian said, eyeing Richard. He put a hand on her arm. “We’ll need medicine we don’t currently have in order to deaden the pain and stop any infection.” He stared at John. “But I expect you to get the medicine and return. Don’t make me come after you.”

Richard fluttered a hand. “Don’t worry about me,” he gasped. “Just get everyone onto the shuttle.” But a grimace wracked his face as they shifted him forward.

She couldn’t bear watching him suffer. “Fine, go.” She pushed at John. “But there will be consequences if you don’t come back. He could die, and I’ll blame you.” 

John paused at her words, cast a glance at Ian, and peeled off. The rest of the group headed toward the shuttlebay. She took back a fidgeting Tempest while Ian and Carter were burdened with a slumping Richard who fought to maintain consciousness, but lost the fight and collapsed.They moved to either side of him to drag him along.

Due to Richard’s cumbersome weight, the going proved slow but totally exhausted, they finally reached the shuttlebay entrance. A contingent of stationers stood posted out front and raised their weapons. 

Ian lifted his, but this was a battle he couldn’t win.

Tempest broke into a wail that rattled Elise’s thoughts.

“Commander, it’s me, Chrissy.” A young blonde girl stepped forward. “Put down your weapons.”

“Chrissy? Hold your fire, Ian,” Elise ordered. “Shush, Tempest, shush.” She jiggled her daughter and tried to think clearly.

With a quick glance at the child, Chrissy said, “Tommie messaged us that the Alysian liaison was wounded, so I put a portable medical unit in the shuttle. It’s not much but it’ll help. Also, tell me when you’re ready to launch, and I’ll open the bay doors. You’ll have to hurry. They know you’re headed here, and they’ll try to stop you.”

Carter and Ian crossed hands to form a seat to carry Richard towards the shuttle. He awakened and flopped about as they loaded him onto their arms, collapsing against Ian with a moan and grabbing the man’s neck to hang on.

Arriving at the shuttlebay entrance inside the ship, John gasped, “Wait for me. I’ve got the medical supplies you’ll need.”

Ian muttered to Carter, “Well there’s good news at last. Now, let’s get Richard on board quick.” He and Carter stumbled across the shuttlebay’s floor and up the shuttle’s steps, lugging their charge as John dragged heavy medical bags behind them. At the bottom of the steps, Elise waited for John, holding a fussy Tempest in her arms. 

Chrissy touched Tempest’s cheek. “Is that your little girl?” She peered in at Tempest who stopped crying and sneezed, then reached out to pat at Chrissy’s face.

Elise smiled. “Yes, her name’s Tempest.”

Chrissy nodded as John joined them. “I remember when you were pregnant” She patted Elise on her arm. “She’s real cute. Take good care of her.”

Elise put her foot on the first step and turned. “Always. And you take care, too.”

“Count on it.” The young girl waved as Elise staggered up the rest of the steps behind John, totally exhausted. “Good luck,” the girl shouted after her.

After settling Richard with John, Ian entered the cockpit to collect Tempest. Free of the child, Elise ran her hands over the controls and plugged into the console. Sitting in the pilot’s seat, she began activating the instrument panels, and quickly leaned forward into the windshield to give Chrissy a thumb’s up.

In no time, the shuttlebay ports opened, revealing the deep dark of beyond, and the glowing planet of Alysia in the distance.

Carter slid in next to her. “John’s working on Richard, and Ian’s taking care of the kid, so, you've got a co-pilot.”

“Warn everyone to grab a hold because we’re blasting out of here now,” she yelled.

With the doors now wide open, they escaped full throttle out into space, heading for Alysia.

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 19

Escape 

 

It was like she’d never left the bridge. The shuttle’s controls were far simpler than her ship’s, making piloting easy. Together, she and Carter plotted the course and set the autopilot to begin their gradual downward spiral. Below them, Alysia’s gravity well drew them home.

She became aware of drying algae that covered her clothes and hair. It cracked and floated in small puffs, causing a rank odor to permeate the cockpit.

Ignoring the cloud of floating particles and burgeoning stink, she slanted a glance over at Carter and slouched into her seat. “Why didn’t you create a clone of Elise instead of an android?” 

With a tap on his screen, Carter finalized the next portion of their itinerary, programed that into the autopilot, and glanced over at her. A chuckle issued from him. “Clones and replicants are the good doctor Luttrell’s area of expertise, not mine. I’m an engineer, not a biochemist.”

He twisted to face her and scrubbed at his arm. “I spent years perfecting robots: getting the facial expressions exactly right, developing synthetic skin that felt real, programming a logic tree that enabled them to act as close to human behavior as possible.” He loosened his strap and arched his back. “Robots never age, they never get cranky, they do what you ask… and never talk back or disappoint.”

“But they are incapable of love, no matter how expertly you program them.”

“Yeah, eventually I figured that part out.” His voice quavered. He rubbed his forehead, brushing aside dark bangs. “I couldn’t have you and I missed her… So I thought…”

She fiddled with her console to give him time to recover. Finally, he slumped into his chair and stared at her.

She met his gaze. “Is Elija creating military robots  for a war?”

His eyes narrowed in thought. “I left him a schematic in exchange for a ride back to the space station. I suspect that’s his intention since he suggested to Elliott Stratton that I could assemble robots modeled as soldiers.”

Thinking it over, she said, “Elija will disassemble and repurpose your creation to make what he wants.”

“He threatened he would, and I didn’t want to hang around to watch it happen.”

She tapped a forefinger to her lips. “Possessing a robot army would provide leverage for the Terrans.”

He bent his head in acknowledgement. “I know. Robots don’t die or require long term medical attention. They’re interchangeable and reusable. You collect the damaged parts, reconnect the circuitry, and they’re good to go. Immortal. Turn around to reactivation takes little time.”

She scratched at an itchy scalp, and pieces of algae flaked off. “But does he possess a finished model?” 

“Only a matter of time.”

“Who’s going to build it?”

He shifted about and scratched his nose. “I left a very competent team at the Homestead.”

“We need to reclaim that schematic. I hope they haven’t made a thousand copies by now,”

“Nope, it’s encrypted.” He grinned.

“Can you prevent him from opening it?”

He leaned toward her. “The Homestead is my only place of refuge right now. I’ll not poison that well. Besides, I'm Terran and we're losing this struggle. A robotic army will provide us protection. Don’t forget you have a daughter who is half Terran. You have a stake in the Terran side surviving.”

Batting drifting algae away from her face, Elise huffed. “I can’t decide which side to be on. But I know I don’t want a war involving robots. Haven’t you ever read any of those dystopian novels where the machines take over the world and kill off all the humans?”

He squared his shoulders, staring straight at her. “I don’t believe in that, or I wouldn’t be doing what I do. Mechanical aides have always made life easier for humans.”

She drummed the console with her fingers. “So far. But what happens when your team programs them to kill humans? Whether their target is Terran or Alysian won’t matter to them. Who will be able to alter that programming before they totally wipe out all humans?”

His eyes widened. Fear flashed across his fine features. He had no answer.

A red light blinked on his panel. He glanced down. “We’re approaching the edge. In thirty minutes, we’ll be entering.”

“I should rinse off this muck and check on Richard and my daughter before we initiate the final descent. Can you monitor the board until then?”

His brow knitted together.

“Keep it on autopilot. I’ll be back soon. Watch the panel and let me know if any lights go red.”

“Red?”

“It’s a color,” she said dryly as she unstrapped and rose to leave.

“Hurry back,” he called, as she headed to the unit where Richard lay.

Arriving, she reached out to grasp the lever to open the medunit, when a large masculine hand covered hers.

“You can’t go in there.” 

Pivoting, she peered into the snapping, blue eyes of John Luttrell.

He brushed her face, causing fine grains of algae to powder the air. “Do you want to infect a seriously wounded man?” He pointed to a refresher. “Clean up, and afterwards, we’ll talk. Right now, you’re contaminating the whole shuttle.”

While his brusque manner irritated an already abraded mood, she had to acknowledge that he was right and proceeded to a casket-sized cleaner unit.

Inside, she rapidly stripped and threw her clothes in a sealed container. With a flick of her fingers, a liquid chemical sprayed her at high intensity, soon rinsing her of the annoying mess. She stood dripping until the blower kicked in and dried her off. Pulling a clean, spare ship suit from a recessed locker unit, she dressed in an oversized, but comfortable cream jump suit. She emerged, feeling much cleaner. Much better. Even the air around her smelled nicer.

As she exited the unit, Ian met her in his own change of clothes. “The doctor asked me to sit with Carter. He says my presence may calm him while you two talk. He’s nervous flying this ship all by himself.”

She rolled her eyes. “It’s on auto pilot.” Taking a breath, she asked, “How is Tempest doing?” 

“She’s sleeping. I fed her and secured her into a bed unit. I might have added something to her bottle, so she will sleep more soundly.”

She paused. “I appreciate all you’ve done helping us.”

“My job.” He grinned and headed out.

“And thank I.N.Sys, too, for me.”

He halted, then twisted toward her, surprised.

She lifted an eyebrow. “I’m well aware of Richard’s contacts at the Information Network Systems. I owe Director Walker. Since my husband hired you, I suspect you’re more than a mere babysitter.”

“My pleasure to serve, ma’am.” After a short bow, he whirled around and headed for the cockpit. 

Reaching the medunit, she tapped on the small window. John looked up, raised the shield, and stepped out, closing it behind him.

“Now can I see him?” she asked.

John shook his head. “He’s resting. This alcove with its flimsy pull-down shield is not a state-of-the-art medunit.”

“Richard should know I’m here with him.”

He pulled her over to a seat and sat her down. “Look, Elise, do you realize how hard this is for the two of us? The original Elise was my lover… and then, Carter’s. All our lives we competed for her attention, and now she’s gone, leaving her clone in her place. You're unnerving, and we don't know how to behave around you.”

“I’ll never take her place.” She stared at the floor.

He glanced away. “No. No one can. Besides, you’re not the same. You’ve had different life experiences, which have molded you into a different person. In addition, now, I’m too old for you. So is Carter, who is trying to figure out how to forge a new life on an alien planet at age sixty. We’re both aging, despite the nanites in our body. But, we look at you and see her face. We can’t control how we feel, even though we try. Please don’t make this any harder than it already is.”

She leaned so close into him that she could feel his breath on her face. “Who she loved isn’t my fault. You created me to be what I am, to look exactly as I do.” She spaced out the words, then continued, “And both of you contributed to your situation. How many times did I hear how you left her alone because you chose your precious lab over being with her? Carter with his bots did the same.”

John’s voice rose in anger; his blue eyes flashed. “You wouldn’t exist if I hadn’t been involved in that lab!” 

She swirled her hands about. “But I do exist, thanks to your obsession with her. However, I’m not her and never will be. I love Richard, so I married him. Not you, not Carter. Him. I didn’t do it to make either of you miserable. I did it because I love him. At this moment, he’s lying there and could die because he stepped in front and took the hit meant for me. I want him to know I love him in case…” She broke off, unable to go on.

John patted her arm. “Richard will survive if he doesn’t turn septic. But for him to live, we must get him to Tygel Hospital in time. Carter needs to clean up. Ian and I have gone through the decontamination unit for what little that thing is worth.”

She glanced over at the blinking electronics working to save Richard’s life. “We’re lucky to have the medunit on board, thanks to Chrissy and her team.”

John combed fingers through his honey brown hair. “She probably saved his life, but we need to get him to more advanced medical care, or we could still lose him.”

She rose. “I’ll call Trace and have him order a paramedic unit to be there when we arrive. He’ll do it for Richard. We’ll be entering the stratosphere soon. The ride could get bumpy.”

She saw no smooth path ahead anywhere.

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 20

Return 

 

“Where am I?” Richard moaned.

Elise laid aside her tablet where she’d been reading the latest posting in Amanda’s new blog and sat on the edge of his bed.

“You’re in Tygel’s Medical Center, dearest.” She gathered his hand between hers and gazed into his pale, narrow face. His high, strong cheekbones stood out in relief against the steel blue eyes, now somewhat dazed.

“Mmmm… What happened?” He twisted his head on the pillow to peer around the room.

“Quite a lot.” She reached over for a small glass of water, propped another pillow under his head, and put the glass to his lips. After a few sips, she let him hold the glass while she continued. “First off, Jacob has taken back the space station, which he calls Earth 2.” 

He sipped cautiously and tried a smile that was more of a grimace. “Good,” he whispered.

“By coming with us on the shuttle back to Alysia, John saved your life.” She brushed a wayward strand of dark hair off his pale brow.

The grimace became more of a smile. “With a dollop of persuasion from you, I imagine.” He tilted his head upward.

She nodded. “And dire threats from Ian. John’s upset because he was forced to leave his wife and children behind. Therefore, we owe him big-time. He and Carter worked around the clock here to produce a three-dimensional printer capable of fabricating skin grafts and then showed the doctors at the hospital how to attach them. Properly applied, they integrate into a patient’s existing skin without scarring. They were quite the hit.”

He lifted his arm from the covers and inspected part of the area where the blaster had scorched him. Brushing his fingers over his smooth chest, his dark eyebrows drew together in astonishment when he couldn’t find any indication of damage. He flexed his shoulder. “Feels incredible. That was a fast heal.”

“With not a scar in sight.” She smiled.

“I’ll have to thank John properly.”

She patted his  smooth hand. “Oh, don’t worry. He and Trace are compiling a list of the station’s needs. They plan to take their requests to President Courtland. Not only have they asked for supplies, but they want incentives for skilled labor to work there. The other Alysian station is supported by the universities and the Democratic Union’s space program. Because of that support, it thrives. Integrating Alysian scientists from that station into Earth2 by building offices and science labs could be a step toward developing a peaceful coexistence between the two races.”

He winced as he pushed himself to a sitting position. 

She felt a mixture of guilt and sympathy for his injuries. “Do you hurt?”

She realized he played the stalwart soldier when he said, “No, not too bad. I’m just sore from lying in this bed.” He didn’t sound convincing. He had to be sore, at least.

“I’ll get your robe, and we can take a walk down the hall. The doctors suggested exercise will do you good.”

“What about Angel?” He gingerly swung around, dangling his feet off the side of the bed as she opened a closet to grab his robe. 

Over her shoulder, she said, “The Alysian Station is sending a shuttle to Earth2 to pick up Angel and a pilot before coming here. They want their shuttle back since we took the last one. Besides, John expects to return to his lab now that it’s safe, and he’s not a pilot.”

He eased to a standing position behind her. “It sounds as if everything ended well,” she heard him say.

She swiveled around with the robe. As he stepped forward to take it, she held it back. She bit a lip and said. “Oh yes, and a lady friend of yours insists she speak to you.”

His face was all innocence as he asked, “What lady friend?” He acted as if he had no idea who she talked about.

“That pretty young nurse who you claim saved my life after Tempest was born. You two seemed very friendly as I recall. Now she wants a further word with you.”

His eyes widened. He pushed the robe aside, hobbling over to the closet where he reached inside for underwear, pants and shirt. Gasping against the pain, he dressed as fast as he could. “Tem …” He gulped back the name. “She’s here? Where? If she needs to see me, something important is going to happen.” She watched him hobble toward the door, then swing around when she didn’t follow.

Facing him, she felt her face scrunch up as she said, “You’re awful eager to meet with her. I noticed that she’s quite attractive. Who is she?” She put her hands on her hips. 

He paused, confusion flashing over his face.

Anger formed, which she tried to suppress. She took a deep breath and glared at him, waiting for an explanation.

He put up his hand, palm out. “Whoa, sweetheart. Hold on a minute. You’ve got the wrong idea.” He scrubbed his hand through his dark, unruly hair, looking panicked. “That’s not the way it is. It’s not what you think.”

“Then, how is it?” Curiosity scorched her. “Who is that woman? You said she was gone, and now she’s back.” 

His eyes darted around the room as if they searched for an answer. Finally, words choked out of his mouth. “A distant relative of mine who’s sometimes an agent for Trace. If she’s asking for me, it’s important. How did she say I should contact her?”

Still upset, she answered, “She mentioned some old abandoned lab near the space center.”

His earnest expression didn’t convince her. He rummaged around for a wallet and shoes. “I need to get checked out of here as soon as possible.”

He wasn’t fully recovered, and his face had gone pale just putting on a shirt. She stared at him, gauging his condition as he swayed on his feet, barely able to stand. The doctors had said they’d wanted the grafts to heal a little more before taking him home, but he had that look in his eyes that said nothing would hold him here. He had a stubborn streak a mile wide.

“I’ll see what I can do.” She pursed her lips. “But you need to go easy and focus on recuperating. Nothing actively physical, you understand.”

He fell into her, putting his arms around her, causing her arms to automatically close about him. He leaned back and stared into her face, letting one hand caress a cheek. With a sigh, he brushed his lips across her forehead. A shiver went through her body at his gentle touch. 

“Soft lips and an iron will. You are full of contrasts. I love that about you, you know?” he murmured.

“No, I didn’t know,” she breathed into his ear. 

She felt desire stiffen his body as he reacted to her soft whisper. “You need to mention stuff like that more often,” she admonished, “especially after I save your life.”

“If you take me home, I’ll do better than that. I’ll give you a demonstration.”

She patted his shoulder, feeling aroused by the thought. Unfortunately, reality kicked in. Her expression hardened. “As tempting as that sounds, we need to let you heal before we attempt anything too strenuous.”

“Or we can be creative,” he said leaning forward.

“Mmmmm… Creative sounds promising.”

He smiled. “Don’t worry, please.”

“Okay, I’ll go check you out.” She hurried away, wondering what his “creative” might entail.

***

The next day, Richard managed to sneak away and head to the spaceport. Closing the door to the Timelab behind him, he switched on the lights. A stale, metallic smell permeated the room. Against one wall, a bank of computers stood, silent and dusty. After being around the sleek, advanced electronics on the Alysian space station, this technology looked dated and worn. Here were levers, switches, and buttons rather than screens you could swipe using a finger or programs that would activate with a thought.

He surveyed the Timelab, noting that the three-step platform along the back needed painting and re-padding. Also requiring attention were several of the lab’s emergency lights, which were either burnt out or blinking red.

Something must be happening in the future, or Tempest wouldn’t chance time travel. She wasn’t contacting him merely for a social call. It wasn’t: “Hey daddy, good to see you again. What’s new?”

He felt her presence just before she emerged from the shadows. “You took your time.” Tempest walked into the light and glared at him.

He hobbled over and threw his arms around her. “My darling daughter. I’d have been here sooner, but I had to escape your mother, and you know how difficult that can be. You look gorgeous. By the way, you have her eyes.”

She pulled out from his arms. “And your dark hair. But who had the curly hair? I want to strangle him or her.” She brushed back a shoulder length tangle of dark hair that spring out around her face like a circling thundercloud.

“Your grandfather, Chase, had abundant hair.”

“Yeah, abundant—that would be one way of putting it. At least, I’m taller than mom. That’s a blessing.”

“You can thank my side of the family for that.”

“And I do, profusely. Mom’s so…”

“Petite. But she has a powerhouse personality, which you also inherited.”

“So people keep telling me… over and over again.” She sighed.

His shoulders slumped as worry danced through his thoughts. “I’m concerned that you felt a need to contact me. Time travel is dangerous, but I expect you understand that.”

She sauntered across the room and stopped at the bank of computers, running a hand lightly over the blinking console. She swung around and leaned on the back of her arms, facing him. She avoided direct eye contact, choosing instead to stare at the floor. 

His worry escalated.

She gazed at him with a serious expression. “You remember when Uncle Braden returned from space and mentioned a violent encounter with a race of aliens?”

He nodded and joined her at the console.

She pushed forward, walking past him, spun around and came back. “Mom also talked about fighting an alien race. Said she met one face to face before it blew up its ship, killing part of her crew. People she loved… Trajan for one.”

“I remember her mentioning it. But what has…”

“Dad, you’re not listening. They destroyed five of the fleet’s ships in that horrific battle.”

He didn’t like the direction the discussion was taking. He paused, waiting for her to continue.

“Well, they have discovered Alysia. I came to warn you. The only way we can defeat them is if you start preparing now and change what might happen.”

“Prepare for what?”

“A hostile invasion. Get Mom to describe their ships and weapons. People have to believe they’re real. Put Carter and Abbie to work in the Alysian space program building ships. You’ve already weaponized the Alysian Space station. Reactivate that and do the same for Earth2.”

“Won’t that change the future?”

“I hope do. Actually, our timeline did receive a warning. Since you were getting all hysterical, President Courtland mandated an accelerated defense program, but framed it as a worldwide space exploration effort. Still, I want this future changed, or I wouldn’t risk contacting you.”

 She walked up to him and reached out to smooth his cheek. “I hate to be the person to drop this in your lap, but I volunteered once my team figured out that someone had traveled back in time to warn you.”

“Your team?”

“Yeah, we’re like vigilante time cops who watch out for critical events and try to help where we can without disrupting too much. In this case, I’m fulfilling a previous action. That makes this a legal foray.”

“How did everything turn out?”

She scrutinized the area, not daring an answer. Shaking her head, she said, “You should take better care of this place. The equipment needs to be cleaned and updated.” She cast him a direct gaze. “You know I can’t reveal any more than I have. Too many changing variables might create a different timeline. I’ve already said more than I should, but I’ve kept within the guidelines of known information.”

“How am I going to get this lab working again with your mother constantly looking over my shoulder? Already she’s upset thinking I’m meeting some secret mistress.”

“Tell her you’re a mad scientist who can time travel.” She blinked her gorgeous violet eyes at him.

He grimaced. “And validate all her suspicions?”

“Show her the lab. Talk science gibberish at her. She’ll let you out of the house, bonus for you. Persuade Trace to give you a decent wage rather than live off Grandpop’s trust fund. Bonus for both of you. Hopefully, Alysia survives the attack. That small detail has yet to be determined. Nevertheless, I’m worried that we haven’t heard anything from further up the timeline. Things are pretty dicey right now.”

“How many?”

“So far, we’ve identified fifteen ships in the initial attack. We think they’re advanced scouts. We believe they’re coming to see if Alysia is habitable enough for them to settle. While you’re at it, talk to the Enjelise. They created these monsters.”

His mouth dropped open. “What?”

She shrugged. “Yeah, there’s a book that mentions the whole mess. It’s a famous, ancient Earth book.  Mom has a digital copy. Ask Ariel for details on how these monsters came about. That’s the best I can do. I have to get back to civilization and escape this barbaric timeline.”

“Hey! You were born in this timeline.”

“Exactly.” Her nose wrinkled as she scanned the room. “And seriously, fix this place up.” She stepped onto the platform as the computers powered up. 

At the console, he flipped the accompanying switches as she stood waving at him. The machines hummed to life, and she dissolved into the future, leaving him overwhelmed with what he had to do… all over again.

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 21

Confessions 

 

Elise met him at the door as he returned home, hands firmly on her hips. Her eyes narrowed to slits. “So?” Her head slanted in question. “Where have you been?”

He halted in the hallway. “You don’t want to know.”

Her mouth hardened. “Your mistress demanded a huge sum of money, or she would reveal your betrayal,” she accused. Her eyes glared, dark and furious.

The idea was so absurd that he staggered into the living room and collapsed onto the sofa, trying not to convulse with laughter. 

He knew that would be a suicidal move under the circumstances. Watching her acute discomfort and feeling guilty for the lie, maybe now was the time for the truth. Fate knew, he had put off telling her long enough and, most likely, he would need her at his side if he was going to do what Tempest required.

He braced himself and blurted out, “No, I’m a time traveler whose daughter inherited the ability. She has come from the future to warn me that dangerous aliens plan to invade, and I have to prepare a defense for Alysia.”

There he’d said it. He’d finally come clean. A weight lifted from his shoulders.

Deep silence filled the room for several long minutes as she stared at him, complete disbelief on her face. She stumbled back into the couch. “You’re going with that? Seriously? That’s the story you’re picking?”

Not the response he’d expected. But then, when examining his words, he realized they did sound a bit far-fetched. Time traveler? Alien invasion? He barely believed the story himself. Why had he imagined she would?

“I’m not having an affair, Elise. Really.” Inspiration struck. “It’s that agent of Trace’s, and she has a lead on the last missing Terran woman on your list.”

“Oh.” She slumped down next to him. Touching his arm, she said, “You had me going there for a minute. If I even believed …” 

Her eyes bored into him while his lying mouth continued to move. “With this most recent information, I want to meet with Trace tomorrow and organize an extraction.”

Lowering her gaze, she heaved a deep sigh. “The last on that list, but I’m sure there exist others we’re unaware of. We can set up a network to search for them.”

As if he didn’t have enough on his bulging buffet of tasks to accomplish. 

He patted her hand, saying, “What a great idea. I’ll mention it to Trace tomorrow.”

She rose from the couch, smiling and happy, believing his lie. Now, he had to figure out what he was going to tell Trace in the morning after he hopefully set up their impromptu meeting.

***

Later, in the nursery, Elise gazed down at her tiny daughter lying in her crib. So perfect. So beautiful. Reaching in, she picked up the child and held her out in front of her. “Time traveler? What kind of idiot does he think I am to believe such nonsense? You’re not capable of time travel, are you?”

Chubby, small fingers reached for Elise’s face and danced across her cheek. “Mama,” Tempest burbled.

“You’d never leave me for some unknown future, would you? How ridiculous.”

“Bye. Bye,” the child chortled, clapping her hands.

A chill ran over Elise. The words, while surely coincidental, struck too close to a rational answer.

She grasped the child to her chest, murmuring, “You better not be going anywhere soon, young lady, especially into some future where I can’t follow.”

Gently, she returned Tempest to her crib. “Sleep and dream sweet dreams. I expect to see you right here when you wake from your nap. Now, I have to go check on your father and find out what he’s up to.”

She gripped the crib’s railing. “I know he’s up to something. I’m just not sure what, but I plan to find out.”

***

Eventually, Angel arrived on Alysia with a pilot so the Earth2 shuttle could return. John came by Richard’s home to say goodbye and do one final physical exam before he left for the space station and his lab. 

As Richard entered his living room, he encountered Elise and John in a tight embrace. John had his face bent over the top of her auburn hair. They made a contrast of petite versus tall. The doctor bent his face and leaned down to listen to her soft words. Richard heard his name uttered.

A wave of hot anger washed over him, but he held himself in check, remembering that the man had just saved his life and, he smiled grimly, would soon be leaving. He gritted his teeth and tried to remain calm and in control.

John gazed up after her words, a flash of anguish passing over his face. Then his eyes shifted to Richard who watched from the entryway. Immediately, as if a switch had been flicked, John’s signature lazy grin appeared, and he hastily stepped back from Elise.

“Don’t worry. Trace has more than compensated with promises of workers and fresh produce,” Richard heard him tell Elise. “Besides, I’m a doctor, and as you pointed out…That’s what doctors do. We cure what ails people.”

He glanced over at his host. “Isn’t that right, Richard?”

“That among other things,” Richard answered dryly as he walked into the room. “You’ve done more than enough in my opinion. I don’t know whether to thank you or punch you in the face for all that you've done here.”

At that comment, Elise choked with an unidentifiable emotion. 

“I prefer the thank you.” John smiled again, but not as easily as before.

Richard raised an eyebrow at the man. “Anything I can do to help you leave?” His words came out a little stronger than he intended. Afterall, the man had sacrificed his family to save his life.

Coming in the front door, Angel said, “Dr. Luttrell, your transportation to the airport is waiting outside.”

“Have a safe trip back,” Richard commented, waving him out.

John laughed. “I would almost think you were eager to see me go.”

Elise patted John’s arm. “Give our regards to Beth and the children.”

A thoughtful expression crossed John’s face as he lingered at the door. “I never thought I would be fathering my own child, much less Carter’s, as antagonistic as we were.” 

That comment puzzled Richard. “Carter’s?”

Elise gave John a push. “Don’t keep your driver waiting.”

John rolled his eyes. “Eager to be rid of me now that your husband is recovered?”

“No, it’s not that.” Elise blushed and glared at her accuser, but his lazy grin widened. “I’ll go quietly before I let too many secrets out of the closet,” he said.

“John!”

Richard made a mental note to ask Elise the meaning behind the remark, but as John was finally moving out the door, he didn’t want to delay him any longer. “Angel, can you stay tonight? I need to talk to you.”

Elise whirled on him. “I think I’m the one who should debrief Angel about what happened on the station.”

Surprised at the vehemence of her reaction, Richard stepped back. “We can both debrief him about what happened afterwards with Jacob, but I need to ask him about another matter.”

Elise paused, nonplussed. “Oh. Well, I expect a full accounting, and Jacob’s plans for Elliott Stratton.”

“And that, I promise you will have,” he said, trying to mollify her, although she no longer held any authority on the station, whether she realized it or not. “However, at the moment, I’m starved. Do you want to go tell cook to add another plate for dinner, or do you want me to tell her?”

She paused. “I should check on Tempest and see if she’s awake. I can stop by the kitchen on my way to the nursery. Maybe you can settle Angel in the guest room next to Carter’s room.”

“I’ll take care of it.” Richard’s voice turned serious. “And after dinner, there are some important questions I need you both to answer in my study.”

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 22

Interrogation

 

Richard closed the door to his study and turned to face the puzzled faces of Elise and Carter. His back leaned against the hard wood of a cabinet while he gathered energy. He hadn’t fully recovered yet and still felt weak. His study had an intimate atmosphere. The heartwood desk, paneled walls, and book-filled shelves all said cozy, but an extensive security system enabled him to conduct serious business within its walls. He was gratified to see a fire in the fireplace, although Elise nervously glanced at the open flame. Often, he forgot the little things involved in planet living that revived certain fears within the ship-born.

“Can I get anyone something to drink?” he inquired as he waited for one more knock on the door.

It came while he handed Elise a Belluvian red wine and Carter a three-fingered-sized portion of t’aile.

“Come in, Angel.”

The Enjelise swept into the room, his brow furrowed. The room brightened as he entered.

“How about a honey nectar for you?” Richard raised a crystal bottle containing an amber liquid toward the newcomer.

Angel’s face took on a glow as he nodded enthusiastically. “Only a little, as we may soon need to pour two more glasses.” 

“Ah, you got a chance to talk to Ariel and Darius. Did you convince Ariel to come?”

Angel crossed to a richly padded dark blue chair and sank into it. “I even convinced father to come.”

Over on a matching sofa, Elise and Carter stopped their conversation and swiveled around. “Ariel and Darius are coming here,” Elise exclaimed.

At that moment, a ball of light appeared and expanded until it took on the forms of Ariel and Darius. The room glowed with eye blinding intensity.

Richard gasped to himself. Darius too! Angel must have conveyed the urgency of my request.

Elise blinked rapidly. “Well, now.”

Carter’s eyes grew big and round.

Ariel’s large, but delicate wings gently fanned the air. 

Darius stepped forward, and the intense brightness dimmed. “Ah, is that nectar of the gods I see you’re serving?” asked the normally shy Darius. His pale eyebrows lifted as he leaned toward Richard and the sparkling drink.

From his chair, Angel chuckled. “Welcome, father. Now aren’t you glad you came?”

Taking the glass from Richard, the Enjelise held up the drink, admiring its color. “It certainly makes the energy expended worth the effort.”

“How about you, Ariel?” Richard turned to pour another.

“If I want any, I’d better grab some before those two empty the bottle.” She nodded at Darius and her son.

“Oh, I’ll be sure to take care of you. Not to worry.” Richard smiled at the stunning Enjelise. Her white-gold hair framed exquisite features that left any man who gazed upon her gaping in admiration.

“Everyone find a comfortable seat,” urged Richard as he took his place in a large, overstuffed navyblue chair across from the others.

As everyone sipped drinks, a moment of silence filled the room, only disturbed by the crackle of the fire. Richard cleared his throat. “I asked Angel to find out everything he could about a race of aliens that apparently you know well.”

Ariel and Darius exchanged worried glances. Seeing their concern, Richard said, “I need to learn all I can about them.”

Pausing to take another sip, Ariel said, “You’re talking about those we call the Fallen. They came from our world when my people inhabitedae physical body before the ascension.” 

Darius waved his glass about. “They’re descended from a select group of Enjelise scientists who were charged with overseeing humans brought to our world. We enclosed these humans in a garden with fruits and nuts and pure stream water for them to drink. They were a new species we were told to prepare for dissemination among several targeted worlds. Because they showed intelligence and promise, we were made their guardians. Our job was to watch over them.”

“But the Enjelise in control of the project grew too fond of their charges.” Ariel shifted, causing an angry flutter of white wings. “They bred with the humans, taking lovers in some cases and, at other times, forcing their captured humans to unwanted intimacy.”

Darius cast a disgusted look around the room. “Rape, darling. The judgment passed upon them was rape and grievous misconduct.” 

Ariel smoothed her shimmering dress. “When our leaders uncovered the guardian’s abuse, they exiled them to another world where they couldn’t hurt the humans.”

Darius took a sip and said, “In some instances, they accused several humans of encouraging the behavior.”

Ariel added, “Many Enjelise faulted the humans and believed the species equally guilty. To protect those Enjelise who were close to attaining ascension, they also shipped the humans to a faraway world, albeit more habitable.”

Richard smiled. “Which turned out to be Alysia.”

“No.” Angel joined the discussion. “The place they sent the humans was Earth. A later colony from Earth came to Alysia.”

Elise slanted her head at Ariel. “And the Enjelise guilty of rape and abuse? What was their world like?”

Darius sighed. “Extremely harsh. There, gravity was heavy, the atmosphere filled with radiation, and large portions of the land were scorched by their sun.”

“The inhabitants moved underground to escape the burning atmosphere,” Elise added.

“How do you know that?” asked Ariel, shifting around to stare at her.

“We flew near that world when we were searching for a habitable planet. It was so awful we kept going.”

Next to Elise, Carter snorted, “Looked like Hell.” 

A nod from Darius signaled his agreement as he said, “They and their descendants shunned the blessing of God and devolved into grotesque, deformed creatures filled with hate, desiring only vengeance. Yes, it was a Hell.”

Richard leaned back. “Braden mentioned they attacked the Enjelise’s world in retaliation.”

Ariel brushed the air with her hand. “Yes. Eventually, the Fallen learned how to build spaceships. We believe their ultimate goal is to destroy all Enjelise and humans. Your brother saved us by distracting them while we teleported our world out of harm’s way. After that, many Enjelise chose to ascend into the next dimension, but I joined Elsinore and her troop to serve as guardians here.”

Elise rubbed her face, shocked by the revelation. These creatures teleported a world? Ascended to another dimension? She said, “No wonder they attacked us. They thought we were Alysians come to finish them off.”

Richard shifted toward Elise. “They attacked you?”

With a hand on Elise’s arm, Carter said, “After we passed their world, they came after us. They destroyed Commander Reardon’s ship, which made Elise’s mother the fleet Commander, and Elise, Captain of The New Found Hope.

Elise faced him. “Four of our ships had weapons, thanks to Carter, but only four in the entire fleet. We were an exploration fleet, not a military mission. I was on the bridge with mother when they attacked.” She paused as the emotion of the event bubbled forth. She continued with a catch in her voice, “Of the front four, only our ship, The New Found Hope, and Elija’s ship, the Valiant, survived their initial strike. They destroyed The New World and the Explorer and killed many of my dear friends.” Her head dropped, hiding her face in her hands. She couldn’t go on.

Trajan, Charles, Emily… Richard knew the names. He sipped his wine, giving her time to gather herself. When she looked up, he asked, “What weapons did they use?” 

She wrinkled her nose in thought. “Explosive missiles, lasers, maybe an atom splitter.”

“An atom splitter?” The wine went down wrong, and he choked.

Her eyes narrowed. “Why do you want to know?”

He cleared his throat. “I need to know so I can prepare Alysia. There’s a possibility they’re headed here.”

Their silence could have filled empty space.

Ariel glanced at Darius. “The two of us don’t have enough power to move this planet like the Enjelise did ours”

Her companion nodded his head in agreement.

Carter’s eyes blinked while Elise’s mouth dropped open. The idea of moving Alysia sent shivers up and down Richard’s spine. But it begged the question of what else could they do?

“Er,” He stood up to pour more nectar into Darius’s glass, “What suggestions do you have that might protect Alysia?”

The Enjelise appeared uncomfortable with the question. Ariel tapped her glass with delicate fingers. “We would need to evaluate our resources,” she said. “There may be some protections we could put in place.”

Richard’s eyebrows lifted. She slid a glance at Carter who scratched his head. “I’m not much on weapons design. I’m robots and contraptions, but I might be able to think up something. We could set up a satellite array as a first line of defense. Let me rough out a few ideas.”

Richard turned to his wife. “I was told that your mother saw one of these Fallen in person.

Clutching her arms with her hands, she shivered. “Yes.” She closed her eyes. “They are a grotesque version of Enjelise. They remind me of a zombie movie popular on board the ship. Their limbs were twisted, their hands thick. But when she went on board their ship, the interior contained very sophisticated technology. The captain spoke a guttural language that no one understood, but his attitude was unquestionable. He’d killed his crew, so they wouldn’t be captured and interrogated. That’s how ruthless they are.”

“If they are a variation of Enjelise, what extraordinary powers might they have? We need to know what we are up against,” said Richard.

Ariel’s hands twisted in her lap. “That depends on how fast they have developed and in what direction they have concentrated their abilities. Darius and I will look into that question and explore what help we can offer.”

Richard stood up and collected their glasses. He swiveled to face them, saying, “You realize this is all top secret. We can’t divulge that Alysia may eventually be under attack by hostile aliens. The world would panic and destroy itself before we could even figure out a defense.”

Elise rose with the others. She rubbed her hands down the sides of her pants. “That’s if we can find a solution before they attack… if they attack.”

“There’s no if, only when,” Richard responded.

***

Richard peered down into the crib where Tempest lay. He rested his arms on the railings. “I suppose my first step should be to inform President Courtland and Trace.”

“Da, da.” Pudgy arms waved wildly about. Seeing him beside her crib, Tempest flipped over and scrambled to her feet, bouncing up and down.

Richard mused on, “Then, I’ll need to evaluate the Alysian station’s weapons system. I really don’t want to go. I’d rather send someone else.”

Next to him, Tempest patted his hand. “Bye, bye.”

“Your mother won’t be eager to see me off. She’s been rather cranky lately.” He closed his eyes. “She needs another dose of that gebbit potion.”

“Ah, ah, ah.”

“Yeah. That’s what she said after she drank it. How about I take Abbie with me?  Carter says his sister is good in designing weapons.”

“You two!” Elise stood in the doorway.

“Mama, mama.” Tempest reached out to her.

“Don’t mama me, young lady. It’s nap time. Richard, she needs to go down for her nap, or she’ll be impossible at dinner.”

“No, no, no.” Tempest hopped up and down.

“Oh, a new word. Okay, what if I read you a bedtime story?” Richard gathered up his daughter and pulled her into a big comfy blue chair near the crib. “How about The Little Gebbit That Did Big Things. Isn’t that your favorite?”

They settled into the chair. Tempest stuck her thumb in her mouth and leaned her head on his shoulder as he began to read.

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 23

Talking to Trace

 

“Why do you always put me in this kind of position?”

Trace Armstrong turned from the office window he had been staring out to question an entering Richard Steele.

Richard crossed to join Trace at the window. He gazed out onto the bustling city of Tygel from the top floor of the plain gray I.N.Sys building. Slanting a look at the I.N.Sys Director, Richard asked, “I assume I can talk freely in here?”

“My office is secure, although I plan to personally record every word, sigh, or fart that you make.” Trace pulled out a recorder and shook it in Richard’s face.

Putting up his hand, Richard stepped back. “Hey, I didn’t do this on purpose. Fate, Trace, why would I want aliens to attack Alysia? How would I manage such an event?”

Trace sighed. “Isn’t this the third time you’ve come with dire warnings of an attack from aliens? It’s getting old.”

“And I’ve been right. Something did happen every time, just not what we expected.” Richard glared at him.  “We were lucky it turned out as well as it did. We may not be so lucky this time. Dare you risk that chance?”

Trace headed over to his desk and slumped into its chair as Richard followed, grabbing a seat in front of him. He raised his head and gave Richard a steely look. “I’m not convinced the Terran integration is progressing as smoothly as you would have it,” he said. “Elija, concerns me. Elise’s last report indicated he’s hiding a secret military manufacturing installation. In addition, there appears to be an underground movement that is creating havoc all over Alysia. We could lose the planet if we’re not careful. Fate, Richard, we don’t need more invaders.”

Richard snorted. “We far outnumber them. Perhaps we’d have more success if we’d treated them better and not so much like inferiors. That would go a long way towards establishing a peaceful coexistence.”

In an abrupt motion, Trace sat up. “I can’t change human nature. Alysians are only trying to protect their territory. And now you want me to believe some mysterious stranger from the far future warned you of an impending alien attack.” Trace coughed. “Takes quite a leap of faith.”

“So, leap. You’re one of the few people aware of my time-traveling ability. It’s been awhile since I’ve used the lab, but I’m going to need to reactivate it. Then, I’ll need some kind of cover story. Maybe you can hire me for a scientific research program on a part-time basis, so I’ll have the needed funds to upgrade the lab.”

“Running low on Grandad’s inheritance, are we?”

“Hardly.” That stung, and the remark was uncalled for, but then, he had upset Trace with his own announcement. He knew the government was over budget and funding a large unexpected project would be difficult.

Trace scrubbed a hand through his black curly hair and sighed. “How am I going to convince President Courtland to embrace such an expensive and wide-ranging program? His platform has been focused on cleaning up the planet, not exploring space, much less defending against aliens. He knows little of the Timelab and even less about its impact on Alysian history. While our President understands something of Arwoyn’s accomplishments, he doesn’t understand the full extent of your ancestor’s temporal activities. For obvious reasons, much has been kept secret.”

Richard rubbed the back of his neck and leaned forward. “You’re one of the few in a position to grasp the seriousness of the situation, and I’d hoped you might find a way to scrape up some resources.” Richard pushed back his chair and made as if to get up. “Actually, you can take on the whole mess if you want. I’m only a messenger.”

Trace’s eyes widened in horror. He paused as a pained expression passed over his face. He grabbed Richard’s arm. “Okay. Okay. I’ve got too much on my plate now to take on the whole project, but I’ll help where I can.”

“Then, you believe me?”

“Only because I’ve watched your wild predictions come true all too often to ignore them. What choice do I have?”

“I didn’t choose this either. Believe me.”

“You’re the only time traveler on the planet, right?”

Richard grimaced. “At the moment.”

“And only you know how to operate the time lab?”

“I can teach others, but they can’t time travel. Only my genetic line won’t implode when going through the timegate. Something at our cellular level is different.”

“If that’s true, then who is this other time traveler?”

Richard shrugged. “Arwoyn traveled through time both forward and into the past. He wasn’t known for his celibacy. Also, I plan to have more kids, and they may carry a variation of my time gene. It appears that an organized cadre of future time travelers has created time monitors across the time lines. ‘Time cops,’ to quote my source.”

Trace tapped on his desk. “Who else in the here and now knows about this future event? Who else have you told?”

Casting a look at the ceiling, Richard answered, “The aliens are a group of Enjelise who were exiled to a harsh world. That environment changed their DNA, making them more violent. So obviously, the Enjelise know about them.”  He paused to direct a gaze at his companion. “And Elise’s predecessor met one face to face. He was captain of a ship who exploded his own ship to avoid capture. Elise saw it happen from the bridge of her ship. That means that Elise knows, you know, and Carter knows… so far that’s it.”

“Met one of those alien face to face?” Trace’s jaw dropped.

“Yes, the fleet engaged them in a battle that cost them five ships. However, they did manage to capture and board one. Elise’s mother interrogated its captain before returning to her own ship.”

“Whoa. There is eye witness evidence that they exist?”

“That’s what I’m saying.” Richard’s voice rose. “Listen to me. We need to put a plan in place to defend Alysia, and we should include other countries, too.”

 Richard pounded his fist into his palm, then flattened it out. “Orchestrating a worldwide defense without stirring up worldwide panic will take some serious diplomacy. We should frame it as a space exploration program brought on by the appearance of the Terrans.”

Trace unconsciously tossed his electronic tablet back and forth in his hands. “What do you plan to do first?”

A grin formed on Richard’s face. “While you encourage President Courtland and Alysia’s various leaders to embark on a space exploration program, I plan to visit the Alysian Space station along with Carter and Elise. She also requested Abbie and Jacob join us there from Earth 2.”

“Hmm… You intend to inspect and augment their defense system.”

“Exactly. Elise says Carter helped assemble computer-guided missiles that worked well in her battle with these aliens, which, by the way, the Enjelise call the Fallen. Also, he proposes to create a weaponized satellite array to use as a first-line defense. Then, he suggested designing a space probe to send out as a scout, using the cover that it is an asteroid hunter. We also need to alert Commander Bradley’s fleet.”

Trace rubbed his face and moaned, “Ka-ching, Ka-ching. I can hear government officials screaming already. Okay, step one. Build a frontline defense. Maybe Courtland can dig out funds from ongoing space initiatives without resorting to a Galley vote.”  

“We’ll have to build a space fleet to meet them before they reach Alysia. Any battle should be off planet.”

“That will require more than shifting a few funds. We’ll need active government support for that.” Trace tapped a few notes on his electronic notepad.

“How about we make it a universal fleet like I did with the space station?” Richard stood up and stretched. His back hurt, but he had come to say what he had to say. “Oh, and you might look the other way and not shut down the Homestead. If they’re building military robots, or anything military, it might come in handy if the situation escalates to a ground attack. The Terrans have a very sophisticated technology they might be willing to share if they feel threatened.”

Trace walked him to the door. “Get Elise to write a report on these Fallen, my eyes only. Include any suggestions on how we can defeat them. Give me a detailed history on both them and the Enjelise. I’ll pass the information to Sean Courtland and officials who have top security clearance. Also, keep in touch and let me know if anything further develops or shows up in your shiny new lab. I’ll put you on the payroll for now. Try not to explode my expense account.”

Richard threw an arm across his friend’s shoulders.

“I’ll try to behave.”

“And…” Trace paused, a wicked grin on his face. “Enjoy your ride to the space station. So sorry I can’t accompany you because I would love to watch the agony on your face during the flight.”

A gust of air whooshed out of him, and a shiver of fear rippled over Richard’s body. “Yeah, it should be loads of fun.”  

But as he suspected … it wasn’t.

***

Richard peered out the shuttle viewport as they approached the Alysian Space station. His stomach and sinuses brought on both nausea and a blinding headache. Still, the grandeur of the rotating station before him filled him with awe. He swallowed another nausea pill and stared out into the deep star-sprinkled abyss, admiring the beauty of his creation. 

Far different from the Terran station, this one was a complex arrangement of tubes connected to various sized modules, Elise said it reminded her of a giant Tinker Toy. It had evolved over time as one by one, the nations of Alysia contributed to the station, giving this one a more amorphous structure rather than the Earth2 that resembled a compact spinning torus. At the center of the Alysian space station, a large, central cylinder rotated with radiating tubular arms that connected to several large circular modules, forming a lattice work of individual but connected units. At first, each module, created entirely by a individual region, had embodied that culture, but Richard soon realized that such an arrangement only led to conflict. As each section vied with the others for resources and rank, politics soon raised its ugly head.

Therefore, Richard reorganized the growing station along lines of function. One module held sleeping creches, and another daycare centers. A farm and greenhouses spun along the rim helped by the heavier gravity there. Inward, office modules, restaurants and lounge areas provided places to work, eat or relax. Another section was designated for scientific research, while yet another could be set to zero gravity to accommodate a wild sport of z-ball where muscles could be worked, and aggression redirected in monthly matches between the inhabitants. The large cylinder at the center held the control room on top, admittance, and the main trading concourse comprised the the central area, while the docking bay lay at its base. At the very top, in the bubble, Adrian Wood and staff reigned as overall administrators and final arbitrators.  

“It’ll take another half hour to dock,” Elise warned.

“Hope this station doesn’t greet us with drawn weapons like the other one did,” he muttered irritably.

“Fear not.” She patted his arm. “Trace called ahead to make sure they knew we were coming and ordered a warm welcome. Adrian promised to behave, although he did warn of dissident factions on board.”

“Humph.”

Carter eagerly leaned into the window, edging him over. “Trace said that Abbie and Jacob have arrived. I haven’t seen my sister in a while and look forward to it.”  

“Me, too.” Elise bobbed over to join them at the viewport where the others gaped at the closing station as it loomed larger and larger.

“Strap in,” Merek ordered, ever mindful of everyone’s safety.

While buckling in, Elise said, “I really appreciate Amanda staying behind to watch the kids.”

A chuckle emerged from Merek. “I think she was glad to have me out from under her feet and get some alone time for herself.”

“Your Traje is a well-behaved love, but Tempest… is a handful.” 

“The kids complement each other.” Merek shifted in his seat and strained forward. “You secured yet, Deuce?”

Trace’s envoy waved from his front row seat. “In tighter than a tick.” Deuce’s springy, ash brown hair formed a cloud around his head. Any movement set it bouncing. The motion was mesmerizing, and Richard found it hard to look away from the agent’s frenetic curls.

“Good. We’re almost there.” Noticing beads of sweat on Merek’s forehead, Richard concluded that the indomitable bodyguard also was feeling the effects of space travel but hid it better.  

Soon the station’s bay doors cycled open and the shuttle glided in, landed on a docking pad, where it was locked down. Captain Parsons stood up and stretched. “We’re here. Wait until the dock hands get us secured. Everyone can unbuckle and exit once the mobile corridor is in place.”

A loud clang rattled their eardrums and shook the shuttle as the corridor mated with the ship. After a few minutes, an overhead green light flashed on. Richard fumbled with a strap as the door opened and station master Adrian Wood stuck in his head. “Welcome to Alysia Station, everyone. Don’t worry about your luggage, my men will take it to your units.” He held out a hand to Elise. “Here, let me help you Mrs. Steele. Watch your step as the gravity is light.

Richard noticed a small furrow appear on his wife’s brow, and an expression of irritation crossed her features. The title of Mrs. Steele rather than Commander was proving difficult for his wife to swallow. And, when it came to maneuvering around in low gravity, she was by no means inexperienced. Richard braced for a sharp comment, but she returned Adrian’s smile with good grace.

“Thank you, Mr. Wood.” She held out her hand.

“Call me Adrian.”

“Then, call me, Elise.”

Richard sighed. At least they were off to a good start. He hoped it would continue.

 

 

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 24 

Alysia Station 

 

Elise strode out of the refresher feeling much better after the long flight. This trip had come up unexpectedly and caught her off guard. All the hurried, last minute arrangements had been stressful. While Amanda was competent, Tempest was a handful.  She felt a twinge of guilt at leaving her alone yet again. Still, it felt glorious to be free and on her own. She checked her caller, noting an invitation from Adrian to join him in his conference room in a half hour.

“Adrian has invited us for cocktails and a small buffet.”

Richard wrinkled his nose and tightly pursed his lips. “My stomach hasn’t settled yet. Besides, now that I’m unpacked, and the refresher is clear, I might want to take a long cleanse.”

“Oh.” Her shoulders slumped as disappointment replaced eager anticipation. Now she would be sitting around forever, waiting for him to get ready.

Richard noticed her reaction and waved a hand. “Go ahead. Run along. I’ll join you in a little while. Go charm the stationmaster and get a feel for the station’s layout. This one is far different from the Terran station you are used to.”

Her spirits lifted. “You won’t be long?”

“Give my regards to Adrian. Tell him I’ll be there as soon as I can get rid of this headache and get dressed.

A chime sounded at the door, causing Richard to wince. He rubbed his forehead. “That will be your escort.” Already headed into the refresher, he picked up a shirt and pants to lay on the holding shelf.

She palmed open the slide and greeted the grinning faces of Merek and Deuce. She couldn’t help but return their smiles with one of her own. Her spirits lifted.

Merek nodded at his companion. “Deuce offered to show me around. It’s very different from our station.”

“But not difficult to navigate.” Deuce shrugged. “It’s easy, once you understand the layout.”

A sense of adventure gripped her at the prospect of a station tour. “Lead on. Richard will be along momentarily if he doesn’t melt into a puddle of relaxation in that fancy refresher.”

Deuce laughed. “He’ll be awhile, then.”

After a short walk around the carpeted circular edge of the guest module, they turned into a hallway which connected to the main hub. At the end, a rail car resembling a rollercoaster, slid up to meet them. Elise hoped the ride would be easier than what was portrayed in her ship’s vids. 

Sitting down in it, she gripped the handrail as they lurched forward. On their way, they passed by several modules while Deuce served as a tour guide. “There’s the community section with restaurants, entertainment kiosks, and lounges.” He swiveled to point out several attractions. “The next connecting module contains daycare centers, sleeping pods, and bathing rooms.” The car whizzed by.

Elise could hardly catch her breath as they came to the central cylinder and swooped upward, causing gravity to push down on her, making it difficult to breathe. 

“Other areas in that module are labs, offices, utilities, and recreation facilities. Deuce’s voice took on a strained tone due to the forces pressing on him as they chugged upward. A flash at his wrist signaled Adrian calling. After answering, he said, “Adrian is looking forward to talking with you, so we’ll head to his conference room now. I can give a more extended tour tomorrow if you want.”

As the car slowed, Merek’s eager voice asked, “Did I hear you say that Adrian is serving t’aile at this gathering?” 

Deuce furrowed his brow. “There was a mention he might distribute some to special visitors.”

“Oh.” Merek’s tone came out a bit dejected, but Deuce shot Elise a secret wink.

“I’m certain he’ll find some for you.” Elise patted Merek’s arm and winked back at Deuce.

“That would be great!” Merek’s voice brightened.

The car spiraled up, stopping at two sealed metal doors.

After a hop out of the car, Deuce thrust his face at a monitor and slapped a palm on a wall plate, causing the doors to slide open.

“You guys have facial recognition?” Elise asked.

“New tech, thanks to the Terrans.” Deuce displayed his famous wide grin. 

From inside, Adrian waved them forward. Elise strode straightaway to Jacob to hug him, then acknowledged his wife, Abbie. Obviously knowing what she wanted, Carter came up and handed her a drink. When he placed a shot glass of t’aile in Merek’s hand, her escort’s face lit up. 

“You know to sip that easy,” Adrian warned, shaking a finger at him.

“Bashar de Fyre Elitas recently introduced me to this,” Merek admitted as he took a dainty sip.

“Ah then, he will have taught you proper, as he is a connoisseur of the drink.” Adrian raised his glass.

Elise looked around to see if she recognized anyone else. “Are any crew off the Seeker here?” she asked.  “I’d heard they lived on this station.”

Noticing her scrutiny, he said, “Few are here at present. Braden left on The Seeker with Commander Bradly and the rest of your fleet.  Icabar Haskins is with Tate Chatham co-lecturing at Tygel University in alien communications. Thankfully, Liana is on some secret mission for Trace and not on board. Her mind-reading skill makes people uncomfortable, me included. Solanje and Bashar are living in the Ching T’Karre. I believe Richard visited them not long ago. I don’t know where Joel DeLande is. He was invited and may come later, but he isn’t much for gatherings. Don’t take it personally if he doesn’t show. And that sums up the remaining crew from the Seeker. Ah, here’s the Monroes. You’ll want to talk to them.”

As Jacob returned from a conversation with Carter, Elise noticed Adrian signal a slender woman over to their group. As the newcomer walked toward them, Elise took note of long, dark hair, a dusky skin tone, and cold blue eyes.

Adrian put a hand on the woman’s back and steered her towards Elise. “Deidre, I want you to meet Mrs. Richard Steele. Elise, this is Deidre Starre. She helps me run this station.”

A strong hand thrust out to grip hers. “Ah, you must be the Commander Fujeint who created quite the commotion on this station a while back. Your invading fleet terrified us.”

Adrian nodded. “To protect Alysia, Richard put my station in the path of your ships without blinking.  I’ll never forget how relaxed he appeared facing twenty-eight unknown alien ships.”

Remembering Richard’s account to her of the moment, Elise said, “He wasn’t as calm as you might think.”

“Well, that may be, but he appeared very composed considering the circumstances. I’m just glad things are back to normal, and we don’t have to worry about any more alien invasion.” 

Elise almost choked on the comment but managed to keep her composure. She smiled and took a sip of her drink, finally looking away and around the room.

Adrian tossed back his drink and put up a hand for a refill. “Speaking of the devil, where is our man of the hour?”

Elise rolled her eyes. “Recovering from the trip and taking a long cleanse. He’s been on a hectic schedule lately.”

“Trace informs me that conflicts between the Terrans and Alysians are getting worse. You’re not here to take over my station, are you?” The last statement held a bit of heat in it.

Startled at the accusation, Elise hastily answered, “Heavens, no. Richard only wants to check on the station and ask a few questions.”

A wrinkle appeared on Adrian’s forehead. “What kind of questions?”

She paused, realizing that it wasn’t the moment to get into a discussion about station weapons. Richard was the person for that discussion. Avoiding a direct answer, she said, “Oh, he has a list. You know Richard and his lists.” Her hand waved about indicating an unknown agenda.

“Mmm.” His face puckered into a frown.

Watching from over the rim of her glass, Deidre said, “We certainly would like a reciprocal visit to your station to check it out.”

“You would be most welcome. Maybe Jacob can set one up for you.” Elise lifted an eyebrow at him.

Jacob nodded. “I could do that.”

“So, how is the little one?” Abbie inquired. “I find Ellie’s new baby a handful.”

“Do you have any pictures?” asked Deidre. “You should show us pictures.”

Elise remembered that she had left her wrist computer with her picture gallery back in the room. Looking around, she realized that Richard was taking a long time and wondered what was keeping him. He should know his way around the place since he claimed to have built it. She signaled Merek with her eyes. He noticed and worked his way over. 

“What’s up?”

“I’m going back. I left pictures of Tempest at the unit. Also, I want to find out what’s keeping Richard.”

“Let me finish this drink, and I’ll go with you.” He took a large gulp and handed off the glass. “Okay, I'm ready.”

They rode the rail car back down, past several modules until they arrived at the guest area where they were staying. Merek stepped out first and offered a hand to Elise. They entered the bend, heading to their unit when Elise heard Richard’s voice talking to someone. She halted, putting up a hand, causing Merek to stop short behind her.

A stunning blonde female was approaching Richard as he exited the unit. “Wait, don’t close that panel,” she said.

Richard appeared startled and backed up against the wall as the panel closed next to him. “Who are you?”

The mysterious female put a hand on his chest. “I need to talk to you in private,” she said in urgent tones.

A surge of anger flooded Elise. What was going on here? Her first instinct was to shout at the girl to take her hands off of her husband. But, how complicit was Richard? Elise wanted to see what Richard would do.

Behind her, Merek twitched. Taking a deep breath, she shook her head at him. “Wait,” she breathed, touching his arm.

He nodded as if he understood, but his body tensed, ready to move if needed.

The stranger pushed harder and rubbed at Richard’s shirt. She grabbed his hands, massaging them.

Richard jerked his hands back and rubbed them down his pants. “What are you doing? What’s that stuff you’re smearing all over me?”

His body language made it plain to Elise that this wasn’t a lover’s meeting, rather more like an ambush. Richard expressed confusion at the young woman’s actions. 

The stranger leaned in closer. “Hurry. Open your unit. We must talk now.” She peered up and down the corridor as Elise flattened against the wall, trying not to be seen. Thankfully, there was a sufficient curve to the corridor outside their unit for them to remain hidden.

“Stop wiping your hands all over me! I just got all clean,” Richard protested, batting her back. 

Elise peeked around the corner to view a dazed expression crossing Richard’s face. He made a groaning sound and the batting turned into patting.  

“Yes,” she whispered into his ear. “You’ll like what I have to say. Better what I will do.” She brushed his hair, smoothing it off his forehead. Richard gasped and pulled the woman toward him, grabbing her shoulder. “Stop.”

At first perplexed, Elise soon recognized a familiar odor. Her body throbbed in response to the distinctive fragrance of a gebbit’s elixir.

“That smell,” Merek muttered. “There’s no mistaking its musky stench.”

Elise stiffened. “Stop her. She’s a honey trap.”

The woman was scrabbling at the door pad, still urging Richard to open the panel.

“Leave my husband alone,” Elise shouted in full throttle. From behind her, Merek jumped forward and pulled out wrist restraints.

The girl backed up and shrieked, “He attacked me!” With a strong push away from Richard, she declared, “He grabbed me and made horrible sexual suggestions.” She turned to a bewildered Richard. “Pervert! I’m going to report you to station security.” She started to leave.

However, Merek grabbed the girl and snapped on the plastic restraints. By now, Richard stood totally confused and flushed. “She attacked me,” he protested indignantly. He glanced back and forth at them, looking for confirmation of his innocence. A startled expression passed over his face as he paused and sniffed. Rubbing his face and wrinkling his nose, he said, “Frag, is this that gebbit stuff?”

“Merek, take that piece of trash to Adrian and explain the situation while I try to get the hormone out of his clothes and off his skin.” She eyed the indignant female and wondered why she was so coherent when covered in gobs of the hormone. A grab at the girl’s nose revealed two nose plugs and gave the lie to her protests of innocence.

Merek caught on to Elise’s discovery, having his own suspicions, and popped out the plugs. 

Rapidly, the effects of the aphrodisiac started to percolate throughout Elise’s body. Her face flushed hot, and her midsection throbbed under a rising ache of desire. Richard’s hot breath caressed her neck, causing her to shiver, as emotions clouded her thinking, and she lost the thread of what was happening.

A powerful lust washed over her, and all she could think about was a driving need for sex. She slapped at the entrance pad, and as it opened, she pushed Richard through. Twisting around, she warned Merek. “Be careful, that girl is loaded with gebbit hormone. It could affect you.”

Merek’s eyes widened in alarm. He turned to stare at the moaning girl, who reached for him and began wiping her hands on his face. Quickly, he dragged her, loudly protesting, toward the rail car.

Next to her, Richard grabbed Elise’s arm to pull her into their unit. 

“Don’t wait on me,” she cast over her shoulder as  they both fell inside. Her last glance through the closing door was Merek wrestling with his captive, pushing her down the hallway. Then, Richard’s body slammed against hers, almost knocking her off her feet. He squeezed her tight.

“Ah, Elise,” he gasped.

“Ooooh, Richard.” Her skin flamed hot as he undressed, tossing his contaminated shirt onto the floor. Eagerly, he yanked her top up over her head, and it joined the growing pile at their feet. Never had she shed clothes so fast. Pulling her to him, her breasts rubbed against his bare chest as their bodies collided. 

She was on fire and couldn’t stop.

“Ahhh, Elise.” His lips closed on hers as he picked her up and swung her onto their bed. Falling on her, she felt his rough entry and any more thoughts vanished as a reciprocating desire overwhelmed her.

***

Their lovemaking was wild and passionate with lots of panting, licking, and sliding through moist places of hidden delight. Exhausted and spent, Elise drifted into a blissful sleep until awakened by a loud pounding at their entrance. At first, she ignored it, hoping it would go away. Gaining clearer consciousness, she felt completely wrung out and sore. Her memories were a blur of moaning and groping.

A muffled shout could be heard from outside in the corridor. “Adrian’s coming with his override.”

“Oh frag,” she muttered. 

Next to her, Richard moaned and blinked open his eyes. He stared at the ceiling as though trying to collect his thoughts.

She rolled out of bed and grabbed for a robe, tossed over a chair. Hurriedly, she slipped her arms in and was just tightening the sash when the entrance panel crashed open. She stood facing Adrian who two-handedly pointed a stunner at her, his eyes wide and mouth open.

His gaze roamed over the rumpled bed, the jumbled pile of clothes on the floor, then a red blush suffused his face. He slowly backed up, waving his hands. “I thought you were in trouble,” he choked out.

Richard levered up onto an elbow, a grin on his face. “It was a close call.”

“Too close,” she accused. A thought occurred to her. “Where’s Merek? Didn’t he tell you what happened? He brought you the girl, didn’t he?”

Adrian shook his head and turned to the three behind him. One was the dark-haired Deidre who frowned at her. “This just looks like some wild marital romp. What a waste of our time,” she commented. She crossed her arms and glanced away, a look of disgust on her face.

Reaching for his robe, Richard shook his head. With a quick flick of his wrist, he slipped it on and stood on shaky legs. “I was set up.”

“Set up?” Adrian tilted his head and wrinkled his nose. “What’s that smell?”

Richard’s lips pressed together. “You noticed? A strange female accosted me at my door and smeared a ton of gebbit hormone all over me.”

Elise picked up the story. “Most likely the idea was for me to return and find Richard in bed with her.”

“I can’t tell you the commotion that would have caused.” Richard grimaced.

With a nod, Elise added, “It would have caused a  split between us with the result I might have turned against Alysians and gone over to the Terran side. I believe that was their goal.”

Richard walked up to her and put his arm around her. “I hardly think they would have succeeded. You have a temper, but you also are too smart to get duped by such an obvious ploy.”

She leaned her head on his shoulder. “Thank you for saying that.” Abruptly, she raised her head and looked around. “You said Merek didn’t return with the girl?”

Adrian holstered his stunner and shrugged. “I have no idea. The last time I saw him, he was leaving with you. None of my guards  have noticed a strange blonde female, either.”

Elise turned to Richard. “No, no, no. This is bad. We need to find Merek. Did you have Trace put a tracker in him like he does for most of his operatives?”

A scrunched-up face revealed that Richard wasn’t sure. “I think so, but he’s your guard, not Trace’s.”

Adrian pointed at two men behind him. “Find her guard and the girl.” He pulled out his caller. “Organize a search party and fan out. Contact each module and identify the two of them. Check all the security footages. No one has left the station recently, so halt all traffic. They’ve got to still be here. I’ll call I.N.Sys and see if they can activate a trace.”

“I hope he’s still alive,” she worried.

Richard gazed down at her. “Most likely he has a big smile on his face.”

“Yeah, until Ananda hears about it.”

***

Eventually, they found the two stuffed in a lab closet. Merek groaned as Adrian shook him to consciousness. Attached to the guard, the young woman lay dead, her neck broken. Dazed, Merek blinked as Richard had to pry open his hand and get him to release his grip on the girl.

Adrian leaned over to study the scene. “I assume it wasn’t you who broke her neck.” He stared at Merek.

“No. No,” the guard protested as he sat up, rubbing his forehead.

“Who sent her?” Adrian helped the muscular guard to a wobbly stand. “Did you find out anything?”

Merek shook a groggy head. “Coherent thinking wasn’t part of my skill set at the time.”

Helping him up on the other side, Richard muttered, “I know the feeling.”

Merek rubbed his hair with a large hand, then stared down and flexed  it.

Adrian wiped his hands on a rag handed to him. “Get out of those clothes before we’re all drooling idiots.” He motioned Merek into a nearby refresher. Then he scrutinized the dead girl. His eyebrows narrowed. “That’s Lucy. She’s been nothing but a problem. She’s a troublemaker who’s tied into the Terran underground. Phew! Put on oxygen masks and space her clothes. Jack, find a sealed bodybag and get her into it. I’m already feeling uncomfortably amorous.”

Richard straightened up. “Don’t look at me.”

“Oh, shut up, Richard.”

The body bag arrived, along with an atomizer, which contained an antidote for the hormone. After being sprayed, everyone heaved a sigh of relief. Tensions lowered.

“How did that stuff get on my station?” asked Adrian.

“Obviously, it was smuggled in. You need tighter security.” Richard noticed the sour expression on Adrian’s face and figured it wasn’t what the man wanted to hear.

“This station was in good order until you arrived,” the station master retorted. “There better not be another bomb scare or alien invasion like the last time you visited. You bring problems every time I see you.”

“Admit it, Adrian. I make your dull life more exciting," said Richard as he watched the station master hurry away.

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 25

Kidnapped

 

Carter straightened up with a weary groan. He stared at a series of rail guns mounted on the outward facing wall of the modules that ringed the perimeter of the station. “Every gun I’ve checked so far hasn’t worked properly. The electronics are damaged and will have to be repaired. Unfortunately, rail guns alone won’t be enough. We’ll need laser capability and heavier plating on the outer modules.”

Next to him, Adrian shifted uneasily. “I thought you were merely inspecting our system, not overhauling it.”

The whole group of Carter, Elise, Richard, Abbie and Adrian were on an inspection tour of the station’s defense system.

His finger wiggled, and a latch broke off in Carter’s hand. “This gun is faulty and could backfire. They haven’t been maintained properly.”

“We weren’t planning on using them any time soon,” Adrian protested. “Besides, most governments have higher priorities. They’re trying to repair the damages from the comet disaster, not spend funds on this station.”

“Waiting until you need a defense to fix it, is a good way to lose your station.” Carter brushed his hands together and bent backward with a groan. His hands massaged his back. “Old age is catching up with me.”

“They can’t have all worn out this fast.” Adrian bent over to peer closer at the gun under discussion.

Carter sniffed. “No, I suspect sabotage.”

Abbie nodded her head. “I would agree. This isn’t ordinary wear and tear.”

With a cough, Adrian said, “I hope you have the funding because all of our monies are already allocated.” Eyeing Carter, he added, “Are you sure you’re even capable of completing these projects you keep talking about?”

“He can handle the task.” Elise jumped in to support Carter. “It’s traveling back and forth from Alysia to the stations that wears a person out.” Elise brushed back her hair and rubbed an arm as she stared at Carter. “You’re remembering to keep up with your meds, aren’t you?” She thought about her mother and how that lapse had killed her.

“Yes, yes. John hounds me about my health at every opportunity. He draws an obscene pleasure from reminding me how old I’m becoming.”

“So is he,” she huffed, but a smile edged her lips.

Carter grinned. “A fact I remind him about whenever the occasion arises.”

Elise’s eyebrows knitted with concern. “You will take care. You’re essential to what we have to do.”

“I just need more rest,” her engineer grumped.

Abbie patted her brother’s arm. “We’ll put a team together to do most of the work. Carter, you just write up the schematics.”

Richard leaned in to rub his finger on the rail gun and squint at it. “You’ve already drawn up blueprints for a satellite array to ring Alysia, haven’t you?”

“Be careful how you touch that,” Carter growled as he glared at Richard.

Richard jerked his finger back.

Abbie said, “Jimbo and his crew are firing up the 3D printers and plan to manufacture the array soon. He’s offered to deliver several printers here.”

“Good.” Carter rubbed his hands together. “I plan Earth2 to protect half of Alysia, and the Alysian station to protect the other half.”

Brushing a hand through his hair, Adrian said, “As eager as I am to get 3D printers here, I’m leery about bringing a lot of strange Terrans on board. Right now, I control this station. I don’t want to bring in the problems your lot on Earth2 recently went through.”

“What if Jacob and I vetted everyone who came here?” Richard tossed a glance at Elise. 

“And the money to do all this fancy stuff?” Adrian’s brow crinkled with doubt.

Elise noted the bottom-line weighed heavily in Adrian’s calculations.

“The funds will be there; you have my word,” Richard assured him.

Adrian glared at the damaged rail gun. “They can’t all be malfunctioning.”

Carter shrugged. “Every one of them I’ve inspected so far is inoperative. I would say to not worry about any strange new Terrans as you already have enough trouble on this station.”

***

Richard and Elise were taking a break in the community lounge to get a bite to eat while Abbie and Carter worked on weapon logistics over in the engineering section. Merek and Deuce ate nearby at a separate table to discuss privately tighter security arrangements. 

Richard eyed the shipboard food on the table in front of him. “Trace claims to have been in contact with the fleet, and Commander Bradley says there has been no signs of the Fallen so far.”

Elise twisted in her chair. “How’s the fleet doing?”

Richard took a bite of a rollup filled with protein paste. His face scrunched up, and he hesitantly poked the other rollup on his plate, finally leaving it. He sighed. “Trace says there is a lot of unrest among the fleet, and the ships are running low on resources. Bradley has his hands full.”

“If we had the fleet here, we’d have a high orbit defense,” she reminded him.

“If we had your Terran  fleet overhead, Alysians would be in a precarious position.” He heaved a sigh and picked up the roll. Closing his eyes, he put it in his mouth and hastily swallowed. She actually thought the protein roll tasty, but then it was all what you got used to, she supposed.

Loud voices shouted from across the room. “Who the hell do you think you’re talking to. I’m not taking that crap from you, punk.” 

Two rough-dressed men with beards stood up, yelling. One threw a punch, and two more rose to join in. Merek leaped up, along with Deuce, to stop the developing brawl. Elise saw Deuce lift and throw one of the instigators across the room, while Merek waded in to subdue the others.

Because she was watching the commotion, Elise didn’t notice two men sneaking up behind her until she felt a damp cloth cover her face and smelled the strong odor of chloroform. 

Then everything went black.

***

Her first thought, when consciousness returned, was of her daughter.  Who would raise Tempest if anything happens to me? Richard? She groaned. Tempest needs me.

“She’s awake,” a voice announced.

A whiff of an astringent snapped her eyes open. She was in a small dark room with a cluster of about ten people, all dark forms jostling about and jamming the area. One leaned forward. “We’ve rescued you, Commander.”

At first, she figured her addled brain had misheard the words. 

A small bottle passed by her nose. This time the sharp smell cleared her head and caused her eyes to water.

“Whhhaat?”

A deep voice said, “We’ve rescued you from the Alysians. You’ll be okay now.”

Elise rubbed her forehead and slid up into a sitting position. She blinked and peered around. “Rescued?”

“They kept you tighter than an airlock in that place of his. But you knew we would rescue you one way or another. You just had to give us time.”

“Why?” She couldn’t think of why these Terrans, she did another scan of faces, yes, they appeared to be all Terrans, would think she was a prisoner.

A furrow appeared in the brow of the closest face. She ransacked her mind to come up with an identity, but nothing came to mind. Brown buzzcut, a prominent nose, and dodgy breath didn’t ignite any memories.

Then, a young man with flaming red hair and a freckled face pushed forward.

Dazz! A recollection of a bunch of motley kids rushed in, one with bright red hair.

The redhead said, “Captain, you’re the only one capable of activating the AI on the New Found Hope. And you’re the only one left available who can pilot her. Jazz did everything she could think of, but the ship stayed locked down. It needs your retina scan and biologics to function.”

She rolled her eyes. These great minds were missing a key fact. “Even if I could activate it, the ship is welded to the station.” 

A hand emerged to push the kid back. “We can fix that. Shouldn’t be too hard.”

“Then what?” She still felt woozy, and none of their words were making sense.

“We get you on board, you take her out, and we attack Tygel.”

“Destroy Tygel!” Around her, voices echoed the sentiment. Yelling and shouting erupted until someone schussed them, saying, “Not so loud or they’ll hear us.”

“Ho, wait.” She tried to gather her thoughts and think of a reply, but her thoughts got drowned out by the words, destroy Tygel.

“Let her talk,” demanded the buzzcut.

Oh Fate, how much should she tell them?

“I need water first.”

After a few minutes, a cup of water materialized. Slowly, she sipped the cool liquid to give herself time to think. With the help of several hands, she rose to a stand.

“What is your name?” She slanted her head at their leader.

“Name’s Tylin. Off Pilgrim’s Pride.”

“Ah, Naomi’s ship. A good ship.”

“Are all of you off the Pride?” She scanned the crowd.

“No. We represent several ships,” answered a voice.

She steadied her feet under her and glared at the faces around her. “Were you the ones who disabled the rail guns?”

Tylin frowned at her response. “We didn’t want the station firing on your ship when we leave, Captain.”

Captain. Not wife. Not mother. The term sounded lonely and weighed with responsibility.

She tried logic first. “Wiping out Tygel will only bring on a war we can’t win.”

“We’ll have the ship. That’ll win it.”

“For years, we searched the galaxy and couldn’t find a habitable planet. Finally, we discovered Alysia, and now, you plan to lay waste to it because the indigenes species tries to protect their territory? Look, Terrans are woefully outnumbered on this planet. Recently, the Alysian spaceport contacted the fleet. They’re not doing well. Resources are low with no habitable planet in sight. Alysia is rare. In its fragile state, a war might devastate it.”

She paused. A thought came to her. “Why can’t we build our own habitat out in space? Who says it has to be on an inhospitable rocky planet? We can find a goldilocks zone where we can design and build a home just like we want. Maybe build it close enough to Alysia where we can trade with her.” The idea percolated through her thoughts, blocking out the cries around her. Genius.

The deep voice disagreed with her grand idea. “That would take years. We can take this planet right here, right now.”

“And then what?”

“We run the planet. Terrans in charge.” Several heads nodded at this idea.

“For how long? The New Found Hope doesn’t have an endless supply of weapons. Resources are also limited on Earth2. We’re dependent on the Alysians for fresh produce and metals even now. The only way to survive for more than a year is to learn to co-exist with the natives.”

A tall blond female stuck her face in. “Do you have any idea how poorly they treat women?”

Elise smoothed down her tunic top and said, “I do. I’ve worked at rescuing a number of them. But not all are treated badly. News flash here: I’m not a prisoner. Richard actually treats me quite well. I’m trying to co-exist and it’s working. Compromise is key.”

Her mind reviewed their relationship and realized Richard had treated her better than she deserved. She wasn’t the easiest person to live with.

All I want is a place to live and raise my family surrounded by love. Why is that so hard?

Dazz pushed forward. “Right now, we have no defense other than your ship.”

Here was her opening. 

“What if I convince the Alysians to let you construct a defense system on Earth2–one that actually works? They want a network of satellites which will alert them and protect them from incoming asteroids or comets. The Alysians are thinking of setting up a series of lasers and rail guns to defend both stations and the planet.”

Tylin nodded. “That would  also protect us in case of an Alysian attack. Do you think you can convince them to let us do that?”

“I certainly will try.” She dusted off her hands. “Take me back and let me talk to Richard. “Let’s see what I can negotiate.”

“You’re sure he’s not holding you prisoner down there?”

She sighed. “Being a wife and mother, sometimes it feels that way … but no, he lets me do what I want and listens to my ideas. So, let’s try out a few on him.”

They opened the panel, releasing her to seek out Adrian and Richard.

***

Once Elise returned, Richard felt a weight of worry lift. Her absence had upset him, so he was glad when she returned okay. 

So now, he stood in front of a closed panel. He pushed the button in front of him that would announce them and heard the entrance chime. 

Nothing. He turned to Deuce and said, “Finding Elise was a big relief. I was ready to tear this station apart. With, Abbie, and Carter going to talk to Adrian about the station’s defense, I thought you and I could talk to Joel.”

Next to him, Deuce muttered, “He has a reputation for being a recluse. Most people leave him alone because he acts so weird. Makes them nervous.”

Richard tried the chime again. “Joel. Joel, are you in there?” He turned to Deuce. “We have the right unit, don’t we?”

“This is the number Adrian gave me.”

“Joel!”

Through the door, they heard a muffled voice say, “Joel’s not here.”

Richard straightened and glanced at Deuce.

“Joel, let us in.”

“I’m not here.”

Rolling his eyes, Deuce said, “I have an override.”

Richard heard muttering, a shuffling about, and the panel slid open.

A sandy blond scarecrow greeted them. Rail-thin with huge hazel eyes, the apparition waved them in. “I knew you’d come. I hoped you’d just go away if I didn’t answer. It was one of the probabilities but a weak one.” He heaved a sigh of disappointment.

Deuce lifted a brown cellulite bag. “I brought sandwiches. Adrian was afraid you hadn’t eaten lately, so we brought something.” The bag and several cans of drink floated toward Joel.

A wide grin lit their host’s face. “Neat trick. Telekinesis?”

“We all have our Talents.” Deuce flourished a hand. “You’re not the only one harboring a unique ability.”

Joel grabbed the bag out of the air and peered inside. “How did you know cheese was my favorite sandwich? Did you read my mind? I thought only we freaks on the Seeker’s crew could do that stuff.”

Deuce shrugged. “Adrian mentioned you liked cheese, and that you haven’t been to the commissary lately.”

A chagrinned expression flitted across Joel’s face. “Too many people. Crowds make me nervous.”

“Adrian said he’d gladly make special arrangements if you’d let him.”

Pulling a sandwich out, Joel took a bite. “Let me think about it.” His eyes closed as delight suffused his face. “This tastes good.” 

“May we sit?”

Immediately, his eyes opened. “Oh, yeah. Sorry. I need to work on my manners. Because I’m not around people much, I forget.” Joel waved them to a seat. “Oh, and thank you for the sandwiches, by the way.”

Deuce smiled. “You’re more than welcome.”

Richard sat for moment, trying to figure out how to explain why he was there. So far, Deuce’s communication skills were proving unexpectedly successful. He didn’t want to mess up a building rapport. 

Joel leaned forward. “You’re here to ask me about my visions, aren’t you?” He leaned back and opened a drink. “Many people visit here because of them, but rarely can I help.” He took a sip and closed his eyes again. “Delicious.”

Richard exchanged a puzzled glance with Deuce. He decided patience would be best and held his tongue. He figured Elise would be amazed at this restraint. Elise… she was safe. She was all right. But… He must focus on Joel now. He turned to listen.

Joel continued, staring into space. “I was really helpful on board the Seeker, though. I could sense when there might be a problem, and I would alert Braden. He would fix it before further trouble happened. My Talent came in handy there. Even better, people didn’t think I was a freak. We all were freaks. Read each other’s minds. Also, there were few emotional complications. Now, everyone wants their future told. Sometimes, it’s not so good, and they blame me. Some get really upset. It usually doesn’t end well.” He munched thoughtfully.

Deuce laughed. “My telekinesis Talent means I carry the luggage or move the rocks. It’s not a comfortable Talent.”

“Well,” Richard shifted in his chair. “My Talent entails getting impossible tasks dumped into my lap a lot.”

“That doesn’t sound like fun.” Joel chewed a bit more on a second sandwich, which he had fished out of the bag. This one was tomato with a leaf and a white paste. The smile on his face indicated he liked that one, too.

As he slanted a glance at Richard, Deuce said, “He can also travel in time, which is awesome, but like you, he doesn’t want a lot of people to know because …”

Joel coughed. “They’ll treat him like he’s some sort of freak. I know.”

Richard rubbed a knee. “Something like that.”

“I guess getting a peek into the future is better than having to travel to it if it’s not the kind you, er, might want.”

Richard nodded. “The problem is I have little control over where I go and when I get there. Also, I have to be careful not to change anything by doing something careless or stupid. It’s quite stressful.”

Sighing, Joel said, “My problem is I only get flashes of stuff. I got an image of a space station blowing up, but no context.”

“What!” Chills ran over Richard’s arm. “Did you really see a space station blowing up?”

Joel’s gaze dropped to the floor. “Maybe I shouldn’t have mention that one.” He lifted his face. “It doesn’t always mean it will happen. The future is capricious. Like weaving a fine cloth, the end fibers flick around with possibilities until the present captures those in motion and ties it into the rest of the cloth and weaves a stable past. The future threads are only probabilities until woven into the fabric.”

“But you can change the future.” Richard knew it could be altered, but unintended consequences made it dangerous.

Joel’s gaze unfocused. “Ripping up the past usually damages the cloth.”

“It may be necessary. Or taking action because of what you envision may bring about a better future.”

Joel rubbed his face “At first, everything was fine here. Braden wanted me to go with the fleet, but I saw too much pain and suffering there. Also, so many in the fleet know about my visions, but only a few know about them here… at least at first.” 

He stopped to finish his drink and crumpled the bag. “But then, the dreams began to come again. Always screaming and explosions and ships and…” He rubbed his eyes. “I got awful headaches and wanted to be alone.” He threw the bag across the room. “Only they became more vivid when I was alone in the dark. Drugs helped, but not enough. No matter what I try, they won’t go away.”

Richard’s hand patted Joel’s knee. “Can you describe any of these visions?”

“They may not be true. You have to understand. But send me an artist, and I’ll describe what I can.” He eyed Deuce. “That is, if the person brings sandwiches when he comes, and isn’t too talkative or demanding, I’ll do what I can to help. But if I don’t like him, he goes, or her.”

Deuce stood up. Across the room, the crumpled bag lifted into the air and flew into a trash can. “We all try to do what we can to make things better,” he said with a wink.

Richard rose also. “We try our best.”

Deuce's eyes widened, and he fiddled with an earpiece. An electronic button flashed on his belt. “We’re on our way back,” he said. “Be there soon.” 

After a pause, Richard asked, “When is a convenient time for someone to come back and bring an artist?”

“Doesn’t matter. Come any time you want. I’ll know when they’re on their way.” 

Richard raised his eyebrows. “You will?”

A shy smile appeared on Joel’s face. “I always know when something’s going to happen before it does.”

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 26

Accusations

 

“We’re not murderers,” protested a red-faced Tylin. 

“Nevertheless, you behaved like criminals, kidnappers to be exact,” Adrian retorted. “How can you deny it when your victim stands before you?”

Eight Terrans crowded into Adrian’s office along with Elise, Merek, and Deidre.

“Liberators.” Dazz stepped forward. “We believed we were releasing her from captivity.”

Deidre rolled her eyes. “You expect us to swallow such lies?”

His hands closed into fists. “It’s the truth.”

Elise placed her hand on his shoulder. “No Dazz, it's not. I’m with Richard of my own free will. By my choice.”

A sigh escaped from the young man. “We believed you were being held against your will.”

“Did Elija tell you that? What were his exact words?”

Their leader glared at her. “He said Richard was too controlling, and that you would be a strong and willing ally for the cause. So when the opportunity presented itself, we acted.”

Elise frowned at the comment. She turned to Adrian. "They didn't hurt me. It was all just a misunderstanding."

Adrian’s console flashed. He gazed down, pressed a button, and Carter entered. 

Surprised at the crowd in Adrian’s office, Carter’s eyebrows rose. “Tylin, Josh, Harry. Hello, everyone.” 

“You know these people?” Adrian straightened.

Carter shrugged. “Some have worked with me.” He lifted his chin to peer among the group. “A few are from ships I’m not familiar with.”

“Maybe a few could help you with the Earth2 project.” Elise turned to Carter. “Select who you think might work well with you. Pick only those you trust.”

Now it was Tylin’s turn to frown. “No Alysian will let us arm Earth2.”

Elise swung around to face Adrian. “Sure they will.” She shrugged. “None of the weapons will be aimed towards Alysia. They will only point outward toward any incoming comets, asteroids or aliens. I’ll convince them. It will be okay. Don’t worry.”

At his console, Adrian choked and glared at her. “Richard is busy visiting Joel, and you are talking about comets, asteroids, and aliens. Why do I suddenly feel frightened?”

Elise raised her hand to him. “Precautions, Adrian. It never hurts to take precautions.”

Adrian pursed his lips, doubt plainly written on his face. He brushed the air. “Take these idiots and organize a team. Send me a report and keep me informed. Secure my station first, then see if Alysia will let you arm yours. I’ll be surprised if they do, but I’m willing to give your crazy scheme a shot if Richard supports it.”

The panel opened, and the Terrans trooped out. 

“Wait,” Deidre protested. Looking at Adrian, she said, “We still have a dead girl and an unsolved murder.”

Adrian rubbed his forehead. “I’ll have Deuce interrogate them in case they might know something … but I don’t think this lot did it. When the murder was taking place, they were on the other side of the station plotting a kidnapping.” Adrian waved to his guard who escorted them out, leaving Elise, Merek, and Deidre in his office. He faced the three standing before him.

A smile curved Deidre’s mouth. She lifted an eyebrow. “That leaves her guard as the number one suspect. He could be part of a conspiracy to separate the Terran captain from Richard. To create a division between the two factions.”

Merek stiffened. 

Elise put a reassuring hand on his arm. “No way. I trust Merek completely. He didn’t kill that girl.”

Ignoring the comment, Deidre continued, “I have been told that he is augmented. A broken neck would be easy for him. Plus, we found him with her dead at the scene.”

“Now, wait a minute,” Elise protested.

Adrian’s lips tightened, and he nodded at her. “It might be a good idea to hold Merek, so we can watch him while you’re here.”

Elise leaned forward. “You can’t do that. He’s my guard.” She pounded Adrian’s console. “That man’s job is to protect me.”

Adrian leaned forward across the console to meet her face to face. “He may be your personal bodyguard, but this is my station, and I’m in charge here. I can do what I want, and I plan to keep him under observation until this is settled.”

“What …” Merek’s head swiveled from Elise to Adrian and back. Then his gaze settled on Deidre who stood with a smug expression on her face.

Adrian pushed the button again and three burly guards entered. He signaled to Merek. “Take him to lockup on module #4. Mrs. Steele will go with you to see him settled. He's to be treated with respect unless he resists. If he gives you trouble, use any means to take him down.”

Merek’s eyes widened. 

So did Deidre’s smile.

***

After leaving Joel’s unit, Richard was exiting the rail car on his way back to his area when Adrian appeared and caught his arm. “How did your visit go?”

“He let us in, talked to us, and is willing to meet with an artist.”

“Ah, then. A smashing success. That’s more than most visitors get.”

“I give full credit to Deuce. I was impressed by Deuce’s handling of Joel. The kid has a bright future as an I.N.Sys agent.”

Adrian nodded. “I agree. As young as he is, that kid has a way with people.”

“I’ve noticed. How’s Elise?” Richard was still worried, even though Adrian had said she was fine. He didn’t trust the mostly Alysian personnel.

“I’m afraid I wasn’t as successful with her. Your wife is very angry with me at the moment.” Adrian yanked on his arm. “Come with me quickly. I want you to observe something.”

They ducked into a unit filled with plumbing and heavy equipment. 

“I told Deidre to wait in my office until the guards returned from locking Merek up.”

“What! You locked up Merek? Whatever for?”

“Shush.” Adrian held up his hand for silence. He pulled out a four by six-inch monitor and turned it on. A picture of Deidre sitting in Adrian’s office emerged. 

“She’s alone in my office. I told her I needed to check out a problem in the utility module that might take about twenty minutes. If she planted a tracker on me, she’ll see I’m here. I led her to believe Merek was my primary suspect so she would act more freely.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Watch. Not long ago, I made a point to mention to her that my office was secured from outside surveillance. But I lied,” he scoffed. “I put a camera in the picture frame and another one in the spine of a book. The microphone is in that pen by my coffee cup. Let’s watch what she does.”

Richard saw Deidre spring out of her seat and check her wrist computer. She appeared to be setting a timer. After scanning the room, she slipped around to the other side of Adrian’s desk and shuffled through some papers while muttering. The microphone picked up, “I saw him hide that key. Ah, here under the cup.”

Next to him, Adrian nodded. “I made sure she saw me slip it under that cup. She doesn’t miss much. She’s quite good at noticing what goes on around her. Makes her good at her job, among other things.” 

Now intrigued, Richard brought the small monitor closer. He observed as she unlocked a drawer and rifled through some papers. Laying them on the desk, she unlatched her wrist computer and took pictures. “Yes, yes,” she murmured. She looked around some more.

Stuffing the papers back into the drawer, she locked it and slid the key back under the cup. A quick glance at the timer, and her brow wrinkled. 

With hurrying motions, she rooted through the rest of the drawers on the left, and finding a current station schedule, she took more pictures.

“Where are the codes?” Her eyes landed on a wall safe. “Ah …” She glanced at the timer. “I need to find the combination. Somewhere easy but hidden.”

She tapped her lips with a finger and narrowed her eyes. Then she reached under the desk. “Ha!” Her head ducked under the center drawer as she pried out a taped piece of paper. Quickly, she snapped more photos and retaped the slip of paper. Checking the timer again, she shook her head. After another quick scan of the room, and a smoothing of her top, she eased back into her seat.

“Okay, let’s go.” Adrian gestured him forward 

“But she has your schedule, your safe combination, and top-secret papers,” Richard protested as he attempted to keep up with the fast-paced station manager. His legs had trouble coordinating in the unaccustomed lower gravity. 

Adrian noticed his problem and patted his arm. “It’s all right. Take your time. Actually, it’s better if you come in after me. Don’t say anything until she leaves, and afterward, I’ll explain everything.” The stationmaster loped into a connecting corridor and disappeared around a corner.

Left behind, Richard feared he would get lost. Then he realized he would only need to head upward within the spiraling central cylinder. Adrian’s office, known as Central Operations, was near the bubble at the top.

Huffing and puffing, he picked up his pace and used the handholds along the corridor when his balance became unstable. The whole time he thought over what had happened and tried to make sense of it. Fortunately, two muscular guards joined him as he rounded yet another module and fell in step alongside of him.

“We’re here to escort you to Adrian,” one said.

Relief washed through him. He slowed down to catch his breath. “Thank you. I appreciate it. I wasn’t sure I could find his office.”

“No problem.” They slowed to his pace. “He asked that we mention your wife is safe.” The guards exchanged secret smiles. “But you must know she’s very angry at us. The station master ordered us to lock up Merek. It didn’t sit well with her.”

Richard nodded. “Adrian told me. I’m glad I wasn’t around. You probably got an earful.” 

The guards exchanged more meaningful glances. They slanted a brief nod in his direction, along with poorly hidden grins. “She shouts some ear-burning words when she’s mad,” noted the blue-eyed guard, raising his eyebrows and shaking his head. His sandy-haired cohort at Richard’s right let out a snort. 

Within minutes, Richard spied Adrian’s heavy double-doored entrance. 

The guards’ faces turned serious as they stomped to a halt and stood before the station master’s office. One pushed the announcer, and Richard heard it chime. As the panel slid open, Deidre and Adrian could be heard speaking in reasonable tones, which surprised Richard. He decided it would be best if he kept quiet and simply listened. Nonetheless, it was difficult to contain his curiosity. 

However, as he entered, Deidre brushed past him, a triumphant expression on her face. He watched her exit, turn a corner, and disappear down the corridor.

As the panel slid shut behind him, he regarded Adrian with astonishment. “You let her go.” His hand flailed out behind him as he swiveled to stare at the closed entrance.

“I have no proof that she did anything wrong.”

“We saw her…”

“We saw her take a few photographs. That’s not a criminal act. She didn’t steal anything. She could make the argument that Trace ordered her to collect information.”

“Trace wouldn’t …”

“Oh, wouldn’t he?” Adrian cocked his head.

Richard thought it over. “Okay, point taken.”

“The point was that I learned what I wanted to know.”

“Which is what?”

“She’s spying on me and wants the schedules and codes because she’s planning something.” Adrian drummed his fingers on his desk. “I just have to figure out what.”

Brushing a hand through his hair in frustration, Richard said, “With those codes, she can break into any module on this station.” 

Why wasn’t Adrian more concerned?

 “What codes? The codes are locked in my safe.”

Richard threw up his hands. “Okay, but she has the combination to your safe, which has the codes inside.”

“Does she?” Adrian sat, shook his head, and gestured for him to sit too. “Why do you always underestimate me?”

Richard pulled out the chair and plunked down as understanding dawned. 

Adrian leaned forward. “Don’t worry. For some unknown reason, the schedules will change. Also, that safe doesn’t have any codes inside it at the moment, and the other papers with top secret stamped on them are bogus. In fact, I’ve supplied misleading information which may disrupt, and possibly reveal, who’s she’s working with.” Adrian grinned at him. “I wasn’t sure if she was spying on me, but I had my suspicions. When I confronted Trace, he denied using her but admitted that he did have people who kept track of my activities. He said it was part of his job to keep an eye on critical installations. I believe that’s why Deuce hangs around with you.”

Richard nodded. “Oh, I figured out Deuce a long time ago, and I’ve been glad to have him around. Deuce was Trace’s eyes and ears when we lived on the Terran station. Watched me like, what the Terrans call, a hawk. It’s a very sharp-eyed bird. Elise uses the phrase often. She has a whole number of confusing Terran phrases she likes to drop on me. Few of them make sense.”

“You deserve watching.”

Richard sent him a slow, wide smile. “I’m always in the middle of important events, so people better watch me.”

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 27

Having a Ball

 

“So you think Deidre plans to blow up the station?” Adrian squinted at Richard.

Richard tapped Adrian’s desk, thinking it through. “In spite of Joel’s vision, it’s been my experience that any intelligent person would rather take over the station than blow it up. First, because this is a series of attached independent modules, and destroying the entire station would be difficult. On the other hand, taking it over would give Terrans strength on the ground and control in the sky.”

“On the ground?”

“The Homestead may be developing an army of android soldiers.”

“Really? I can see the space station is spread out and capturing it would be difficult.”

Richard shook his head. “It  might be easier than you think. Blow in gas through the ventilation shafts. Everyone falls over unconscious, and the attackers walk in with gas masks and take over. Not hard at all. I’ve seen it done.”

Adrian pushed back, stood up, and started pacing. “Deidre could open the utility panel to give them access, and it would only take a few knowledgeable men to disperse the gas. But …”

A dark expression flashed across Adrian’s face as he realized how vulnerable the station was. “Who are they? Who is organizing this? And what do they want?”

“Exactly,” Richard responded. “I have no idea.”

Adrian paused mid-stride. “I let Deidre go because I want to find the big fish behind this organization, and she’s only a minnow.”

Richard laughed. He was learning how badly his people underestimated their women. “Don’t be too sure of that. I’ve learned women wield more power than you might think, old friend.”

Adrian gave him a long, considering stare. Richard imagined the names of women the stationmaster knew rippling through the man’s thoughts. “All right, I’ll give you some of that,” Adrian conceded, “but there’s someone with clout on Alysia coordinating the Terrans, and it’s not some sewing circle.”

Richard tapped his index finger on the desk. “We need to find out who’s coordinating this. I think it’s someone with position and power, and if that's so, I know where we can start hunting for them. I might have to do some fancy talking to get my source to cooperate,” he paused and smiled, “or, perhaps, I can use one of your minnows to convince him to help.”

***

As Solanje swirled gracefully away from him and then returned, Bashar couldn’t help but feel that he had been snookered, once again, into spying for Richard Steele. Here he was in the grand ballroom of what had formerly been the king’s palace but now housed influential government offices of the Democratic Union. In this spacious room, an intricate golden-domed ceiling supported impressive, crystal chandeliers, along with a shining marble floor that created elegance and grandeur for powerful people from all over Alysia to come and dance.

As his wife spun back into him, she draped her arms around his neck and whispered, “Calm yourself. We do this for the station, my darling.”

He went mind to mind. 

For the station? Lompir dung. I smell the rank odor of the deadly duo of Steele and Walker in this venture.

She stopped and pushed out, leveling an intense gaze at him. When we returned from space and couldn’t live on Alysia due to the gravity and the anguish mental telepathy caused by all those people invading our minds, the Station admitted the Seeker’s crew and treated us like family. But most Alysians shunned us, saying we were no longer human. Husband, we owe this station. If we can stop an attack, we must. Steele and Walker do not factor into the choice.

 He sniffed the air, aping the smell of fresh dung. I find that hard to believe.

With a tug, he drew her back into his arms and tried to remember the steps to the dance he had recently practiced, but it was hard to concentrate with her body pressed so tightly against his. And his ornate outfit made it harder. He felt like a fool in the tight-fitting dark pants with gold waistcoat and jacket that revealed every contour of his body. He longed to wear the now familiar loose kassock. However, dress protocol for this formal Tygel Ball extravaganza dictated otherwise.

I warn you; reading minds is a painful process, and you’ll be shocked at what people think.

I’m not a naive child. She playfully nudged him with a hip, causing a flare of desire to shudder through him. 

No, not a child, I admit.

Her devilish smile revealed that she knew exactly what she was doing. In retaliation, he whirled her out and around, hoping to make her dizzy. All she did was laugh as her long dark hair spun out, brushing past dancing couples.

Earlier, she had done up her hair in a complex braiding pattern that Ching T’Karre matrons wore, but he had insisted she dismantle it and wear her hair unbound.

“I am a wife and mother. I am too old to wear my hair loose like a young maiden,” she had retorted. “It would be improper.” 

But he knew her better and, at the last, his wife had complied to please him, so she said, although he was mindful of her secret delight in flaunting her glorious locks. When she stood quietly, they flowed down her back like a dark shining river. But at this moment, he reveled in watching the shimmering strands spin out as she whirled around the dance floor.

A melodic laugh alerted him. He saw Souci and J’ai Jen glide by, dancing in each other’s arms.

“Rhagma be praised, I hope that snake hasn’t recruited Souci to be his agent too.” He frowned.

Sliding in close, so their bodies once more moved in synch, Solanje answered, “More likely the recruit is J’ai Jen with his serious cyber skills.”

“They are children.”

“You’re not much older than they are, my sweet.”

“Souci calls me Uncle.” He snorted.

“As she should.”

“She makes me feel old when she does that.”

Laughing, she retorted, “Time passes differently when you are out in space, old ancient one. This world aged faster than we did.”

“Sadly, true.”

Gradually, with several professional-looking twirls and only two missteps, he eased them toward an open balcony. “Lower your blocks slowly,” he said, tipping his head toward Khalib Allfyre who lounged against the railing, drink in hand.

As the music slowed, they stepped outside the dance floor and sauntered toward the open balcony, picking up drinks off a roving waiter’s tray.

To Bashar’s left, an aging matron sniffed her disdain. “Have you noticed that female Terran captain talking with the President?” Her gown is a dreadful color, particularly against such pasty skin. And the style is so last season. 

“She looks like an exotic doll,” her male companion answered. I’d like to sail her personal ship.

On his right, another feminine voice chirped, “Ah, here is your distinguished husband.” With a nose the size of a great mountain and a forehead to match. “So nice to meet you again. How are you doing?” The woman put out a hand.

A tall, broad-faced man with an eye-catching nose bowed. “Wonderfully,” he said. Aside from the bankruptcy.

Bashar winced. He’d forgotten how awful it was to read minds. Next to him, Solanje choked. “Oh, that was revealing,” she said.

Taking a deep breath, he forced his attention over toward Khalib. Even though the ex-nomad appeared to be listening intently to his companion, in reality his mind was wandering throughout the room, where flashing images of various women dominated his thoughts. It landed on a laughing Souci, and paused. His attention wandered to Bashar approaching, then abruptly snapped to Solanje.

There’s a beautiful woman. No wonder my cousin has hidden her away. I wonder what she’s like between those luscious legs.

Next to him, Solanje choked and blushed.

“Maybe you should put up your blocks,” Bashar suggested. “Khalib is not delicate with his thoughts, and they tend to run in a certain direction.”

Not on your life. This should be revealing.

Solanje put out her hand to Khalib. “Bashar, please introduce me to your handsome cousin.”

Khalib straightened, his bulky body rising to full height. His dark eyebrows lifted, and a smile peeked out from beneath a new, carefully trimmed beard. 

Solanje. Behave. 

Bashar realized it was a hopeless request. “Khalib Allfyre, this is my wife, Solanje De Fyre Elitas.”

Khalib bent over her proffered hand to place a moist, beard bristled, kiss on it. He lifted his face to Bashar. “A very beautiful wife for a most lucky man.”

Tapping the arm of a roving waiter, he exchanged his empty glass for a full one. He slanted a look at Bashar. “Has the young one left your meager harem already? How will you grow your family properly with so few women under your tent? The rumor is that she is promised to another now.”

Bashar shrugged. “I had to obtain a valuable crystal to trade for two worthless Terran women.”

Bashar, not so! 

“Ah, I wondered how you were able to accomplish such an amazing feat. Crystals are scarce, and few seem willing to part with them.”

“To achieve such a feat, I applied to J’ai Jen, who I knew desired a wife. He offered certain valuable, unique services to Shenji T’Kai, owner of the only crystal mine in the Ching T’Karre, who gave J’ai Jen a crystal as payment for those services. With that crystal, J’ai Jen bought from me my contract for Sousarissa T’Kai. Then, with crystal in hand, I bought the two Terran females from you. A simple transaction if you know the interests.” He spread his hands, palms upward.

Khalib’s eyes widened at Bashar’s explanation and laughed at its conclusion. “There were also two lompir included in the terms if I recall correctly, but still my estimation of you as a trader rises.”

Bashar sipped his drink. Leveling a gaze at Khalib, he said, “As does mine. I, too, amaze myself at times.”

“However, what have you gained to make all that cost and effort worthwhile? Gratitude from Richard Steele? Favors from his Terran wife?” A toothy grin emerged.

“Ah, it’s not Steele or his wife that reward me, but my own dear wife.” Here, he made sure he delivered a blazing smile in her direction.

Solanje eyes sparkled as she bowed her head, her shining hair spilling forward.

Bashar explained, “Souci is her niece, and her happiness is necessary for my own wife’s contentment.”

Khalid considered the dancing couple. “Her niece does appear happy with the match.”

“Oh, absolutely.” Bashar’s own eyes twinkled with amusement. “They are both very much in love.”

“And if a wealthy, mature man of prominence should desire her addition to his harem and offer extremely generous terms?”

“Touch her, Khalib, and your life is forfeit.”

Khalib tapped his lips with his two fingers. “You have not?”

“The contract included a claim of purity. It was verified by Sousi’s own fingerprint. More than I protect the girl, not the least is her considerable husband to be.”

“The boy appears quite young for such worry.”

“Nonetheless, J’ai Jen makes a dangerous and formidable adversary. Tread carefully there, cousin.”

Khalib shrugged. “There are too many beautiful women in the world to fret over a mere girl. Be at ease.” But Khalib continued to stare at the couple with lust flavoring his thoughts. 

As Bashar worried over what his cousin might do, two Terrans joined Khalib. Bashar probed their thoughts as they arrived, but like all of their kind, their minds were as blank as bricks.

“My new friends.” Khalib flapped a hand at the two.

“You have friends?” Bashar lifted his eyebrows.

Khalib laughed and sloshed his drink at Bashar. “They may soon be neighbors.” Khalib turned to the two distinguished looking Terrans. “This is Captain Sam Spencer and Captain Henry Longstaff. They are interested in land not far from mine. Captain Spencer and Captain Longstaff, may I present Bashar De Fyre Elitas and one of his beautiful wives, Solanje.”

I am your only wife.

He lives in ignorance.

Enlighten him.

At the proper moment. Fear not. This is not a time for ego.

He returned his attention to the Terrans. The two bowed but obviously didn’t know the protocol for the proper greeting. Their bows were relatively shallow and didn’t acknowledge his high social status. Bashar returned their insulting bows with a head nod.

There, that will show them their ignorance. 

If they are ignorant of our protocol, how will a head nod insult them? 

I’ll feel better.

Oh, your feelings are what is important, then?

Always.

As you have so recently said, this is not a time for ego.

Pushing his wife’s comments from his thoughts, Bashar became aware that the taller blond Captain Spencer was speaking to him. “The Honorable Khalib Allfyre says that you have a large residence only a day’s ride from him.”

“He is correct. I recently rode to visit.”

“We are looking for land in that area to set up our own residence and will pay generously for it.”

Several large stacks of money imaged in Khalib’s mind. He hummed while he observed their conversation.

Bashar felt a nudge from Solanje and saw Richard Steele and his wife making their way toward them.

“And here are your friends, no?” Khalib turned to the approaching couple. “Were your Terran acquaintances happy to have their lost women returned?” Khalid’s smile revealed large white teeth within the manicured beard.

“Our thanks are boundless,” Richard answered, offering a bow, not too deep but more than a head nod.

At the sight of Elise, Khalib’s bushy eyebrows rose.

Such a delightful morsel, but perhaps tough meat to chew.

Richard took the cue. “May I present my wife, Mrs. Richard Steele. Elise, this is the Honorable Khalib Allfyre, who graciously offered us hospitality when we visited his home recently. He found and safely returned two of your missing people.” 

Her mouth tightened as she studied the nomad. After a pause, she bowed her head, saying, “A pleasure to meet you. I understand you profited well from the rescue.”

Bashar could tell the woman was angry but trying to remain courteous. He also noticed the tight grip Richard had on her arm. 

She shook off the grip and reached for a drink from a passing waiter’s tray.

Khalib tilted his head toward the two Terrans. “Do you know Captain Spencer and Captain Longstaff?”

She leveled a look at Khalib. “Absolutely. Every Fleet Commander knows her captains.” She forced a smile. “Good to see you looking so well, Sam … Henry.” She took a sip of her drink, staring at them over the rim.

Their pleasure at seeing their ex-Commander was apparent through their bright smiles. “Commander, good to see you. The rumor was you got married.” They eyed Richard, and the smiles became polite.

“Yes. This is my husband, Director Richard Steele.”

Richard leaned forward to shake their hands. “Just call me Richard.”

“Then call me Sam.” Captain Spencer gazed around the room. “Ah, we remember the help you gave us when we were trapped on that damned space station.”

Henry sipped his drink and said, “It’s still somewhat sticky up there.”

“Yes, and they need more supplies. I know. I’m working on it.” Richard glanced at his wife. “Soon any who want to immigrate will be able to leave.”

Bashar heard him think, Darn hard to get the bureaucrats to open the purse strings or to authorize immigration papers.

“Henry, Sam.” Behind him, Bashar heard a strongly accented voice that held a Diechwrathe growl. A heavyset giant of a man strode up, followed by a tall, pale companion. The white hair, brilliant blue eyes, and arrogant expression suggested Islia as his friend’s origin.

What are they doing talking to Steele? The belligerent thought belonged to the man with the Diechwrathe accent. Then Bashar heard, Frag, what are those two up to, talking to him, of all people. The big man was glaring at the two Terrans.

Arriving at the group, he said, “Director Steele, permit me to introduce myself? I’m Kane DeGrace, and this is my associate, Landon Snow.”

Richard shook their hands and proceeded to make introductions all around.

With all the people crowding close to him, Bashar heard an avalanche of thoughts all mixed together and raised his shields halfway to protect himself. Still, he felt overwhelming anxiety within the Isliander and anger from the Diechwrather. Next to him, Solanje coughed. Her eyes slid sideways to meet his. She was feeling the tumult, too.

Even Richard appeared uncomfortable. He shot a look at Bashar. What’s he hearing to make him look like that?

Khalib leaned back on the railing, taking in the whole scene, his white teeth still gleaming against a tan face and dark beard. This should be interesting.

If those two Terrans let slip our plans, I’ll gut them. Bashar thought this came from Kane, but he wasn’t sure.

“Weren’t you friends with Elliott Stratton?” Elise directed her attention to Henry Longstaff. I recognize you from his group on the station before he was sent downside.

Oh, Frag. If that woman connects me to that troublemaker and figures out our plan, we’re screwed.

Bashar lowered his shields slightly to receive clearer transmissions, but the ensuing flood of thoughts made him wince. Behind him, a couple danced at the edge of his receiving ability. He dances so well. I wonder if he is as good a lover?

Bashar forced his attention back to the discussion in front of him, blocking peripheral conversations. Henry was frowning. “I left before the troubles. Heard Elliot Stratton got arrested for trying to take over the station.”

This idiot needs to shut his mouth.

She better not find out my relationship with Elliot.

The blonde has a nice ass on her.

Bashar shook his head as the thoughts flooded in on him, but they felt like the exact information which Richard had asked him to find … well, not that last thought. He glared over at Khalib who was ignoring the conversation and studying the room for possible later amusement.

Kane flicked a surreptitious glance over at Richard. Bashar went on alert as he heard, Our shuttle is almost ready. Won’t Richard Steele be surprised when he loses his space station?

The fierce tone in Elise’s voice brought Bashar back to the current conversation and disrupted the thought. Trying to appear aware, Bashar focused to get updated.

Elise’s violet eyes were flashing with anger. “Attempting to take over a space station, like Elliot tried to do, will cause you a lifetime of trouble,” she spat out. 

Time to get away from here. Bashar thought.

A waiter drifted by and four drinks slammed down on his tray. The man threw them a startled look.

“Captain Spencer, my friend Landon has property in Islia that he would like to talk to you two about in a more private setting.” Kane pointed toward a doorway.

Bashar heard Richard think, They’re planning something. I hope Bashar can give me a report.

Bashar winced. He hadn’t gotten much, but the night was still young. Unfortunately, he was developing a vicious headache. 

A light tap on his arm indicated that Solanje felt the same way and wanted to leave.

“Excuse us, Richard.” The burly Diechwrather bowed and signaled for them to exit.

Oh frag, he’s getting away before I could find out anything. Richard’s face looked like he was watching a big fish wiggle away. As they walked away, he asked Bashar, “Did you catch anything?”

The conversations formed a jumble in Bashar’s head. “A few things. Let’s meet tomorrow, early.”

Elise stared after the two Terrans. “They’re up to something. I feel it in my bones.”

Richard’s forehead wrinkled. “You can feel with your bones?”

A frustrated huff came from Elise. “I mean I just know those four are up to no good.”

Bashar saw Trace edging toward them from across the room and decided a quick exit was in order before his whole night was ruined. “Would you like to dance, my love?” He put out a hand to Solanje.

“I thought you’d never ask.”

He whirled her away before they got trapped there by any more people.

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 28

Midnight Stroll 

 

Bashar led Solanje out of the ballroom, down the steps, and into the garden. Gradually, his headache eased. He rubbed his forehead as the clamoring voices subsided to a dull background noise.

“The garden is more peaceful,” she said.

“Frag, yes.” He stretched his arms out.

They walked along the long marble patio and descended several steps into the lush garden. At the center stood a famous fountain of Thalos, god of the sea, rising from within the midst of an arcing ocean wave. The fountain had been a housewarming gift from the Thalassia clan to King Telluria when he rebuilt the palace after a devastating fire long ago.

Bashar inhaled the fresh night air, his tight muscles unclenching. This air was so much purer without all the blowing sand. Beside him, Solanje also took a deep breath and sighed. Above, bright Kracta rode full, shedding misty moonlight over the surrounding shrubs and trees. The fragrance of roses and night-blooming jasmine scented the artfully sculpted garden, which unfolded before them.

He grasped her slender hand as they strolled along the winding path. Neither one spoke. The quiet felt good. Here and there, voices murmured in conversation. An empty bench among bushes and trees beckoned, so they paused to sit, hidden within their own private bower.

Solanje closed her eyes and leaned back. “I wish the world was always this peaceful.”

Several more minutes elapsed until they heard voices on the walkway passing nearby trees.

He leaned out and saw a large shadow, and then a lowered voice with a Diechwrathe accent left no doubt as to who talked. “Deidre assured me she would have the codes and the shuttle bay doors would be open. We fly the shuttle in, land, and she leads Hal and Jerry to open the utilities sector. There they release the gas into the ventilation system. Five minutes later, everyone is passed out, we capture Adrian, and your men take over the station. I see no problems. Are you on board with this, Sam? Can you two pilot our shuttle in?”

Bashar opened his eyes and exchanged looks with Solanje. He put his fingers to his lips. She nodded.

“Sure. Sure. That’s no problem. We were ship captains, for God’s sake. A shuttle is easy.”

“What about you, Henry?”

“Count me in. You paying for expenses?”

“All you need.”

“What’s the timetable?”

“I’ll let you know but be prepared to move on a moment’s notice.”

An Islian accented voice interrupted, “Standing out in the open talking about delicate plans is making me nervous. Let’s go in. Richard Steele is nosing around asking too many questions. I don’t trust that man.”

“Calm down, Landon It’s all under control.”

“Says you,” the Islian accent replied. “I’m leaving.” A pair of footsteps crunched on the pebbled walkway, the sound vanishing into the night. The others followed, and the voices drifted away.

“Well … No mind reading needed for that.” Solanje lifted up her hair and flipped it back. 

“I’ll have to tell Steele.” Bashar stared off into the tree-shadowed night. “Trouble is brewing.”

***

“I should to go with you.” Richard stood with Elise in their living room.

Sometimes her husband could be a pain. 

Elise shook her head. “Absolutely not. Aside from your aversion to traveling in a shuttle, you’re an Alysian and will only antagonize the Terrans. Besides, you’re needed here to organize the spaceships’ building program. I’m useless for that, but I may convince the captains to come over to our side.” She paused. “Accomplishing that feat will require a delicate touch for which you’re not known.”

“Elise, it’s too dangerous. They’ll be armed.”

“They won’t hurt me. You, they might. Merek can accompany me. They know and respect him. It’ll be fine.”

“You can’t leave Tempest again. As her mother, you need to stay and take care of her.”

That old argument. He brought it up every time she wanted to go somewhere. She suspected he needed her to stay more than their daughter but didn’t want to admit the fact to her.

“I won’t leave for a couple of weeks. Plenty of time for Tempest to tire of me. Besides, Bashar brought Lexi back with him. Solanje said there were no young girls her age around, and she was lonely. I was going to ask you if we might have her come here and help with the kids. I know Amanda would like that.”

“Sure, she can come, but…”

“Great. You’re a dear.” She stood on tiptoes to kiss him. “I want Tempest to be an independent woman, not a mommy’s girl. She needs to interact with lots of people, not just me.”

Richard’s shoulders sagged. “I have no worries about that. But about you going up to…”

Having gotten her way, she made a hasty exit before he could say anything more or change his mind.

***

Two weeks later, Elise boarded a shuttle for the Alysian space station. Merek hovered at one side, Deuce on the other. Both fidgeted, uneasy with her sketchy plan. Trace’s intel cautioned that an assault on the station might happen sooner rather than later. With Carter making good progress on repairing the rail guns and adding lasers, Adrian suggested the attackers’ timetable might have moved forward. So, she kissed Richard to close his protesting mouth, hugged Tempest, and hurriedly departed for the space station.

Adrian greeted her in the shuttlebay, nodding at Merek, Deuce, and two guards, whose names she struggled to remember, then did. Qiang Jian, called Ji, and Toren Stone … Ji from the ships, and the other donated by Richard, probably out of Trace’s organization.

Deidre and several others stood nearby. She appeared surprised to see them. “Mrs. Steele, I’m pleased you came back again so soon. What may we say is the reason for your visit?” She glanced at Adrian, busily instructing his men where to put their luggage, then turned back to Elise, her brow knitting.

Elise returned the puzzled woman’s question with a tight-lipped smile. “Carter wanted to show me the new lasers he’s building and report on his progress.”

The woman’s frown deepened, and pursed lips appeared. 

Adrian turned and introduced everyone, after which they made their way to the now familiar guest module. 

Not wanting to startle Adrian’s people, Deuce let them handle the baggage, relieved someone else got stuck with the task. Thankfully, Adrian didn’t mentioned his Talent of telekinesis. That knowledge was better kept secret from those present.

As Elise entered, Adrian instructed her on the station’s new system, which now required facial recognition and thumbprint to enter units. “Already Carter is making a difference. A few shifts ago, he outlined a facial imprinting system to Jerry who made it his goal to get it installed before you arrived.”

A tall, thin man with a receding hairline bobbed his head and grinned. “I did it, too. Merek can enter the same way.”

Gratified at the additional security, Elise said, “I appreciate your effort. Thank you.” The ends of her mouth turned up when she saw him blush beet-red.

Adrian bowed. “Station time says dinner will be in an hour. Please accept my invitation to join me in the Captain’s Lounge.”

It was a gracious offer she couldn’t refuse. “You can count on us being there. Thank you.”

Adrian straightened and waved his group out. “Until then.” 

Adrian's group headed onward, and her people went into the guest suite.  As she pivoted to check out the rooms, she noticed Deuce was already communicating via his electronic array. He quickly shed his shuttle suit, which revealed a subdued matte white shirt and dark blue-gray pants underneath. That ever-present wide metal belt now winked with light emitting diodes. He pulled out a heavy necklace of electronics from beneath his shirt. It vibrated.

“What’s up?” she asked. 

Merek touched a finger to his lips as he swept the room for bugs and assassins while the two guards opened drawers and investigated the refresher unit. When finished and satisfied, they gathered back together.

“We’re clear here,” Merek announced, depositing two electronic devices into his bag. “Deuce, you ready to check your place next door?”

“Just a minute.” His unoccupied hand rose. “We may have company sooner than expected. I tapped into the station’s schedule board, and an approaching shuttle is coming in from the Diechwrathe. After querying transportation, they said the stationmaster signed off on it, but the shuttle is not on their regular schedule. The change has them worried. Deidre is going to the shuttlebay to investigate.”

Elise slipped out of her shuttle suit and donned a black jacket over her dark top and slacks. “They’re going to attempt to take the station. Now get dressed while I inform Adrian on a secure comm. My guess is she faked the authorization and now is headed out to open the shuttlebay and unlock the utility sector.” She paused. “Looks like we’ll be late for dinner.”

Merek grunted in acknowledgment and, along with the two guards, stepped out of his shuttle suit, revealing a similar black outfit. With a sigh, Deuce slipped a dark gray sweater over his white shirt. 

Gathering up everyone, she slapped the door panel open and made a face at the monitor.

Briskly, the five headed toward the utility sector, their familiarity with low gravity aiding them as they swiftly sailed forth, bouncing off corridor walls.

“I want to catch them red-handed, so let’s nab them in the act near the air exchange,” she told the guards.  “Don’t hurt them; merely secure them. Merek, you wait on the inside of the entrance and restrain the station assistant. She’s your responsibility.”

His jaw tightened; eyes ablaze with satisfaction. “My pleasure.”

“If she tries to fight or interfere in any way, subdue her. I need to reason with Henry and Sam, and I don’t want her distracting them.”

“Understood.” 

She tapped Deuce on his arm. “Ping Adrian and tell him what’s happening.”

“Already in progress.”

There was a straight section of corridor where anyone coming out of shuttlebay might see them. She needed to get past that area quickly, so she picked up the pace, her feet flying over the downward wall. She used the handholds to propel herself forward faster. The others came along, keeping up the brisk pace.

Moving to the front, Merek cleared the way while Deuce muttered into her ear. “The shuttle has landed in the shuttlebay. Adrian has instructed the bay operators to comply with any of Deidre’s orders.” 

“One more module and we’re there.” Merek pointed ahead.

Faint vibrations signaled heavy equipment in use nearby.

“Deuce, get your ugly mug over here and let us in.” 

“This one is code-operated, but I have the code.” Rapidly, he tapped in numbers on a touchpad, and the door panel slid open to let them in.

A roomful of heavy machinery and ductwork greeted them. The walls vibrated, pumping water and air throughout the station.

She pointed to a blocky machine. “Ji, hide there. Take care of any muscle they’ve brought.” Deuce …”

“I’ll stand by this loud ventilation system and use my headset to maintain contact with station security.”

“God, I hope they’re not compromised.”

“They’ve been vetted by Trace’s organization, so I’m confident we’re good.”

Elise pointed. “Merek, you over there by the entrance. Most likely she’ll come in first, but I can’t guarantee it.”

“I have restrainers and chloroform if necessary.”

“Deuce?”

“Some bureaucratic nonsense is going on in shuttlebay.”

Now that they were in place, she could hardly stand the waiting. She shook her hands out and ran through her speech, hoping it would do the trick. Henry and Sam were good guys, just misguided by unsuspected Alysian politics.

“Deuce?” she queried.

He spoke into the headset as her body jittered in tune with the vibrating machines. 

“Which one’s the main vent?” Gads, she knew so little of systems. Others had handled that on the ship.

“That large stack over there controls the air exchange.” Merek touched a jumble of machinery. “It exchanges old air for clean through a filter purifier and recirculates it back out into the station.”

She wanted to talk more as it distracted her, but Deuce signaled her. “They’ll be here soon.”

As soon as they quieted, voices and the clatter of movement from the outside filtered in.

The door slid open and Deidre, the two captains, and a burly accomplice entered. She stepped in at the same time as Ji slipped behind the muscle and disarmed him. 

Deidre’s mouth opened, making a round circle. She tried to whirl around, but Merek’s augmented speed had her in wrist restrainers before she could react.

“What’s the meaning of this?” she blustered, jerking at the cuffs.

Henry and Sam, loaded down with canisters and gas masks, stopped in their tracks.

“Shit,” said Sam.

Elise stepped forward. “Put the gas down, listen to me, and everything will be all right.”

“Shoot her or you’re airlocked,” Deidre retorted. “She’s lying. They’re only going to space us.”

Henry set down his canister slowly, but his hand strayed to his waist where he had tucked in his laser gun. Elise waved her stun gun back and forth in front of his face. “Don’t even think about it,” she warned him.

By now, Ji had their guard in restraints and under control.

Game over. Henry raised his hands.

Toren poked a stun gun at Sam. “Raise ‘em.”

An angry furrow appeared on Sam’s brow as he glared at Elise. “You’re a god-damned traitor. I wouldn’t think you would side with them. They want to get rid of Terrans. They want us off their planet.”

“Sam, don’t be so gullible. You’re being used.”

“Don’t listen to her.” Deidre lunged forward.

Elise nodded at Merek and a gag went over Deidre’s mouth. She grunted in anger, but her words were silenced.

Elise turned her attention to her captains. “Islia and the Diechwrathe are behind this. They want to take over the station for themselves and assume world dominance or at least gain control of the Democratic Union. They could care less about Terrans.”

Next to Merek, Deidre squirmed and made noises.

“That’s not true,” Henry protested.

Her mouth set in a hard line. “Unfortunately, it is. I have evidence. But it doesn’t matter. We have to discuss a more important topic.”

“He’s here.” Deuce looked up.

“Open up.”

The door slid open to an array of drawn guns with Adrian at their back on a headset. 

“Take her and him.” Elise pointed to Deidre and her guard. “I have to talk to my captains and, as station master, you might want to stay and hear what I have to say.” 

Adrian lifted an eyebrow but waved his men on."Take them to lockup and I'll join you as soon as I can."

His men gathered up the two others and left.

“Ji, go with Toren and see that they make it there.” 

“Yes, Commander.” He gave her a brief salute.

She slightly shook her head at the gesture, but a smile played over her lips. “Go.” Her hand waved them out.

Adrian gazed at Elise and sighed. “I’m not sure I want to hear what you have to say or can even hear it with all this noise. Maybe we should go to my office where it’s quieter, and we can sit.”

She stared at him and pursed her lips. “Last I heard, your office was bugged. How about my room?”

“Now, that’s definitely bugged.”

“Not anymore.”

He laughed and scanned the room with all the rumbling machinery. “Okay, deal.”

Contemplating her captains, Elise said, “I’d like to trust you two, but I can’t at the moment. However, I’m asking you to place your faith in me right now. I’m going to put on restraints, but I’ll take them off when we get to my unit.”

She motioned to Merek who fished out some more restraints and snapped them on the two scowling captains.

Adrian led the way, still communicating on his headset. Merek took Sam. Deuce herded Henry along while simultaneously monitoring the station’s frequency.  

Elise followed in the rear, focused on how she might sway her captains.

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 29

Preparations

 

The two Terran captains stood shuffling their feet, wide eyes roaming the walls and corners. Neither had ever visited her personal quarters, so they naturally were curious as to what it looked like.

On the other hand, Adrian showed no such interest. Instead, he glared at her through narrowed eyes, his jaw clenching and unclenching. The man had always given the impression that he never thought of her as an alien, nor a powerful Fleet Commander, rather more the small-statured wife of the infamous Director Richard Steele. She was still trying to figure out what it was her husband directed. Someday she would learn, but for now, she needed to stay on track.

She cleared her throat. “You all might want to sit … except for you, Merek. You can release their restraints.”

Adrian pulled out an office chair and sat while the others perched self-consciously on the side of her bed.

After everyone was settled, she said, “Henry, Sam, you remember a planet the fleet flew past that was extremely hot and had high radiation levels in the atmosphere?”

Two nods answered her.

Sam shifted unconsciously on the bed’s edge. “We didn’t spend much time investigating it because of the toxic atmosphere and barren landscape.”

Henry twisted in his seat. “We thought we could find something more habitable farther out.”

She hesitated. “But we didn’t.” 

Next to Henry, Sam said, “It looked desolate, but there were indications of life underground. We didn’t want to stir up the indigenes species if there were any, so we left. Later, you said they might be connected to the attack.”

“I still think that’s the case. Richard confirmed that his brother also engaged with them. He lost a ship and crew due to that battle.”

“Five,” muttered Sam. “We lost five ships, and I lost my best friend, my family … so many.” He glanced away.

Henry patted his friend’s shoulder. “We all lost good people.” His eyes rose to meet hers.

Trajan… She blinked back rising tears and didn’t dare look at Merek… his clone. Her captains did, then gazed away.

Merek stood still as stone, not hardly breathing.

Stay on topic or you’ll lose it.

She took a deep breath and continued, “Richard recently received a warning that they have targeted this solar system and are headed our way.”

Adrian slammed a fist on the desk, causing the captains to jump. “I knew it. I knew having him on board would mean trouble.” He glared at her as if it were her fault.

Sam leaned forward. “Are you absolutely sure?”

She shrugged. “Nothing is absolute. Richard’s concerned enough to want to take precautions.”

Sam stood and paced along the bed. He glanced at Henry. “Commander, they could be playing us. You may be as much a fool about this as we were about the station.”

Her shoulders slumped. She’d considered it but had discarded the notion. The Enjelise didn’t lie, and they’d collaborated Braden’s story. 

She had to sit down to tell them the rest of what she knew. Adrian saw her dilemma and swung the chair toward her. Merek caught it and slid it to her. 

Adrian leaned on her desk, bracing himself.

She smiled a “thanks” at him, sat, and nervously brushed a hand through her hair. “To begin, I’m going to tell you something that’s hard to believe… for some of you. Perhaps for those more religious, not so much. There is an ancient alien race that guards the universes.”

“Universes? Plural?” Sam’s voice quavered.

“Yes, there are thousands of universes, maybe more. Alysians call these guardians the Enjelise. They resemble the Earth idea of angels. Not only have I met one, but he’s taken on a mission to protect me.”

“Really?” Henry squinted at her.

“Already, he has saved my life more than once.”

Sam plunked down on the bed as Henry put his head in his hands, then looked up, his hair disheveled, his eyes blinking in disbelief. 

“I’ve met two others of his kind who told me that the creatures who attacked us are,” here she struggled to find the correct term, “a related species they call the Fallen.”

Adrian sighed audibly.

She ignored him and continued. “They’re hostile and want revenge for what was done to them.”

Henry’s eyes narrowed. “What was done?”

“They were transported from their world and banished to that hellish planet as punishment for … certain indiscretions.”

“Elise…” Adrian shook his head at her.

“I know this is hard to believe…”

“You think?” Adrian snorted and straightened up. He pushed away from the desk.

She spun around in the chair and glared at him. “I saw these Enjelise with my own eyes. I heard what they said with my own ears, and I believe them.”

Absolute silence filled the room. No one knew what to say. Then the entrance softly whooshed. All eyes riveted on the opening panel as Angel stepped into the room, enveloping it in a  brilliant light and a tingling presence.

“Believe her,” he uttered.

Everyone stared in stunned silence as she whispered, “Angel!” 

Finally, Adrian broke the tension and crossed to collapse on the end of the bed. “Okay,” he choked, staring at Angel. “I believe you. What do we have to do?”

“First off, don’t tell anyone.”

“So glad to hear that,” he said, rubbing his face. 

She focused on her captains. “Sam, Henry.”

They gazed at her warily. “Yes?”

“We need captains like you who can pilot and understand the layout of spaceships. Richard is organizing a worldwide program that will build a small fleet. Not only do we need pilots, we need engineers who know how to build them. Your recruits will come from any Terran willing to work with Alysians. We plan to blend Terran with Alysian. Richard said long term we may learn to get along. We’ll offer you a major role because of your experience and influence.”

Backs straightened in her captains. Their worried faces changed to more thoughtful ones. 

“We can fight each other and lose this planet, or we can work together to protect it. What say you?”

Both set their eyes on Angel. Sam slanted his head toward Henry who raised an eyebrow. 

Sam cleared his throat. “We’re on board, Commander.”

She found herself blinking rapidly, eyes tearing up. “Then let’s get this done,” she said.

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 30

Getting Along

 

“Are you the idiot responsible for this mess?”

Four men and a woman stood next to a workbench in a lab at Tygel Space Center. Scattered blueprints and two models of spaceships sat on its white laminate top.

Across the table, Richard shifted uneasily. “Now, Captain Spencer, everyone here deserves equal respect. We are working together to achieve the best design possible.” He glanced over at the glowering Alysian who appeared ready to explode due to the insulting comments directed at his preliminary starship model and blueprint.

Henry jabbed his fellow Terran with an elbow. “Sam, be courteous.”

As he studied the model of a starship sitting on the table in front of him, Sam Spencer put up a conciliatory hand and muttered, “All right. I get it. I’ll play nice. But seriously, folks, this won’t get off the ground.”

“It won’t need to. We build it in space,” interjected the wounded designer, his petulant tone apparent.

Using a soothing voice, Richard said, “Tell us what you would change, Captain Spencer.”

Sam raised his head to glower at Richard. “Oh, just call me Sam. I’m not a captain. I don’t captain a ship.” He paused. “I don’t even have a ship. My ship left with the fleet and in a brilliant move, I stayed behind.” He closed his eyes.

Next to him, Henry patted him on the shoulder. “You don’t have one yet. But if we cooperate with these fine Alysians, you’ll be flying your own personally designed space-faring warship before you know it.” 

With a head shake, Sam said, “I’m not good at systems integration.”

Relieved by his more conciliatory attitude, Richard said, “We already have a man for that. He was in charge of all the systems on Braden’s ship, so systems won’t be a problem.” He smiled. “But we do need your cooperative input for the overall layout, especially the bridge. Furthermore, we expect to make changes and improve on our preliminary designs. Right, Tyler?” Richard stared down the designer.

The Alysian wrinkled his nose then pursed his lips. After some hesitation, he nodded. “Yeah, sure. I can adapt.”

Richard reached over and slid one of the blueprints towards Sam. He tossed a look at the woman next to him.

“Yeah, that’s how it needs to be, everyone.” She pointed at the two Terrans. “We’re not familiar with a functional bridge like these captains are.” 

Richard clapped his hands. “Most astute, Kare.”

Sam tapped the blueprint with his fingertip. “I’ve always wanted a white leather captain’s chair with nearby coffee dispenser and …”

Richard grabbed his arm. “Whoa there, fella. I said we can get funds for construction, but I also have a budget. Let’s rein in everything not essential to keeping us alive.”

Harry’s fingers smoothed the blueprint. “Besides, all the white leather needed to accommodate your generous backside would show too much blood splatter if you’re hit.”

With a jerk upright, Sam said, “You’re not funny, Henry.” His mouth set in a hard line as he bent over to study the schematic, and the paper shook when he picked it up.

Seeing his friend’s reaction, Henry said, “Aw, Sam, I’m only kidding.” He offered a wry smile. “You took out two of them suckers at the jump gate. With you at the helm, all the invaders will turn tail and run as soon as they see you coming. Easy Peasy.”

Sam straightened. “Don’t kid me, Henry. We’ll need heavy virtual time to knock the rust off our tactical skills. And even then, it won’t be your Easy Peasy.” 

Henry gave him a shoulder bump. “But we can do this if we put our minds to it. Right?”

Richard nodded. That’s the attitude he wanted. That’s the attitude he would need … if any of this was going to work.

***

“Your father will explode when he hears you plan to pass up getting your business degree and transfer to Sunpointe. Gads, Deane, you’re in for it.”

“Let me deal with my father.”

“What about your athletic scholarship?”

“Frankly, I’m tired of playing sports.”

Garrett stared in disbelief at him. The two young men were lounging under a tree on Tygel University’s campus. The shorter one rubbed a head full of dark curly hair and shifted his backpack. A frown etched itself onto his paler face. “You need to be appointed to that place. No one waltzes into Sunpointe Academy because he wants to be an astronaut. They’re very selective. Slots are severely limited.”

Taller by more than a head, his lanky companion grinned. “I have connections, my friend. Uncle Adrian lives up on the space station, and he agreed to sponsor me.”

“Your uncle lives on the Alysian space station?”

Deane winked at him. “Correction. My uncle runs the Alysian space station.”

That gave his doubter pause. “I’ve always wanted to be an astronaut,” Garrett paused, “but no one in my family has enough clout to even qualify me as janitor of that place. Because the environment is in such a mess, all the attention has been here on Alysia and not much on space exploration. With all the government cutbacks, enrollment is limited.”

“Well, I heard that’s changing.” Deane put a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Maybe I can get Uncle Adrian to negotiate a package deal … you and me. If he agrees, would you want to go explore the stars with me?”

Garrett’s dark eyes lit up. “More than anything.”

“Let me see what I can work out.”

“Coach will kill you if I go too.”

“Not to mention your parent’s reaction.” Deane’s green eyes sparkled with mischief. Giving his leather jacket a tug, he pushed off from the tree. “I’d love to be there to see coach’s face when he gets the news.”

“And watch his dream of a national championship go up in smoke.”

“Ha! Come on, let’s go stir up a few people.”

Garrett laughed. “Yes, let’s.”

***

They managed to upset quite a number of folks. With Deane’s uncle running interference for them, they worked out a package deal for the two of them. Finally, they convinced their parents to let them attend. The pair packed their bags and headed for the western coast of the Democratic Union where the campus of Sunpointe Academy soon sprawled out before them.

At first, the excitement of exploring space fueled enthusiasm, but gradually the heavy load of homework, the limited number of females, and the grueling classwork took its toll.

Several terms in, Deane and Garrett were sitting at the local student bar, sipping cool drinks, and blearily observing cadets passing in front of them on their way to various classes.

“My professors are working me to death.” Garrett stirred his straw around in his drink and looked over at Deane. “Especially those on the astronaut track.”

Deane rubbed his nose. “I started with fifty in my class, now it’s down to twenty-five. The pace is murder, and my competition is falling out faster than an exploding nova. Even I’m struggling, and I always excelled in school.”

“My astrophysics professor is cramming several courses all into one. The rule seems to be work faster or get kicked out.” Garrett sipped some more of his drink. “The classes are harder than I imagined they would be.”

“My professors are doing the same thing in navigation, but the simulators are all antiques they’ve had for ages.” Deane’s fingers flexed. “I want to get my hands on a real ship, not just some simulator’s outdated joystick.”

Garrett gazed out onto the campus. “Yeah, and where would they find such a functioning ship?”

Deane slumped in his seat as his eyes idly followed a female cadet walking past. “Terrans have one attached to their station.”

"Hmmm... Garrett sipped on his drink and eyed Deane. “This training is hard. I’ve whirled around in that fragging accelerator so many times I’m walking sideways."

“They tried to drown me in the buoyancy pool.”

“Is that the new tank where you can’t tell whether you’re upside down or right-side up? Everything appears the same? Feels like there’s no gravity?” Garrett ran a hand through his hair. “I’m taking that lab next term.”

Rolling his eyes, Deane said, “Take it from me, that lab is a nightmare. You can’t tell which direction is which. They had to pull me out once when I got too disoriented.”

Garrett sighed. “This is worse than the grueling drills coach used to make us do.”

Deane squinted into the distance. “By light years.”

***

Upon entering their lab, the cadets found something unexpected. “Wow!” Deane stroked the cowling of a new simulator. “She a beaut.” He sighed and peered in. “At last.”

Behind him, Garrett exclaimed, “Fate, look at it!” 

Three obviously important committee members stood off to one side. Next to the familiar Director Steele, stood a small-statured female. Her pale skin and blazing violet eyes indicated she was Terran. Next to her, stood a male who turned to mutter something at her. He also was Terran but had a short, blocky build with blond hair and a jutting chin that gave him a slightly belligerent appearance.

“Cadets Wood and Townsend, I’m Director Richard Steele. This is my wife, Elise Fujeint Steele, and one of her captains, Sam Spencer. Captain Spencer is taking the lead on our spaceflight program.”

The two students gulped. They recognized the names, at least Director Steele’s and Elise Fujeint’s. She was ex-Commander of the Terran Fleet. Not knowing how to respond to the civilians, they merely nodded at them.

“Do you like it?” Richard asked, patting the simulator.

“Can we try it out?” Deane stepped forward eagerly.

“Absolutely.” Richard waved a hand forward. “Captain, show them how the simulator works.”

Both students stared at the elegant cockpit. 

“This is only a section of a much larger bridge,” said Sam, sliding into the captain’s seat. He motioned at three other positions before him. “On my far right is the communication consul, on my near right is the navigator’s board, and ahead on my left is the helm position.” He leaned forward to tap, right to left, three seats in front of him.

Deane scrambled into the helm’s chair while Garrett found the navigator’s. Sitting in the Captain’s chair, Sam touched an overhead screen, and everything lit up. 

All four positions held vertical rows of panels with touch screens, in addition to various monitors that displayed  flashing numbers and graphs. Overhead, still more electronics accompanied by video screens covered the cockpit’s ceiling.

“Today won’t be a class on flying a spaceship. Your instructors will do that later. Simply be aware that piloting a ship out there is far different from anything you have ever done before. There’s very little friction in space, so maneuvers can get tricky.”

“Like steering a sled on ice?” Deane asked as he stroked the board and lightly touched a monitor.

“Worse,” Sam answered. “The pilot has six axes of directions to consider with very few markers to guide him. Plus, he flies at incredibly high speeds with lots of kinetic energy. Maneuvering takes skill. With ships smaller and lighter than The New Found Hope, the weapons’ recoil could thrust a ship backward if not for the inertial dampers.”

Deane stopped his exploration of the board. “Weapons? Will the ships be carrying weapons?”

A throat cleared, and Richard stuck in his head. “Captain, I think the kids have seen enough for the time being. Let’s allow our professors to take it from here.”

Startled, Sam nodded and proceeded to climb out. “I brought homework. It’s a schematic of the bridge with explanations of what everything does.”

Grabbing an elbow to help out the Terran, Richard added, “In two weeks, you’ll receive a revised course schedule that will include starship navigation and simulator labs. By then, you will have committed this material to memory.”

A heavy manual landed in Deane’s hands. He and Garrett stared at it as if it were a live snake. 

Garrett whispered, “He’s got to be joking.”

***

Returning to what was becoming their favorite hangout, Garrett and Deane ordered sodas and snacks. “This stuff looks impossible,” moaned Garrett. He eyed the heavy manual in front of them.

“I imagined only the glory of flying a spaceship. I didn’t realize we would be required to understand complicated math calculations,” Deane muttered. 

“I’m finding the math interesting.” Garrett thumbed through a few pages.

“I’m finding it impossible.” Deane scowled.

Just then, a body whipped in and plopped down on the seat next to Garrett. The newcomer was female, a petite blonde with brilliant blue eyes and a smile to match. 

“Hi guys, my name’s Jet, and I want to be a part of your crew. When Terrible Thompson assigns positions later today in class, pick me. I’m smart,” she leaned forward with a coquettish smile, “easy on the eyes, and willing to learn.”

Deane cast a glance at Garrett. “And, oh, so  humble,” he commented.

“My one great weakness, I’ll admit.” Jet signaled for a drink and gave them another bright smile. “I’ve been watching you two and you’re both smart and ambitious. Also, I’m guessing you come as a set.”

“That we do.” Leaning on an elbow, Deane pushed right up next to her face. He noticed the pert nose and a complexion that looked like cream with a dollop of coffee poured into it. “But if you're looking for fun and games, uou better move along."

Jet tossed her head, causing her blonde curls to bounce. “I’m not interested in pretty boys who just want to play games. With the ratio of males to females around here, they’re easy enough to find. I’m interested in what’s under the hood and a guy’s performance record.”

“We’re still talking about coursework, aren’t we?” Deane drawled.

Ignoring his jibe, she kept on. “I’ve noticed that you two have brains and appear to want what I want … which is to be selected as one of the crew on a real spaceship, not to be just some shuttle jockey servicing one of the stations. Do you want that as badly as I do.” She shrugged off a denim jacket, exposing a clingy white blouse that showed off a shapely figure. 

Garrett’s eyebrows shot up.

Amused by his friend’s reaction to this female hand grenade, Deane said, “A crew is worthless without a ship.” His eyes narrowed. “What have you heard?”

She reached up a finger and wrapped a short blonde curl around it. Her eyes studied the two of them. Then she released the curl and tapped her finger down on the table. “Six ships are being built as we speak. Most likely more later. Next week, Professor Thompson will make a list of the top five teams, and they’ll be invited on board the alien ship tethered to the space station. That means that you have to pass the buoyancy test, Garrett.” She turned to Deane, “And you have to keep it together in the accelerator. Don’t get sick and puke all over it. My lab is after yours.”

“How do you know all this?”  Deane frowned.

“I’m a communications officer. It’s my job.” She fingered a metal necklace with a large filigreed fob. “Lucas would be perfect as our captain. You wouldn’t mind an arrogant Bogtown swamp rat for a captain, would you?”

“Slow down, girl. I plan to be the captain.” Deane cast a quick glance at Garrett. “But we might consider him for part of the crew if he’s any good.” 

Garrett shrugged.

The necklace vibrated. She looked down, and Deane noticed she tapped a metal belt sprinkled with winking lights. She pursed her lips. “Fine. You guys work it out. Lucas will be awesome anywhere you put him.” 

She took a final gulp of her drink, placed it on the table, and picked up her jacket. With a smile at Deane, she said, “I’m glad that’s settled. Gotta go. See you in class. Later I’ll fill you in on more information you’re going to need.” She winked, tucked in her chair, and waltzed out.

Garrett looked at Deane. “What just happened?”

“Frag if I know,” he said. “Looks like we got us a bridge crew … for the time being. Now we need a ship.”

***

Professor Thompson glanced at his comm. “Well, that’s it for today, folks. Tomorrow is the final exam, which includes an evaluation of your lab results. Study hard until then.”

The class gathered up their electronic tablets, jackets, and drifted out into the hall.

Garrett rolled his eyes and tipped his head toward the door. “Here they come.”

Walking toward them were Jet and a kid who was all muscle and no fat. His chiseled ebony face wore an expression that looked like he had just bitten into a sour lemon. They approached the two young men and stopped.

“This is who you’ve gotten us paired with? Seriously, Jet?” He wrinkled his nose.

“These two agreed to put up with you. That’s more than anyone else,” she shot back.

“These two are ninnies.”

Clenching his fists at his side, Deane squared off in front of the kid. “If I were you, I’d choose my next words carefully, or you’ll be sitting butte down on the floor.” 

“Stuff it, Lucas.” Jet put her hand on his arm. “I have an aversion to freshly spilled blood. Makes me queasy. Think. If you cooperate, our crew might be good enough to win that trip to the alien ship.”

She stared at Deane. “He has a bad attitude, but you can deal. Look past it, and you’ll find a talented helm. He made the top score in every simulation.”

“Helm? I want to be captain. This stinks, Jet.”

Deane narrowed his eyes. “Those scores say helm, I’ll admit, but your  attitude doesn’t say captain.”

“I’m better than any of the morons in our class.”

Garrett stepped up. “Nonetheless, you won’t be able to fly a ship by yourself. And my guess is very few will put up with your attitude.”

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 31

Mysterious Stranger

 

Deane’s fingers flew over the electronic keyboard. His soul vibrated to the majestic chords filling the room, as he lost himself in the grand symphony. He hadn’t played in years, but the skill returned to him as if no time at all had passed. 

A few days ago, he and Garrett had explored the campus when they no longer could stand the small study room, and their brains refused to process the complicated math of space navigation. They needed fresh air. They needed a break.

Accidentally, they stumbled upon a small music room tucked back in the corner of the academy’s fine arts complex. An elegant electronic keyboard captured Deane’s attention, and he vowed to return to play it. When joining his high school team, he’d given up the keyboard in order to maintain his macho image. Later, after being elected their leader, he simply couldn’t find the time to indulge himself.

Now, the music rose in volume as he segued into the famous Music of the Spheres. The song always made him feel as if he soared among the stars. Finally, the notesc crashed around him, ending with triumphant and exultation. His tingling body sat exhausted. 

Hands clapped from an open door, causing him to spin around in his chair.

“Not bad. You played that well.”

A stunning blonde stood in the doorway. Delicate features offered a smiling face. She wore a casual sweater and jeans. “How did you discover my secret hideaway?” She arched a fine eyebrow at him.

“My partner and I took a break from our studying. We decided to explore. I’ve always found that my curiosity leads me into interesting places.”

“You’re in the astronaut program.” Her voice was soft and melodic, compelling.

“Yes. I’m Deane Wood. Is this your place?”

She glided in and sat on a nearby foldout chair. “Actually, it’s the academy’s, but I spend a lot of time here.” Studying the floor for a moment, she raised her head. With a deep breath, she said, “I’m Hallelujah, but you can call me Hallie in here. However, I’ll be Lieutenant Lord outside.”

“Why does that name sound familiar? Hallelujah… something... Lord.” He reached into memory, trying to recall where he’d heard the name before.

She straightened up and grinned. “That’s my music you were playing.”

“Seriously?”

“Yes.”

“It’s extraordinary.”

“Thank you.” She twisted her fingers together and stared at the floor, her cheeks blushing pink. “I should go.”

“No, stay. I used to think females trying to meet me all the time was irritating, but I’m finding lately that I rather miss their company. Please stay.”

An indignant expression flashed across her face. “I came here to play music…Not to meet you,” she stuttered.

“I’m wounded.” He fell forward onto the keyboard, face first and waited. Her chuckle rewarded him. He looked up. “So, what track are you on?” Pulling up a chair next to him, he patted it.

Hesitantly, she sat down.  “Same as you, only I’m further along.” She lifted her chin.

He found it hard to believe this delicate creature of pale blue eyes trained to pilot a spaceship.

“You?”

She bristled. Evidently, he wasn’t the first to doubt her choice. “I seek the Enjelise. To do that, you need a spaceship.”

“Enjelise?” He wrinkled his nose in doubt. “They’re only a myth. They don’t really exist, do they?” 

She slanted her head; her face held an odd expression. “Oh, they exist, and I mean to find them. And, if you plan to fly a ship, you’d better hustle and graduate. The ships will be ready soon. Everything’s on a hurry-up schedule.”

“I’ve been sensing that.” He turned to her, anger at his ignorance. “It appears everyone knows about these mysterious ships but those who plan to fly them.”

An earnest face met his. “That’s not surprising. Almost everything here is on a need to know basis, and the production schedule of our spaceships is something you don't need to know right now. Also, you might develop a more open mind while you're at it.”

Chastised, he said, “I’m willing to learn whatever you can teach me.” He smiled, hoping his famous dimples would work their magic on this compelling female.

“Does that line work often for you?” Her eyebrows quirked up in amusement. Shaking her head, she stood up to leave, but not without a smile.

***

Once again, Deane’s fingers danced across a computer board, but the hum of the systems coming online around him and the staccato chatter from ground control now played a different symphony. The board attempted to replicate a captain’s experience on the bridge of an unacknowledged ship, secretly in construction. 

Before him, Garrett bent over the navigation console, intense with concentration, as he confirmed the course that they hoped would navigate them to a team win. They dressed in the required spacesuits complete with helmet and mikes. Everything was set up to simulate an actual takeoff. 

“We’re at T-15 and counting,” informed a taped Mission Central’s voice.

To Garrett’s right, Jet tapped her index finger as Mission Central polled the ground launch team for readiness. Green lights winked as each member gave a go/no go. Finally, she said, “We are all green to launch.”

Deane twisted to glance at his crew. “They’re retracting the orbiter access arm.”

Inside his headset, Deane heard a voice say, “Start orbital auxiliary power units.” 

He stretched upward, to tap several switches overhead. The cabin powered up and came to life. “Main engine and fuel all green,” he confirmed. “We’re a go.”

“All go here,” Mission Central responded.

 In front of him, Lucas sat in the helm’s position, a scowl on his face and eyes concentrating on his monitors.

“Transfer course, navigator,” Deane ordered.

“Copy that. Course transferred.” Garrett relayed his information, which fed into the helm’s computer. 

“Helm has received course from navigation and is programmed,” Lucas responded. He eyed Garrett. “You’re off a degree.” 

Garrett’s mouth tightened. “Drift compensation.”

“Helm, are you in agreement?” Deane queried.

Lucas’s head bent forward as he studied the figures. After a pause, he said, “Helm supports navigation’s choice.”

 “Better fragging support me,” Garrett stabbed at a screen and a light turned green.

“Commander advises crew to close all visors.”

All four visors snapped shut.

From her station, Jet said, “We’re at T minus ten.”

“Mission Central has handed off the auto sequence start to our onboard computer,” Deane informed them. 

As the audible countdown neared takeoff, Deane flexed his fingers while the computers followed the instructions laid into them. All panels continued green. 

Garrett hummed a show tune while they waited.

Lucas growled, “Quit that.”

“Main engine ignition,” Deane announced.

“Two, one, zero,” Jet chimed in on the countdown as the numbers flashed across everyone’s screen. Her voice cracked with excitement. “Liftoff.”

The simulator shook while speakers duplicated the noise of takeoff. “Bolts are released,” Deane announced. 

The crew waited while the simulator vibrated, and screens showed computers controlling the launch course. Seconds passed that felt like an eternity.

Finally, a voice droned, “Main booster rocket has achieved separation.” 

“Separation acknowledged,” Deane responded.

“We’ve achieved 2600 miles per hour at an altitude of seventeen miles,” Deane reported, checking his monitor. 

At 1700 miles, the computer reported insertion into low Earth orbit. Maneuvering jets fired, easing the shuttle into orbit. Abruptly, the cabin stilled, leaving Deane’s hands shaking as adrenaline coursed through his body. He checked his monitor. They were closing in on the station.

“We’re one degree aft the station.” Lucas smirked at Garrett. “We’re going to make a big dent in it at this rate.”

“Give us a minute before you try a course correction, so we can drift into it,” Garrett countered.

Deane checked the monitor. “One mile out. Hail the station, Jet.” Jet set in the station’s frequency.

Four sets of eyes watched as the monitors showed the craft drifting sideways into the correct alignment. 

“Station has a visual.” Jet swiveled around to him.

“There,” huffed Garrett as the screens showed the craft lining up perfectly on course. “Told you so.”

Lucas waved a dismissive hand.

“Commence docking,” Deane ordered.    

“Docking procedures commencing.” Lucas’s gravelly voice answered as he guided their ship into the docking slot. The cabin received a slight bump.

“They sure go for the realism,” cracked Jet. She lifted her head. “Station reports docking is complete.”

“Docking confirmed.” Deane stretched his arms overhead, flipping switches for shutdown. 

Garrett stared intently at his board while Jet sat, slumped in her seat. Lucas started unbuckling.

An overhead speaker came to life. “Test is complete. You may exit the craft.”

With fumbling fingers, Deane released his harness and rose on shaky legs. He opened the door and took a few stiff steps down the ramp as the others followed. At the bottom, his instructor waited with two other officers. He squinted. One was Captain Sam Spencer, Sunpointe’s new head of the astronaut program, and the other… looked familiar. No sweater and jeans this time. A starched uniform and erect posture changed his dream girl into an officer.

Captain Sam Spencer stepped forward “Congratulations. You executed a successful takeoff and station docking. Due to your performance, you have won the opportunity to visit the New Found Hope, along with five other teams. Each will receive a personal tour from ex-Commander Elise Fujeint Steele.”

He was going to see a real live ship. A thrill ran through him.

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 32

Gathering Allies

 

“The only reason I let you through my door is that he insisted we meet.” Elija confronted Richard but pointed a finger at Captain Henry Longstaff. 

“I appreciate your consideration, Captain Fujeint,” answered the man at the end of the pointing finger.

“May we sit, Captain?” Richard decided to go with formal behavior and as much pleasantness as he could muster.

Elija puffed out his cheeks. “Call me Elija here. My flying spaceships days are over. And, yes, please have a seat. Andrew will be here presently to take your drink order.”

As if on cue, an awkward android appeared in the cozy study where a fire blazed in the fireplace, throwing shadows on the wall. Richard sank into a large plush chair and admired the heartwood bookcases and the glimmering ark rug. Exquisite paintings of waterfalls and green forests hung on the walls.

With jerky motions, the mechanical android stopped and bowed before Richard. A synthesized voice inquired his choice of refreshment.

Fascinated by the contraption, Richard could barely think, so he stuttered out an easy answer, “A glass of Belluvian wine if you have it.”

Another bow and the android turned to Henry. 

“I’ll take a whiskey.” The ex-captain glanced over at Elija, who nodded.

“I’ll just have coffee, Andrew,” said their host.

“Thank you for your orders, gentlemen.” The android bowed.

Elija turned his intense violet eyes onto Richard who shuddered at the uncanny resemblance the young man had to Elise. They could be twins … probably were. Who knew what the ships had bred out there in the void?

However, their host’s face, once ship pale, was now tanned to a darker Alysian tone, which deepened even further in the flickering firelight.

Andrew departed in search of drinks. Elija shifted in his chair, cleared his throat, and said, “If you’re here to chastise me for what happened to Elise, you may leave now. I’m sorry for what happened, but I didn’t plan our outing to end in disaster. I only wanted to show her this planet, so she could understand my appreciation of it.”

“You wanted to turn her to the Terran side and use her against me.” Richard tried to contain his anger, knowing that going down that path would endanger his current mission, but he just couldn’t help himself. He struggled to throttle his emotions. No good would result in throwing a tantrum now. He stamped down hard, determined to keep it civil, but it wasn’t easy for him.

Henry lifted a hand, palm out. “We are not here due to past actions, rather we need to discuss future events.” He glared at Richard.

“Go ahead, Henry.” Richard brushed the air with his hand. Captain needed to talk to captain if this was going to work, and he needed to practice restraint as difficult as it might be.

Henry leaned forward. “Look, Elija, you remember the engagement we had with hostile aliens that cost us five ships?”

Elija shifted uneasily in his chair and ran a hand through auburn locks. He brushed at a growing beard, obviously meant to add maturity to his boyish good looks. “Who could forget? Of course, I remember. Reardon, Dance, Trajan, all died in that bloody battle. Why do you ask? Why are you bringing that up?” 

“We think some of their ships are headed our way.”

Elija frowned at the comment. “Hold on there. We jumped through a gate to escape them. How is it possible they found us?”

“It may not have been enough.” Henry slid a puzzled look at Richard. “Richard says he has proof they’re coming to Alysia. Worse, the Enjelise agrees.”

Elija’s former angry expression became pensive, then concerned. “Commander Fujeint described the alien she saw in the cockpit. Sounded like something out of a nightmare. She said he was all twisted and distorted but had the human form of two legs, two arms, and a head. He spoke an indecipherable language at her, which implies intelligence. At the same time, the creature killed his crew, so they wouldn’t be captured, and blew up his ship to keep the tech from us.”

Henry nodded. “She told me much the same before she died. Apparently, the world we flew past that contained a radiation-soaked atmosphere was their world … And they’re on the hunt for better. Can’t say I blame them, but…”

“Oh God! Alysia is the draw.”

Luckily, at that moment, Andrew returned with drinks, giving Elija time to absorb the revelation. After everyone received a drink, the android trundled out. With its departure, a heavy silence enveloped the room with only the crackle of fire audible.

After a brief pause to think things over, Elija asked, “Do you mean, not only must Terrans fight the Alysians for a home here, but now we have to contend with these newcomers as well?” He slumped back into his chair and picked up his coffee cup, carefully sipping from it.

Henry unconsciously rubbed his arm. “The Fallen. Angel calls them the Fallen and claims they are a mutation of his people.”

Elija choked in mid sip. Regaining his composure, he said, “Life on this planet just gets better and better.”

Richard put down his wine glass. “The only way we are going to survive this is through cooperation. The Fallen want this world, and we are willing to work with your people to prevent that.”

“You’re a dreamer. The Alysians are getting worse. They’ll never cooperate. Besides, we have little to offer.”

A smile tickled Richard’s lip. “That’s not what I heard.”

Elija stiffened in his chair; his brow furrowed.

Richard tapped his wine glass with an index finger. “Aren’t you manufacturing androids that are capable of a lot more than serving wine and whiskey?”

“Elise.” Elija raised his cup and took a sip. “You got that from Elise.”

Richard angled his head. “And other places.”

“That clone, Merek, opened his mouth.”

Startled, Richard felt a chill pass through him. “Merek, a clone?” He put his glass down, dumbfounded.

In an antagonistic tone, Elija said, “You didn’t know? Elise’s guard is Trajan Merek’s clone. Didn’t his name tip you off?”

“I didn’t have a clue.” Richard grabbed back his wine. He needed a drink. That was a chilling revelation. Goosebumps skittered along his arms as he thought it over.

“I suppose there are a few things Elise hasn’t gotten around to telling you yet.” A sly smile emerged on Elija lips.

Before Richard could press him further, Henry sat up and tapped his knee. “We’re here to find out what you need so you can finish building those robots. Alysians have agreed to join forces with Terrans to defeat what could be a world-ending event.”

Elija raised an eyebrow at Richard. “You would help us build better androids at the risk of us using them against you in the future?”

Richard ran a hand through his hair and heaved heavy breath out. “One step at a time. I’m willing to take that risk because I want to stay alive for now. I’ll worry about tomorrow later. Besides, there’s a few important strings attached.”

Elija’s lips pressed together. “Why am I not surprised?” He glanced at Henry for an indication but saw a blank face. His attention returned to Richard. “Lay it on me.”

“Earth2 needs fresh produce, and your gardens will soon start producing.”

Elija picked up his drink and tapped the rim before taking a sip. “And what does that wreck of a station have to offer us? Have you seen it lately?”

“Unfortunately, yes. Elliott Stratton tried to take the operation over while I was onboard, but we stopped him. Jacob Monroe’s running it now.”

“That doesn’t comfort me.”

“The Union, Ching T’Karre, and other countries have guaranteed materials and skilled labor for the station. We’re going to rebuild it.”

“In return for …” Elija leaned forward. 

“Ships.” He paused to study Elija’s face. “Or at least, a microgravity facility where we can build ships fast, using the 3-d printers there. The station will produce ships, but it’ll need food for the workers who will  construct them.”

Elija’s eyes widened, and he leaned forward.

Richard smiled to himself. He had Elija’s interest at last.

His host’s eyes narrowed. “We aren’t the garden paradise you might think we are here. Weather is still iffy with short seasons. But we’re making progress and might be able to squeeze out extra supplies for a good cause.” He paused to return the glass to the table. Leaning back, he crossed his arms. “What do we get in return for all these wonderful provisions we promise to supply?”

Richard glanced over at Henry who nodded. “A spaceship for Terrans,” he said. He tapped the table. “A ship that will be part of a fleet of six or more, smaller than the New Found Hope but well-armed. However, we would still need one more thing from you for the cost of such a ship.”

Elija eyes sparkled. “A ship? You’d give us a ship? One that’s armed? You’re that desperate?” He stopped and stared at Richard. He breathed in and held his breath. Richard saw his mind running through the possibilities. Saw him suddenly realize the price.

Elija’s jaw worked as he gritted his teeth. “And just what is that one more thing you want, Richard?”

A slow smile curved Richard lips as he answered, “A pilot and captain. Your ship will need a captain who is fully trained on up-to-date equipment, who has actually engaged the Fallen in battle, and who understands how they fight.”

Next to Richard, Henry leaned forward. “Elija, we need you.”

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 33

Committee Meetings are Hell

 

“Frag, I’m going to be late.” Richard burst through the gold ornate doors and strode down the hall where two very fit palace guards fell in on either side of him. 

His plane from the Diechwrathe had run late. I.N.Sys agents had grabbed him at the gate and hustled him into a limousine, complete with sirens and flashing lights, nearly killing him as it dodged traffic enroute to the palace.

Once inside, they marched him past the closed doors of a now empty ballroom and handed him off. He eyed his two palace guards. “Trace will be mad if I’m late. President Courtland won’t be happy, either.”

The two peered across him, nodded at each other, and picked up the pace. The one on his left said, “He said to get you there on time, sir. We’re doing our best."

Upon arrival at the express elevator, the taller guard checked his comm while the shorter, dark-haired one punched the elevator button. “We can do this,” he muttered.

Entering the elevator, they shot upward as fast as machinery was capable, ignoring protesting stomachs and dizzy heads. 

The elevator stopped with a jolt, and its doors slid open, revealing a gold-carpeted hall. On pale walls, portraits of long dead rulers glowered, watching them as they raced past.

At their approach, two ornate gold doors swung open and behind Richard, a voice grunted, “Mission accomplished.” 

“With not a second to spare,” he heard the other say, as the guards spun around and marched back to wherever they had come from.

Richard paused at the threshold, his gaze traveling around the conference room. The voices quit talking, and a hush settled over the room. All eyes swiveled to target him. At that moment, his comm clicked to the hour. He raised his head with the urgent hope of slinking into place unnoticed, trying for inconspicuous, but failing. 

On his right, Trace groused, “Cutting it close, aren’t we?” The head of I.N.Sys patted the only empty chair around the oval heartwood table and said, “Sit, Richard.”

From his place at the head of the table, President Sean Courtland glared down past a line of delegates at him. Next to him, Shenji T’Kai leaned forward to whisper something into the ear of his young protégé, J’ai Jen D’Jang. 

Interesting. Richard’s gaze roved over to the person seated next to J’ai Jen. And please, not her… Madame DeGuiole sat at their left. That buxom pain-in-the-ass just had to attend to make his day complete. She despised tech so much, she probably scratched all her communications on cave walls.

He noticed Umbra DeBarre was missing. In his place for the Equatorial Provinces, sat a skinny, sharp-faced unknown whose politics he hadn’t calculated yet. Skipping over several younger faces with open tablets and serious demeanors, Richard figured them for assistants ince they were burdened down by data and recording devices.

Who else? He spied two surprising faces. What were Kane DeGrace and Landon Snow doing here? I don’t remember their names in the agenda or any notes sent to me mentioning their attendance.

Those two sat next to highly decorated military brass, Air Force Commander Jack Underhill and General Terrance Forte, whose stars sparkled with importance atop their shoulder tabs. Further down the table, Captain Sam Spencer tapped unconsciously on the table, looking very uncomfortable among this elite gathering, and most likely wishing he was somewhere else--on board a ship, perhaps.

Last, but not least, he noted Lily Santine, who represented the United Republic. That sly, dark-haired, woman would bear watching.

“I’m glad to see you could join us, Director Steele,” said the President. A bit of sarcasm wove through the words. “We were about to begin without you.”

Richard glanced down at additional notes sliding toward him from Trace’s aide. The agenda and visual of the table layout appeared in front of him. Madame DeGuiole still insisted on a hard copy even in this age of computers.

President Courtland cleared his throat. “First, I’d like to welcome everyone and thank you for taking time from your very busy schedules to come here. Before we embark on this vital initiative, I hope you’ve had a chance to read the background materials. I want to hear some suggestions and encourage your participation.”

“You plan to set up an international space program?”

Every head turned to the speaker, a gray-haired burly Commander Underhill, who was used to dominating conversations with his blunt straightforward style.

“Yes, Commander, I do.”

The Commander drew his eyebrows together. “Our current program is overburdened and underfunded. To add another expensive service is out of the question.” He slid a glance at General Forte who glared him into silence. Underhill jumped with a surprised expression on his face. Richard suspected some shin rubbing might be in order. 

Trace fluttered a hand for attention. 

The President nodded at the I.N.Sys Director. Trace began, “That’s why we are proposing a section separate from your service, Commander, which would involve participation from other counties. All of you are here with an invitation to be a part of this new endeavor.”

“Hold on…” General Forte roused up like a  giant bear from his feigned indifference. “All Democratic Union military matters should be under Democratic Union Military Command.”

Richard interjected, “You mean you.”

“Yes, I’m in charge of national defense.”

 “With all due respect, General, I challenge your ability to manage such a program when you have no deep space experience, no helm flight time on board a starship, or experience dealing with navigating at the extreme speeds and distances needed in that environment. Nor do you have any personnel who has such experience.”

A haughty expression flitted across the General’s face. “That’s why we have training programs, Director.”

“But who sets up those training programs and decides what skills or abilities are necessary?”

Commander Underhill leaned forward, taking over the conversation. “We do. We have simulators and anti-gravity pools. By the Lady, we trained your brother well enough.” He sat back and thumped his fist on the table.

This time the General smiled at him.

Trace shifted next to him, and President Courtland signaled him. The Director said, “Braden and crew were simply explorers who happened to get caught in a skirmish on highly advanced, artificially intelligent, alien ships. Our ships will be smaller, lighter, extremely maneuverable and armed, but may have as advanced a technology as they had.”

“You mean to build these ships with artificial intelligence onboard?” Madame DeGuiole’s voice rose in volume. “You put intelligent computers in those ships, and before you know it, they’ll take over and destroy the human race. We can’t let that happen.”

“I also object.” Lily Santino slapped a palm down on the table. “You’re talking about warships. And when you start building warships, the next thing you’ll go looking for is a war.” Her eyes cut over to Captain Spencer, the obvious Terran at the table. He lifted his head from studying his notes as all eyes from the table laser-focused on him.

Richard scrambled to defend his program. “If we’d had a space fleet, we might have deflected the comet …” 

“Or engaged the Terran fleet?” Madame DeGuiole shook her head. “That would have escalated an already precarious situation into dangerous violence.”

President Courtland protested, “People, get permission to talk, please. One at a time and not all once so we can hear your argument and respond.”

 Shenji asked politely for the floor. He said, “We were not adequately prepared for the Terrans, but luckily, they did not open fire and destroy our already damaged planet. Next time might be different. With the billions of stars out there, there’s bound to be more alien intelligent life. Meanwhile, instead of sitting around waiting for what might drop in from the outside, we should prepare and do our own exploring. No individual country should feel threatened if each provides funds for at least one ship and crew.”

“We did it with the space station,” Richard interrupted, getting a nod from Courtland.

“Yes, and that has stretched our coffers to the max,” complained the skinny newcomer from the Equatorial. 

Richard traced a finger in his notes and came to the name Kumar DeBarre. A son or nephew, most likely. 

Kane DeGrace signaled for the floor. “The Diechwrathe will willingly fund up to a spaceship and crew for any government who needs it.”

Landon Snow added, “Islia makes the same offer.”

“You’re part of the Democratic Union,” President Courtland exclaimed. “That might be construed as acting as an independent government.”

“We don’t intend that. We just want to help out fellow Alysians,” Landon added. 

Hidden agendas lurked beneath their broad smiles.

"Right now, the only spaceship available is Terran,” Major Underhill pointed out. “We would be wise to build our own ships even if to provide a deterrent to that threat.”

Madame DeGuiole bounced in her seat, her full, heavyset breasts attracting attention from every male in the room. “Mr. President, that fleet may decide to return. They have twenty-eight ships searching for a livable planet. They may change their minds and decide Alysia isn’t so bad after all.”

Captain Spencer protested, “Those ships are generational ships, not warships.”

“However, they’re armed. They were retrofitted with weapons before they left,” said Major Underhill, revealing information that wasn’t included in the notes.

“Okay, then.” President Courtland peered around the table. “I brought you here to invite you to be a part of our new endeavor. Contribute funds for a ship or build your own, and you will receive the protection of the fleet. If you choose not to do either, the Democratic Union still plans to put a space fleet together. You received our proposal earlier. Talk to your decision makers tonight and we’ll vote tomorrow.

Lily’s hand shot up. “After I put this forward to my Congressional House, there’s a good chance they may veto it.”

Richard stood up and tapped the table. “If every country doesn’t agree to unite to protect Alysia, then we’re lost, and so are our children and all future generations of ours. Tell them that.”

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 34

On a Terran Bridge 

 

Totally wrung out, Deane slouched next to an equally drained Garrett. The morning had started with a puzzling psych exam, followed by an embarrassingly intimate body probe into cavities no one had ever dared entered before. Thank the Lady, the doctor was male. Then in the afternoon, a series of stress tests and a mug of green glop, which had nearly turned his stomach. 

But right now, he survived--barely.

He tossed a glance at Garrett, who rolled his eyes and shook his head. His friend had endured the same fate.

“One more day of tests and we’re on a shuttle to the Terran Space Station. They say it’s gotten rundown, but they aim to restore it.”

Next to him, Garrett made an attempt to voice a positive attitude. “Still, an alien space station would be a new place to explore," he offered.

Deane cracked a knuckle. “I heard they passed the vote for a unified space fleet. Looks like we might have a job. It would be an adventure to tell my kids about.”

“About that, Deane. It sounds really dangerous. Rumor is they’re building armed spaceships. Lately, I’ve been training on shooter games. The sim’s board is weaponized. Gives me pause. I was in for space exploration, not a space war.”

“They wouldn’t put you on weapons. You’re nav.”

Garrett shifted to an upright position. “Still, it says shots will be fired at my tender carcass. Maybe Lucas should be weapons rather than helm. He’s aggressive enough.”

With a shake of his head, Deane disagreed, “You need to know when to pull the trigger, my man, not just fire, fire, fire because you want to obliterate everyone else.”

“Well, motor mouth has the right seat. Communications is her forte. My ears go numb around her.”

“She knows her stuff.”

“More than makes me comfortable.” Garrett rubbed his face and squinted over at him. “Where does she get all her information? Who’s her source?”

Deane peered off into space. “And what’s she telling them about us?”

“That necklace of hers…”

“Yeah.”

“Touches it a lot.” Garrett raised an eyebrow.

“Almost pervy.” Deane shook off a chill. “I need a stiff drink. What about you? Tomorrow’s our last day before the trip.”

“Sure.”

“If we survive.” 

Deane waved an arm. “Positive thinking, Garrett. Give me positive thinking.”

Garrett stood up and stretched. “I’m positively going to die at this rate.” He stopped and dropped his arms. “Every fragging inch of my body aches.”

Deane rose beside him. “In places you and I need not discuss. Come on. Let’s get that drink and develop a strategy to whip those other teams.”

“Okay, I’m up for that.”

***

From Tygel’s spaceport launch pad, Deane surveyed the shuttle. Twenty-five young adults near his age crowded in. You could identify the teams by the way they all stuck together, tossing out hostile glances toward their fellow competitors. One group stood out. Five hyped-up faces, all twitching and muttering. Reminded him of Lucas with their down-turned mouths and deep frowns, their hands clenching and unclenching.

“Who are they?” someone asked.

Hair shaved up the side, possibly a real color, but most likely not. Dyed yellow, red or black. They wore black jackets, black pants, and a black attitude. 

“Weapon’s board.” 

Garrett cinched his belt tighter. “They make me itch.”

“If they shoot the enemy before it shoots us, I’m all for them.”

“Deane, now you're makinge me itch.”

Jet slid in next to them. “Hey guys, you ready for the experience of your life?” 

“What you know, comm?”

“Nada. Zilch. Zero.”

“First time, I expect.” Garrett sent her a fake smile.

“Giving me too much credit, Cherimysu.” 

Garrett shook a finger at her. “Don’t be giving me that Ching T’Karre love talk. You’re just making fun. Mean it if you say it.” He stared at her, lifted an eyebrow.

Her eyes widened.

They climbed aboard, and the shuttle started vibrating.

Ignoring his taunt, she said, “Soon, we  could be up front driving this crate.” She wiggled about and tested her straps.

Deane laughed. “What? One successful sim run and you’re a shuttle runner?”

Her answer was drowned out as they felt the hard push back and the shuttle rattled upward from the pad. The heavy G load forced Deane deep into his seat. For over ten minutes, he felt the heavy press of acceleration. Then, the two booster rockets dropped away, offering a moment of anxiety. Just when he thought he wouldn’t be able to stand any more pressure, gravity’s heavy hand lifted, and everything drifted upwards. 

“Wow!” 

Deane looked over at Jet, seeing her hair rise in a nimbus cloud of blonde about her amazed face.

Exclamations floated throughout the cabin. From the cockpit, a female voice said, “We’ll soon achieve insertion into low Alysian orbit. An absence of gravity means keep track of all your loose items and button everything down. Catching up to the space station will take time. There will be several burns to align the shuttle into its orbital path and then a flip to mate. Keep strapped in and find something to occupy yourself until we get closer to docking. We are hours away. I’ll let you know when we’re near. Captain out.” 

Looks flew from person to person. Excited chatter flooded the cabin.

“That was Commander Fujeint-Steele,” Jet said.

“You think so?” Garrett voiced a doubt.

“Pretty sure. Who else?”

“I don’t know all the shuttle jockeys.”

Jet tossed her head, causing short hair to fluff. “I do. Only two females and they’re scheduled at another time.”

Garrett leaned into her as far as his harness would allow. “How do you know all that stuff?”

She pushed him away. “Contacts. Remember I'm communications.”

“Fearfully nosey, I’m betting.” Garrett offered his explanation.

“My one great weakness, I’ll admit.” She smiled.

Deane closed his eyes and put in earplugs to block out all the nonsense.

***

The the actual bridge of The New Found Hope was smaller than Deane had expected and wasn't the same as the sims. He wasn’t used to this panel configuration. Flat electronic screens scrolled data at every station, and most controls used touch-pads or a voice-activated interface. They limited personnel on the bridge to only ten candidates at a time, with the ranking elite taking up a generous portion. 

As he studied the body language of those present, he found the most interesting was the friendly attitude between Lieutenant Lord and Director Steele. The Director put a hand on her shoulder and leaned far too close to talk with her. She, in turn, smiled too fragging much at him. A spark of anger skittered through him. Annoyed by his reaction, he tamped down hard on it, but ignoring his efforts, it lingered. 

His attention also snagged on a peculiar exchange occurring between Jet and some weird guy with springy hair and the same collection of heavy metal jewelry draped on his body. A slight resemblance between them  intrigued him.

The guy had singled Jet out, calling her Samantha Pacque. Samantha! No wonder she called herself Jet. It suited her better. Deane frowned. He might harass her a bit over the name. It would serve her right. Jet Pacque. Ha!

Garrett leaned in. “That Deuce Card guy has the smell of I.N.Sys about him. You think, Deane?”

“Maybe.” He thought that idea over and agreed.

“He’s awful cozy with our Jet there.”

“Our Jet? She ever hear you talk like that?”

Garrett blushed. “She’d have my hide,” he whispered. “But that connection would explain a few things.”

Director Steele left with a brief touch on Hallie’s arm, passing ex-Commander Fujeint-Steele who briskly entered, giving the two a friendly nod.

“Welcome to the bridge of the New Found Hope,” she began. “Billions of miles have been logged on this bridge, and many life and death encounters have occurred here. Please refrain from touching the electronics as we are not provisioned for any unplanned excursions.”

A nervous chuckle rippled through those present.

Deane noticed the worn upholstery, nicks on various electronics, and dents in several panels. Worn.

The Commander edged her way into the Captain’s seat and began tapping in commands. Boards lit up, graphs and numbers blinked onto screens and air wafted in from vents. “Your training boards will be configured around  these panels, but the final ship layout may be configured differently. Newer ships will be lighter and smaller. This ship was built as a generation ship meant to support four hundred working and four hundred in cryo. It has gardens, manufacturing facilities, sleeping, recreation, kitchens, engineering, the full complement for a sustainable voyage.”

Everyone had noticed the impressive alien ship attached to the space station when they’d docked at Earth2.

Elise continued, “Each team will compete in simulations and tests for the selection of a bridge crew. The top qualifying team will be the first candidates to fly the selected prototype.” 

An eager cadet exclaimed, “Whoever successfully accomplishes it will go down in the history books.” He gazed around at the others. “And I plan that to be me.”

His fellow teammates laughed and elbowed each other.

After the announcement, interest ratcheted up even higher, and everyone paid close attention while the Commander demonstrated the different panels and their intended uses. Deane was glad he’d memorized the manual, so he could follow along easily.

As they left the bridge, he whispered into Garrett’s ear, “I wonder where the ships are?”

Garrett drew back with a grin. “Sounds like an excursion is in order.”

Jet sidled in. “So, where are we off to?”

 

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 35

Excursion

 

“Nowhere,” they shouted at Jet in unison.

Jet glanced from one to the other, then slid a hand deep inside her bright red top, extracting a piece of paper. “You might be interested in a sketch I painstakingly procured.” She unfolded it, revealing a detailed black ink drawing of the interior of the ship.

The two cadets exchanged looks. “You have a blueprint of the ship on paper?”

She frowned. “Are you kidding? Electronics can be hacked. Where I’ve stashed this, no one’s going to get it.”

“Are you sure about that?” drawled Garrett, a silly smile on his face. He made a groping motion with his hand.

Pointedly ignoring the comment, she turned her back on him and lined out a series of pathways. “Here’s how we get to the docking bay. That’s where I’m betting we find our ships.” She folded the paper up and tucked it deep inside her bra.

“Let me see that again.” Garrett reached toward her top, but got his hand slapped away. 

Deane pushed Garrett forward. “Cut it out, you two. Focus on finding us a corridor that leads to the shuttlebay.” 

“Follow me,” Jet sang out. They passed a number of chattering cadets exiting out of the bridge, most likely headed toward the bar or back to their units. In the corridor, they collided with an incoming group, eagerly jostling each other to claim the now vacated positions on the bridge. All the milling around provided sufficient confusion, which allowed the three to slip away.

Groping their way down a gray ceramic wall that angled off into a side corridor, Jet led them into a quieter section of the ship. 

Deane wrinkled his nose. “Smells like stale recycled air, but there’s also an odor of…”

“… metal burning,” Garett chimed in. 

“From that direction.” Jet pointed down a different corridor and fished out her sketch for a quick check, then under Garrett’s close scrutiny returned it. 

The three slipped past several closed panels. “Here’s a shaft that goes down to the shuttlebay corridor.” Jet punched a button as a door opened, and they stepped in.

All three grabbed the hold bar as the lift surged downward, causing their bodies to lift until it stopped with a jarring clank. They stepped out and edged closer to a set of thick, gray, bonded-steel doors, which they found securely locked. A narrow window lined the right side.    

Jet pressed her nose against the plexiglass and gasped, her breath clouding the pane.

“Let me see.” Garrett muscled her over as Deane caught a vision of furious activity, then the back of Garrett’s head. Deane rose up higher and found an open section above Garrett’s hair where he could peer into the bay.

Inside, men were scattered like ants over a developing composite metal framework. Already, Deane could envision its compact form that even now hinted at incredible power … a star-faring warship in the making. 

Garrett got pushed aside, and Jet’s head popped up in front of Deane. Her hair tickled his face. “Rather small, isn’t it?” she muttered. “Where’s the rest of it?”

Behind them, a liquid voice answered, “That’s only the rough structure. They’ll assemble the rest outside when it’s closer to finished, but it will be fast and agile because it's smaller.”

The three whirled around to be confronted by a glowing humanoid figure. Their eyes widened, and jaws dropped.

Before them, stood a radiant being dressed in a black silky shirt and dark iridescent pants. Light blond hair framed an exquisitely formed face. Whatever it was, it was more art than human. Deane shivered. He wasn’t staring at human. Even with the humanoid form, this being felt alien.

“Where’d you come from?” Deane choked out.

The apparition waved a nonchalant hand. “The bridge. Elise asked me to meet her here. She noticed you three slipping away and wanted me to keep tabs on you so that you don’t get into any mischief. It appears I’m too late.”

Jet squeezed his arm. “Deane, that’s an Enjelise.”

“They aren’t real,” popped out of his mouth before he had a chance to realize what he was saying.

“On the contrary, they’re very real,” said a familiar voice as the beautiful Lieutenant Hallie Lord strode up. “Aren’t you, Angel?”

“I should hope so,” he answered drily.

They grinned at each other as if they shared a secret.

The Lieutenant faced Deane. “I told you they existed, but you wouldn’t listen.” She swung around to glare at Jet. “Missy, you be careful where you go and what you reveal to people. You’re at the Academy because of your cousin’s recommendation and our forbearance, so be careful if you want to stay. You shouldn’t be in this section.”

Jet paled. “Yes, Ma’am.” 

Deane reached for words, “They’re constructing a spaceship in there.” His finger pointed towards the shuttlebay.

The Enjelise nodded. “The gravity in the bay helps the work progress faster. Things don’t go floating off into the void, but on station, materials are easier to handle than if constructed on Alysia. However, this ship will be smaller and more agile than any built before.”

“It looks like a warship more than an exploration craft.”

Hallie smiled. “You’re very observant. It is. You might fly one if you’re up to it. They’ll be announcing a competition among various countries to win the contract for the prototype. We hope to win, but this must be kept absolutely quiet for now. If you divulge what you saw, your career here at the Academy will be over. I’ll make sure of it. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes Ma’am!” All three snapped to attention and saluted. Deane darted a glance out of the corner of his eyes back toward the shuttlebay. He could be more than a shuttle pilot. He might be a starship captain. Excitement surged through him.

Jet stirred next to him. “How soon will they be ready?”

“We hope they’ll be ready in time.” Hallie and Angel shared a look.

That sounded ominous. “In time for what?” Deane asked in a shaky voice.

More glances were exchanged between the two, but the question remained unanswered, filled with only an awkward pause.

“Can we go in and look?” Garrett pressed eagerly against the doors.

“Soon enough, but not now. They don’t even let us in at this stage without an appointment and official approval.” Angel pointed toward the lift. “Go back but not a word to the other cadets, and remember, you never saw this here or your career is forfeit.”

Hallie put a hand on Deane’s arm. “We’re here to get an update for Commander Fujeint-Steele. You three are not on a need to know basis… at least, not yet. So, go back, and I’ll be in touch as soon as the time is right.”

“The Enjelise are real?”

“We’re real,” said Angel, confirming his words. “There’s a lot more in this universe than you presently know or understand, but for now, you need to return and prepare for what might come.”

So, something might be coming. Deane shivered at the idea.

***

“Tell me you haven’t lost your mind.” Trace spun around and walked to the window in his office and then paced back toward Richard. 

Richard firmly closed the ornate wooden door and sat with an exasperated huff on a beige leather chair.

Clearly upset, Trace paused in front of him, arms crossed. 

“A glass of Belluvian wine would be a hospitable gesture right about now.” Richard lifted his head to return his friend’s glare.

With a loud snort, Trace pivoted to grab a bottle and glasses from his cabinet and pour some of the rich red wine. He handed Richard a glass and settled into a matching chair on the other side of a small, dark wooden table.

Trace put his glass on the table with a sigh. “We need to keep all countries involved and contributing, or the program could fall apart. Your list for the crews created an uproar. A few threatened to pull out of the program.” 

“Why so?”

“Many feel they’re being railroaded into accepting candidates they know little about based on one man’s opinion, and who, by the way, is married to a Terran. Do you realize that a good third of your suggestions for captains are Terrans?”

“I’m aware.”

Trace pressed his lips together, paused, then said, “Many feel that it is dangerous to turn over control of an armed spaceship to a race who has different values, a different mindset, and who wants control of Alysia.”

Richard threw up his hands in frustration. “You want to put the building of our ships into the hands of a military that is antagonistic to everything we want to accomplish. General Forte wants my program to fail so he can take back the entire military program again. He doesn't like to lose his turf. Rumors are surfacing that the ship is unstable. I suspect sabotage, but no one lets me near the construction site. You need to look into the program to see if there are any improprieties.”

“At some point, I have to trust my military is doing the right thing.” Trace gazed over toward the window and tugged at his pale, blue collar, clearly upset.

Richard glanced away and sipped his wine. After a pause, he said, “That would be a mistake. Forte has no idea how to build a spaceship and neither do the engineers under his supervision. You need to put the project under my control before it’s too late.”

Shaking his head, Trace disagreed. “Those ships should be under the control of the governments that fund them, not some hand-picked elite group whose loyalty is questionable. We have no proof any aliens  will attack here, just your say so from some shadowy future person.”

Richard jerked upright at the comment. “Ouch. When has my loyalty ever been in question? Tell me, Trace.” He shifted in his seat, clenching his fists. “If the Fallen attack Alysia, I’m sure even Terran loyalty will be unquestioned. I’m just afraid the ships will fail when it comes to a real battle because of all this jurisdictional in-fighting. The Terrans know how to build space worthy ships, so why don’t you let me run the program and quit playing games with everyone?”

A muscle twitched in Trace’s cheek. “You know very well why. Politics.” Trace gulped down his wine, took a breath. “I’ve always hated politics, but in my position, you have to play the game. We can’t fund this alone.”

Abruptly, Richard stood up. “I understand politics, but right now our world is at stake. Politics be damned.”

With a weary gesture, Trace placed the wine glass on the table. “I’ll have I.N.Sys look into your allegations. If they are true, I’ll suggest to Sean Courtland to move the project under your guidance. But if we find nothing, General Forte keeps the program.”

Leaning forward to push his advantage, Richard asked, “What about the simulations? We need simulators with more realistic programs for better training. What we have is little more than fancy video games.”

“Commander Underhill demanded that portion of the program, claiming that the Air Force was the best qualified to provide pilot training. They had the funds. You didn’t. You don’t officially have the funds for a ship building project either, and the atmosphere in the Government Gallery is not favorable to throwing more money at a program where so many ships could be under Terran command.”

Slapping a fist into the palm of his hand, Richard grated out, “Those Terrans have already fought against the Fallen, and survived. Good grief, they have battle experience against the enemy. Very valuable. They really don’t want to risk their lives for Alysians, but I’ve convinced them that this world needs them. We’d be fools not to use them.”

“All right, all right. I realize that.” Trace brushed the air with a hand. “I’ll get some people to lobby for your list. And, I’ll talk to Sean to see if he can pull a few strings at the Galley. Also, I’ll put someone undercover to investigate your worries over the construction of the ships. I certainly don’t want to jeopardize any innocent lives.”

The tension eased out of Richard. It was more than he had expected, but less than he’d hoped. “Let me know the outcome as soon as you can. If I’m going to get the crews ready, I’m going to have to know what kind of ships they’ll be flying.”

Trace made his way over to his desk. “If I find out anything, you’ll be one of the first to know.”

“That’s all I can ask.” Richard moved to the front of the desk. “Thanks, Trace. Thanks for your help.”

“I can’t promise anything, you understand?”

“We have to make this work, or we’re lost. You understand that I hope.”

***

“Fire, fire, fire. Frag, you missed.” Deane checked his screen as he watched the three missiles soar away, leaving their targets intact. “Maybe I was wrong, and you don’t belong in the hot seat,” he told Lucas.

The crews had returned to Sunpointe Academy to continue training. Competition was heating up to win the honor of being the first to fly the prototype. 

“Something’s wrong with this sim,” Lucas grumbled.

Garrett swiveled in his seat. “You were more than a degree off. This program has drift built in.”

Lucas snorted. “You and your drift. You flew the ship off the line on that shoot, that’s what happened.”

Deane groaned inside. He couldn’t have his crew wrangling if they were going to win. At the velocities in the program, and the quick reaction time needed to maneuver, he needed everyone focused on their job and functioning as a unit. “Look, we’re in the top rankings. We can go down in history as the first crew to fly the prototype but only if we can get our act together.” Deane studied his new member, Harry. The kid was a skinny, acne-faced-bundle of nerves. But he had a fantastic eye and an accurate hand on the trigger. “All right, back to the original setup. Lucas, you’re helm, and Harry you’ve got the hot seat.”

“Finally! Sanity.” Harry nudged Lucas out of his seat, clearly excited to be back in charge of weapons.

“You’re booting me out of helm back to nav?” Garrett was going to pout. Deane just knew he would be in for it. As captain, he didn’t need this pushback, especially now.

Thankfully, he got rescued from an unexpected source. “Garrett, sweetie, you make a great nav. No one can calc like you can. You nailed the drift when the rest of us missed it. Own the position, hotshot.” Jet raised her eyebrows. “Would you want my comm?”

Garrett paused, then laughed. “Frag, no. That’s your seat. No one does it better.”

“So there. End of discussion.” 

Deane rubbed his hands together. “Okay, we need a short break, followed by a trial on the new setup. We take a fast practice run, and then, log in and record a win.”

“Let’s make this happen.” Jet smiled at the crew.

They took their break nearby in Sunpointe’s aerospace lounge where the other cadets, loaded with nervous energy, awaited their sim time.

Trailed by his crew, arch rival Davis approached with a swagger in his step. “Heard you blew that last sim.”

“Word sure gets around fast,” Deane answered, putting his hands into his pockets where they would be out of trouble. Davis was out to start a fight, and he couldn’t afford one.

“We were practicing with a different arrangement,” Lucas intervened. “It was a trial run. We weren’t logged on.”

Jet edged forward. “You guys still behind us in the numbers? Last I checked we were impressively out front. I understand your need for worry.”

Scowls appeared on the other faces. “We’ll be first soon,” Davis drawled. “As soon as you stop messing around and let us log in, we’ll burn your asses into the next galaxy.”

“Big talk,” Lucas growled. “You guys couldn’t hit the broadside of a moon.”

Davis lurched forward as Lucas took a step to meet him. Deane grabbed the back of his crewmember’s shirt. “Save your energy for the cockpit,” he said, yanking hard.

Last thing he needed was his crew injured in a brawl.

A captain from yet another crew stomped up. “When can we use the sim? We’ve been waiting all morning.”

Deane smiled at him. “We’re on schedule. One more run and it’s open for the next in line.”

“We need more sims,” Davis groused.

Jet put up a hand. “New ones are coming tomorrow. I was led to believe they’re quite the challenge.”

Groans greeted that announcement.

“Okay, lets’ not keep these guys waiting any longer than we need to. We want to make this next one count. Come on, folks.” Deane waved them out before anything happened that he would regret.

 

 

 

 


 

Chapter 36

A Trial Run 

 

Deane couldn’t believe they were adding new training tapes and amping up the difficulty.

Garrett scratched his head. “These recent tapes sure have a lot of shooter programs in them.”

The crew gathered in the ready room, donning silver-metallic, custom-made, space suits and lifting out of lockers specially designed space helmets.

“Yeah!” Harry rubbed his hands. “Did you see the rail guns they installed? And the lasers? Do you think the real ships will have that many weapons? Why would they indicate that in sim if they weren’t going to put it on board?”

Jet zipped up her suit and flicked her eyes around. “As if they were preparing for a space battle somewhere.”

Garrett rubbed an arm. “Yeah, I get that impression too.” He fiddled with a latch, flicking it back and forth. “Jet, you know anything?” 

“Lots of unusual activity coming out of Tygel Space Center. I wouldn’t rule out bad company coming to visit.”

“Hey, guys.” Lucas strode up. “You see the new sim pods they’re installing outside the ship? The pod’s orientation is slaved to bridge controls, so it’s even more like flying a real ship.”

Jet raised her head. “The way I hear it, they want faster reaction time, so they’re brewing up a concoction that will kick us into overdrive. It’s a Terran cocktail. Anyone ever meet Merek? He’s Elise’s bodyguard who’s lightning fast. Augmented to the hilt.”

“Holy Lady! Can they do that?”

“They can do anything they want.” Garrett imitated a drawn-out voice, saying, “I’lllll bet it will eeeeven make Jet’s speech sound sloooow.”

Jet wrinkled her nose at him. “What? You just listen too slow. Kick it up a notch and try to keep up.”

When Deane plugged into the captain’s console, it had a gleaming white faux leather captain’s chair complete with drink cup and a new complicated touchpad.

“What’s this?” he asked, peering at it.

Leaning in, Jet added, “I bet that’s the new network system.”

“The what?” He stared at the black glass rectangle. 

“They said something about networking the teams together and flying them in combat formation.”

Lucas sniffed. “Heck with that. If we fly with them, I’ll burn ‘em out of the sky.” He rubbed his hands together.

“Hey helm, tone down your swagger. Just because you’re still winning in the helm maneuvers, doesn’t mean you should rub their noses in it.”

“I’m the best, and they should know it.”

“We’re still a crew that needs to work in sync with each other. The key to selection is a team win, not individual glory.” Deane swore that getting his crew to act civilized was worse than corralling asteroids. “Heads up, helm. You follow my commands.” 

“Yes, sir! I do everything my captain asks.” Lucas smiled a smarmy smile at him.

A snort from Garrett answered that response.

As Deane rounded up his crew for a practice run in their shiny new equipment, Richard Steele showed up with a newcomer. “Today, I want you to observe an experienced helm,” he said, as he opened the door for a slender man with piercing dark eyes and a finely etched face, the color of toast. He was dressed in a similar silver spacesuit and carried a helmet under his arm.

Richard asked Deane, as captain, to introduce the crew. 

Unsure who he faced, he stumbled over the introductions. “Er, welcome to Team Red. I’m Deane, this is Jet, Lucas, Harry, and Garrett.”

A wide grin revealed dazzling white teeth. “You may call me Bashar,” the man responded with a short bow.

“Bashar will be taking helm for this sim.” Richard turned to Lucas. “I want you with me in the observation room to watch and take notes.”

Lucas’s eyes widened. “Hey, sir, I’ve been doing really well. Why would you replace me?”

“I’m not. I merely want you to watch and learn.”

The cockpit hatch opened, and the newbie slid into the helm position as if he had been born to it.

Lucas glowered at Richard, gritted his teeth, and followed him into the observation room. Looking over his shoulder, he mouthed, “This is bullshit.” 

Deane replied with a shrug and raised eyebrows.

One by one Deane’s crew climbed through the hatch into the new pod, settled in, and buckled up. This time their usual preflight banter was absent. Everyone stared at the new guy with nervous anticipation.

“For this run, color will indicate which team is communicating,” Richard informed them as he pointed at various colored buttons on the comm console.

“Good luck, everyone.” He edged out with a wave.

Checking over his station, Deane tried to regain his composure, lost due to the sudden change. He centered his thoughts. “We’re on the count for separation from the mother ship. Stations report in.”

One by one, his crew chimed in with an all-go. 

“New Found Hope, what is your status?” Deane asked. 

“Separation is a go,” answered The New Found Hope. Bolts clanked, signaling release.

“Wow that sounded real,” Jet commented. 

“Control hand-off to pod is complete,” a gravelly voice reported. 

Deane reviewed his launch sheet. “Close all helmets, secure your harness. Stow goods. We’re going out. Comm, give me a countdown.”

Jet began “Ten, nine, eight…”

At zero, Deane said, “Take us out, helm.”

Everyone held their breath.

Smoothly, their new crewmember guided them away from the space station. Jett opened a comm channel with the four other teams, as one by one, the monitors showed different colored blips launching and forming up.

“Alysia Station here. Team Blue, Team Red, Team Orange, Team Black, and Team Green, acknowledge.”

As the acknowledgments came in through his comm, Deane noticed two new captain’s voices. “Team Green here. That you at helm, Bashar?” 

“It’s a fact, Henry. Is Sam flying the Captain’s seat?”

“I’m taking helm for Blue Team this trip, Bashar,” the voice answered. Deane thought the voice sounded familiar. He’d heard it somewhere recently.

“How’s it feel, Sam?”

“Not bad. Not bad at all... for a simulation, it feels real so far. Are we going to battle Fallen this go-around?”

“We’re going to wipe ‘em out and show these green cadets how it’s done.” Bashar gave Deane a dazzling grin.

Deane had no idea what they were talking about, but it was time he took over. “Form up, helm, and give me less chatter,” he said in a gruff captain-like tone, even though he felt sweat pouring off his forehead inside his helmet and his stomach jittered inside the bulky suit.

Bashar swung around in his seat and slid the craft into formation just as ten blips showed up on their screens.

“Okay, crew, everyone has visuals on the upcoming crafts?” Deane asked.

“Affirmative,” they all responded, a quaver in their voices. The targets had arrived.

“I’m Sam Spencer from Team Blue, your designated Fleet Commander,” a voice said over comm. “I’ll be choosing our strategy for this run. The Fallen like to bunch up their opponents. Most likely, they’ll split off and try to come around and flank us in a pincer maneuver.”

Two enemy ships split off and circled out. 

“Almost as if he wrote the program,” muttered Bashar.

“We’ll run a three by two formation. Back two ships take out the circling ships while the three in front will go for the main body. Try to split them up. Divide and conquer.”

The enemy opened fire with lasers and missiles. As an Alysian ship exploded, the blue light winked out on Deane’s panel. The Commander was down. Chaos erupted as ordnance filled the gap between opposing ships.

“Frag ... o-nite!” Garrett yelped.

“Hold on,” Bashar warned. The bridge tilted wildly as Bashar appeared to dance the ship among a barrage of firing attackers, deftly evading laser fire and missiles.

“They’re bearing down on us.” Deane’s hair stood up on his arm and his body trembled as two ships came straight at them.

“Ever play pool?” asked Bashar. 

The ship swerved sharply to avoid incoming fire and then righted itself.

“What?” Deane scrambled to reposition himself in his seat, barely hanging onto its arm.

“Captain, have Harry punch the left side of that leading ship,” Bashar suggested, tapping his screen.

“Targeting.” Harry leaned forward, stroking his keypads eagerly.

“Fire when ready.” Deane watched a missile strike the left side of the enemy ship, knocking it back into its companion, exploding both ships.

“That’s called a twofer,” Bashar chortled as he yanked the ship around, then climbed. The simulator’s pod slanted ninety degrees, then swung violently back.

Deane’s stomach convulsed, and his vision blurred.

“Bogey coming in behind on the left,” Garrett warned with a gasp. 

“Hate that,” Bashar murmured. “Hold on.”

“Haven’t let go,” Deane muttered. In a stronger voice, he said, “Loop around. Get on his backside.”

“Here we go.” Bashar acknowledged his order.

Their ship dove, twisted, and came up behind the enemy. Deane struggled to reposition his stomach out of his throat. He grabbed a breath to focus and blinked hard.

“Targeting.” Harry bent over the kill button.

Deane saw their opportunity. “Fire at will.”

“I got a hit,” Harry chortled.

The man is a maniac, Deane thought.

The speeds were dizzying, with ships changing positions in a blink of an eye. Debris cluttered the area, forcing them to duck and weave around deadly fragments.

“Get to clearer space,” Deane commanded.

“We’re out.” Bashar’s helmet bobbed in response.

Deane stared, trying to make sense of the confusion.

Jet leaned forward. “One of ours is in trouble.” A red light blinked on their monitors.

Garrett pointed. “Over there.”

“Hold on, Henry. We’re coming.” Bashar’s fingers became a blur over his console.

Deane signaled his nav. “Give Bashar the co-ordinates, Garrett.”

Garett punched in numbers. “Helm has the data.”

“Go, helm.”

“I’m on it,” Bashar muttered, as the ship dove to the right and swung up to approach the attacker.

“Enemy at twelve o’clock high. You have the numbers, Harry. Fire when ready,” Deane commanded.

Harry fired, as they lifted and soared overtop of an attacking Fallen, watching it explode from their direct hit. 

“Clear the area!” Deane yelled.

The screen showed shrapnel growing larger in the viewplate and a burst of light, then he sank into his seat as the ship spiraled straight up. Abruptly, the outward screen showed only stars.

“You got them,” said a voice, who Deane recognized as Captain Longstaff. “Nice work, Red Team.”

“Fragging Fallen got me,” said the gravelly voice.

“Well, Sam, we’ll give you a fancy burial and say awful things about you,” Longstaff responded.

The sim screen went to black, and the lights came on. Dazed, Deane shook himself. It had been all too real. 

***

“It’s cheating when you write the program,” commented Captain Henry Longstaff. He took a sip of an exotic amber drink called T’aile and appeared to be getting drunk fast.

Everyone was congregated in one of Sunpointe's lounges. After program leader Sam Spencer loosened a collar, Deane called for a drink. Around him, mentally exhausted cadets sat upright in chairs aware of the presence of senior officers. There were, however, a few cadets who appeared shell-shocked and stared off into space.

Sam Spencer banged down a mug of beer. “Wrong! The program evolves along with the action. It uses machine learning. I had no idea of what was going to happen next. Obviously.” He rubbed a hand through his hair. “Those bastards took me out. Technically, I’m dead.” 

“You do look a little pale around the edges,” commented Henry, tilting his head. He turned to Deane. “Thanks guys, for saving my life, by the way.”

“Least we could do.” Deane smiled back at him.

“Lord, that debrief was brutal,” Garett complained.

“You needed it,” Sam growled, taking another gulp of beer, not happy with the results of the simulation. “Better to die a hundred times in sim than once in real space.”

 Bashar signaled for another drink. “I’m bringing in a pool table. Time these klutzes learned more about kinetic energy and how to use it. Richard discovered the game when he visited the Earth2 Station and got me addicted.”

Three seats over, Lucas snorted.

Bashar leaned forward. “Would you have set up that bank shot?”

Lucas stared into his drink. “I'll admit it was a brilliant move.”

“I’m not believing my ears,” Jet chortled.

“Me neither,” Garrett agreed, throwing an arm over her shoulders and getting it shrugged off for his effort.

“Wait a minute.” A light bulb went off in Deane’s head. “You’re Bashar De Fyre Elitas, the original helm on Braden Steele’s ship. No wonder you’re so good.”

A toothy grin emerged on the handsome face. “We actually fought those buggers and beat them with only three ships in our ragtag bunch. Lead them on a merry chase until we wiped them out, using Braden’s brilliant strategy.”

“They’re real!” Deane spun in his seat to stare.

“Fragging right, they’re real.” Captain Spencer nodded vigorously. “My Terran Fleet also fought them. We were generational ships, not warships. They devastated us. A mere twenty-eight survived. And that was only because we were able to jump.”

Fate, jump? thought Deane. Life was getting serious.

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 37

Undercover 

 

Back in her Ching T’Karre home, Solanje picked up her son and crooned to him. Filtering through the window, the sun’s rays lit their two heads, haloing them with a soft glow. Its rays slid across the white-washed walls as the sun slowly sank into the horizon.

The courier had yet to arrive.

Then, she heard a flurry of activity outside and quickly returned the child to his playpen with a nod at the minder. Almost colliding with her house manager, she put out her hand and snatched the white envelope from his grip.

“Hand delivered to you, Honorable Mistress.”

“Thank you, Rihab.” She whirled around, intent on entering the house when her niece Sousi came through their front courtyard.

“Sousarrisa, you’re here,” she exclaimed.

“And not a moment too soon,” her niece said. “Is that it?”

“I think so.” Solanje turned over the white envelope, feeling the small padded squares inside. She opened the door for them to enter and called out, “Baba, make tea with ice. We have work to do.”

“I’m ready.” Sousi shook off her cream-colored headgear and the outer cloak of her white abela that protected her from the sun.

“I’ve set up the computers already.” Solanje dumped three black chip packets onto the table, picked up one, and handed it to Sousi. “I’ll take systems, starting with the computers. I know that best.”

Sousi nodded. “Which leaves structural integrity and power supply to me.”

“Finally, your high-priced education comes in handy.”

“Very few women took engineering.” She paused as a small smile curled her lips. “Grandpier was appalled.”

With a laugh, Solanje observed, “We do that to the poor deluded man.”

“However, J’ai Jen supported my choice.”

Solanje shrugged. “The main reason why you should marry him.”

Souci tilted her head. “Not because he’s smart, handsome, and an awesome lover?”

“That all passes eventually, but a supportive spouse makes for a happy marriage. Don’t worry, he has enough quirks to be an interesting challenge.”

“Indeed.” Sousi turned over a chip in her hands. “So, Richard believes someone may be sabotaging the program?”

“He is of the opinion.”

“And Bashar has agreed to fly one of these ships?”

“Sousi, I’m not going to talk about it.” Solanje turned away.

“You weren’t supportive?” Her niece raised an eyebrow at her in an accusing manner.

Solanje swung back around, her eyes blazing with anger. “I demanded to fly with his crew. He refused. He said no mother of his son was going to risk her life dodging missile fire.” 

“And you said?”

“Better it not be repeated aloud.” 

Sousi laughed. “So, you volunteered to shift through top secret stolen material to track down any irregularities.”

Her hostess nodded. “Richard agreed that I was uniquely qualified to understand spaceships, more than anyone, since I programmed the systems on Braden’s ship. I figured with you fresh out of school with your aeronautical engineering expertise, you could help.”

“And those military chauvinists would never suspect two silly Ching T’Karre women were investigating them.” Sousi clapped her hands and laughed. 

In the next room, little Sarjen echoed her clap with his own hands and added a high-pitched squeal.

Solanje gazed over at her son, hanging on the rails of his playpen. “Richard also said I would be highly motivated to make sure the ship flew safe and sound.”

Sousi put a hand on her arm. “He obviously has never seen Bashar pilot one.”

Solanje rolled her eyes. “Too true.”

***

Upset by the call requesting an unexpected meeting, Richard stepped into Trace Walker’s office. “I’m in the middle of heavy simulator training. Why do we need to meet now?”

Trace stepped away from a window and leveled a look at Richard. “There’s been an accident.”

“Oh, frag.” Richard collapsed into one of the beige office chairs. “I know it isn’t Elise. So, who?”

“It happened in the shuttlebay.”

Richard ran a hand over his face. “Oh, no. Not good. Your operative?”

Trace nodded. “It gets worse.”

Richard’s head came up. “How?”

“This morning, I visited with Cory Henderson, head of Tygel’s space center.” Trace sat at his desk and flattened out the palms of his hands, then rubbed the Heartwood surface. “They have received a time-delayed transmission from Commander Bradley.”

Richard leaned forward. “And…”

“The fleet has spotted a cluster of approximately fifteen, or so, unidentified objects deep within our solar system, heading this way. He suspects it could be the Fallen, but there’s no positive confirmation yet. However, heat emanations are recorded inside the objects.” 

A spike of fear ran through him. “Can the fleet stop them?” Hope sprung up inside…

Trace wearily shook his head. “Whatever it is, is going at an incredible speed and well ahead of the fleet.”

“Even so, the fleet has jump capability.”

A gust of breath burst from Trace. “Corey asked if the fleet could return to Alysia and help us. Commander Bradley said he would have to poll the fleet on the idea. They aren’t military ships, merely exploratory in function. Although they have weapons on board this time, they’re limited in effectiveness for a heavy engagement. He asked if we even wanted them to return.”

“What did Corey say to that?”

Trace grimaced. “Something about a rock and a hard place.”

Silence permeated the room for several seconds.

Finally, Trace stirred. “So, the President asked General Forte to move up the testing for the prototype. The General claims the ship isn’t nearly ready. Sean said to get it ready.” Trace raised an eyebrow. “Ji managed to pass along quite a bit of sensitive information on the program’s details before he was killed. Has your crack undercover team come up with anything yet?” 

“There’s a debriefing tomorrow.”

“Tell them to be careful. Ji’s death was no accident. Whoever you’ve got evaluating his material could be in serious danger.”

Richard choked. He closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead. He felt the sweat pop out all over his body.

Oh, frag.

A muscle jumped in Trace’s jaw. “Whoever murdered Ji has shown they are deadly serious about covering up whatever is going on. And for me, that confirms your suspicion of foul play. Find out what they have done and who is behind this before that test run.”

Dazed, Richard nodded. Frightened, he realized that the game had turned deadly, putting people who mattered to him in harm’s way. He needed to find out if the ship was compromised, and soon. He wanted no more deaths. He headed toward the lounge to meet with Bashar, hoping to find answers. 

***

Ten or twelve cadets clustered around Bashar in Sunpointe’s student lounge. Before them stood a rectangular table with a green suede cover, wood railings, and odd round pockets at each corner and in the middle of the long sides. 

“All right,” Bashar chalked up a cue stick as he eagerly glanced around. “We have a few days off and my wife wants me home, so I’m going to need a little traveling money. Who wants to play?”

The taller cadet, Deane, narrowed his eyes and stepped back. “Aren’t you wealthy or something? Jet said you own a large villa in the Ching T’Karre.”

Bashar smiled. Not a stupid kid. He’d done his homework.

Lowering his stick, the desert sheik leveled a gaze at him. “Do you have any idea how much it costs to feed a herd of Lompir?”

“I’ve never even seen a lompir,” Deane exclaimed.

Bashar chuckled. “Ugliest creatures alive, and ornery to boot. Also, they’ll eat you out of house and home.”

Out of the corner of his eyes, Bashar noticed Richard hanging at the entrance, looking around as if searching for someone.

“Never mind. I see the perfect candidate for our game. He has more money in his pocket than you poor sods have in your entire bank accounts.” Bashar smiled. “Let me see if I can persuade him to join us.” He flicked his stick at Richard, who turned to wave.

“If so, Matilda will be dining on sugar cubes and rolling in hay. Wait here and warm up while I arrange my ticket home, and maybe some extra coins for some of you eager players.” Bashar laid his stick on the table and wiggled his dark eyebrows at the snickering group.

Casually walking over to Richard, he leaned against the door jamb. In a soft voice, he asked, “Did you get it?”

With trembling hands, Richard managed a handshake, passing him two microchips, which Bashar quickly pocketed by scratching his chest. He stretched and winked at the group that stood staring at them from around the pool table.

In a low tone, Richard said, “Tell them they need to be extra careful. Someone murdered Ji yesterday for poking around where he wasn’t wanted. So, this is all for now. Also, Sean’s moved up the test date. We’re running out of time. Bring me a report as soon as you return.”

Bashar straightened as the words jolted through him. Murder! He’d never considered the assignment dangerous. In space, he was used to danger everywhere, but not in his own home. He needed to get home and stop Solanje from any more investigations. With a whisper, Bashar said, “Shake your head.”

Puzzled, Richard shook his head. 

The eager looks turned away, and a game started up.

With a glance over at the pool table, Bashar murmured, “I’ll help the girls after I get home. If there’s a problem, we’ll find it, but after that, Solanje is off the project.” He clutched Richard’s arm and said loudly, “You don’t know what you’re missing. Are you sure you don’t want to play a game?”

Startled, Richard glanced at the pool table. “Maybe, I could …”

“No, Richard,” he hissed. “Those kids are sharks. They’d empty your pockets.”

“Well,” Richard shrugged. “Perhaps another time.”

“Good choice.” Bashar nodded. “Now, I have to go earn some traveling money.” He jingled loose coins inside a pocket of his dark pants and strode off.

Richard exited the lounge and returned to Trace’s office to report delivery of Ji’s last microchip. Walking back, he worried about Trace. The I.N.Sys Director’s eyes wore the dark circles borne of too little sleep and sunken cheeks sharpened by too many missed meals. His formerly muscular body didn’t quite have the firm tone that Richard remembered from their early days running every morning together. Riding a desk was wearing on Trace. The black turtleneck sweater only emphasized the shadows on his face.

Trace rocked back in his chair. “You successfully delivered the package?”

Richard nodded. “The package has been delivered.”

While his finger massaged a tired eyelid, Trace said, “A few other countries are building prototypes and don’t want the Democratic Union to win the contract for construction of the fleet. To work efficiently, all ships in the fleet must have the same design. The Ching T’Karre has a prototype they’re working on, and The Diechwrathe is pushing their design by the United Republic. They’re not far behind us and would be delighted if our ship malfunctioned, and they got the contract. Lily Santine’s family is a major manufacturer and holds a substantial stake in the development of the United Republic’s design.”

Richard frowned. “You might want to do an in-depth personnel search for any connections to her company, or the United Republic, among those working on General Forte’s project.”

Trace sighed. “Frag, Richard. Half the population of the Democratic Union is related to people from regions in the United Republic.” Trace looked up at him. “Have you considered using the Timelab to see how events might turn out. We’re expending a lot of effort on the say-so of your daughter without any evidence to substantiate what she has told you.”

Richard shifted in his chair, “Didn’t Henderson report they’ve identified what might be a fleet of ships headed this way?”

“A premature conclusion. A cluster of moving objects was sighted that might or might not be ships, which are currently tracking toward us inside our solar system. Could just as well be rogue orbiting asteroids.”

“Is that what you think?”

“No, you’re probably right. You have that annoying tendency. So, has there been any recent communication from the Timelab?”

“No.” Richard rubbed his arm and gazed at the floor. “Fate knows, I’ve tried. I’ve revisited the lab several times, but there’s no signal originating from down the line. It can be as simple as the future Timelab is closed down for some reason, or it could be there is no future to access.”

 “That’s not what I wanted to hear.”  Trace closed his eyes. “You have less than two weeks to find a reason to stop the prototype’s test, or General Forte is going forward with the current schedule.”

 

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 38

Complications

 

Bashar was glad to be back home, although the Ching T’Karre seemed hotter than he remembered. Idly, his eyes caught on a collection of colorful pillows resting on a modern, white couch in his white-washed living room. He picked up a cold drink, its ice offering relief from the oppressive heat and smiled at his wife and niece, saying, “The President really wants that fleet contract. He’s pushed forward the date for testing the prototype.”

Solanje stiffened. “You’re not part of the crew testing it, I hope.”

Bashar smiled at his protective wife. He knew she’d worked hard on the investigation. However, their one area of deficiency involved the weapons system, and that bothered him. He wasn’t able help, either, as Braden’s ship hadn’t been armed with weapons, so he’d no expertise there.

“Not for the first test. Most likely, Deane Wood’s crew will earn that honor.”

“Honor!” Sousi put her hand to her mouth. “Death sentence most likely.”

“No one wants that outcome. Have you found anything? Richard suspects sabotage somewhere.”

“Look here.” Solanje tapped her computer screen. “The metal they’re using in the ignition system might not be strong enough to tolerate the intense strain of takeoff.”

Bashar stopped pacing. “It doesn’t need to withstand the stress of a ground to air launch. It just has to handle separation from the mother ship while in orbit.”

Sousi leaned in to disagree. “There will be incredible stress on the ship if there’s a battle.”

“It won’t involve the ignition system. No, I think there’s no problem there.”

“Okay.” Solanje sat in front of the computer. “It’s just that something feels off, and I don’t know what.” She returned to scrolling through the images and blueprints on the computer screen.

Bashar drew his eyebrows together. “Well, these plans don’t contain the exact same systems we used. They’re modified, hopefully, to improve the design and include a more advanced technology.”

Solanje cast him a glance. “These kinds of systems are extremely complicated.”

“Can you pinpoint anything that would cause problems?”

Solanje exchanged looks with her niece. “Not really.”

Sousi leveled a gaze at him. “It’s just too easy to cut a wire, add a faulty electronic piece, or damage something internally if you are determined to sabotage it. Find a quiet moment and pitch a bottle cap into the power plant, and you’ll get chaos, if not catastrophe.”

Bashar clenched his fists in frustration. “But until I obtain concrete evidence that something deliberately has been done, I can’t stop the test. I want you to collect all your findings and put it into a report on a microchip that I can take back to Richard. He’ll forward your comments to President Courtland.”

Solanje arched an eyebrow. “We already have.” She pulled out a chip from her computer, slipped it into a plastic wrapper, and slapped it onto his outstretched hand. “Take care of this. You say they murdered Richard’s contact. Let’s hope he didn’t realize we were involved and disclose our whereabouts to whoever killed him.”

Bashar pulled her to him and kissed her forehead. “Richard assured me you would be safe. He said nobody has any idea who picked up the information from Ji, but I’m saying you are officially off this project as of now. I’m determined to keep both of you safe.”

Souci leaned into Solanje and whispered, “All men say stuff like that to women just before someone tries to kill them.”

***

Ordered to the head office of the astronauts’ program, Deane stood stiffly at attention, adrenaline pumping through his veins. His crew stood next to him, staring at a smiling Elise Fujeint-Steele and project leader Captain Sam Spencer.

Hope flooded through him as he studied their body language, deducing that they had positive news. He noticed lots of smiles and nods.

Perhaps today was the day they had all been waiting for.

Captain Spencer stepped forward. “Congratulations to all of you for your fine performance. We’ve selected your team for the honor of demonstrating the new prototype. You’ll fly tomorrow where the prototype is berthed.The test will take place there in the next cycle.” The two mentors beamed proudly at their exuberant cadets as they shook everyone’s hands.

A stunned Deane couldn’t believe what he’d heard. Not only had his crew made number one, but the President had moved up the test date. Anticipation thrummed through him. They had finally done it. He and his crew would go down in history. No sooner had the announcement been made when his comm lit up with incoming congratulatory messages. 

Captain Spencer chuckled. “I see the news is out and you’ll want to celebrate some, but a word of caution. I want no alcohol or excessive physical activities.” He shook his finger at them. “We want you in tip-top shape for tomorrow.”

“Yes, Sir,” all five chorused.

“Then, dismissed.” He clapped his hands and shooed them out.

With a quick glance at each other, all five snapped a salute at their commanding officers, made a sharp pivot, and marched out. Once in the hall, they whooped and pounded each other on the back.

“I say let’s go party,” Garrett shouted. They pounded off to spread the word and celebrate the good news.

Back in the office, Elise frowned at Sam. “It’s too soon. They’re not ready.”

Sam walked over to his desk and turned to her. “The President found nothing conclusive in Richard’s investigations. Also, Alysia Station is launching the Ching T’Karre prototype next week, and The United Republic is launching from the Diechwrathe the week after. Sean wants to get the jump on them. The publicity of going first will be enormous. You know, he’s up for re-election.”

“So, it’s fragging politics pushing this,” Elise spit out. 

With a shrug, Sam said, “It usually is, but after a heated debate, Richard relented and agreed to the earlier date. He admitted he didn’t know if the Fallen had invented jump capability since our last encounter, but in case they had, he figured ramping up production was a risk worth taking. There’s been positive identification that the objects are alien ships with heat signatures and metal structures. Infrared shows a blue shift, indicating incoming motion. Whether they are the Fallen remains to be proven.”

Elise clenched her fists and glared at Sam. “He’s putting our brightest and best in danger on the unfounded fear those devils might have invented jump technology? Can we afford to risk that crew on an experimental flight test?”

Sam paused to stare out at nothing. “We have to. Who knows what those creatures are capable of now. I want to be able to defend myself if they decide to attack us. We need to determine that ship is solid, and then get more built as fast as we can.”

***

Deane groaned. His head felt like someone was tightening a vise in rapid increments, while his stomach endured spikes of pain that caused him to curl up into a fetal position.

The attack had come on suddenly in the middle of his sleep cycle. He’d tried to curtail the celebrations, but after two plus years of training and hard work, he didn’t have the heart to shut it down completely. Nevertheless, he had made sure that the crew drank no alcohol nor became involved in any brawls. He’d put them to bed early, emphasizing the need for rest. Only once, during the celebrations, did he have to pull Lucas off detractors after they made derogatory comments about his crew winning. Still, most of the candidates recognized their team’s outstanding scores and supported the committee’s decision. Congratulations trumped complaints for the most part.

The next day they'd shuttled up to Alysia Station and settled in quickly, anticipating the test. Everything had gone smoothly without a hitch until now.

And now, Deane’s dazed mind didn’t understand what was wrong with his body, except that the mere act of breathing caused untold agony. “Argh.” He flailed around trying to get comfortable and failing.

Across the room, similar sounds floated over from other beds. He heard Lucas cursing and Harry’s staccato-like moans. 

“Oh, dear Lady, save me.” That came from the bed across the way where Garrett suffered their same fate.

Lieutenant Lord burst in, causing Deane’s stomach to roil at the noise caused by her entrance. For once, even her glorious face didn’t ease his pain.

“What’s happened?” she asked, bewildered. She rushed over to his bed and put a cool hand on his burning forehead.

Only moans and groans answered her. She scanned the room as realization flooded her face. “I just came from Jet’s room and she’s a mess too. What’s going on?”

Deane tried to clear his head, but the fierce pounding continued, while his eyeballs burned like coals in their sockets. “We may have been drugged or poisoned,” he gasped. “I hurt so much I want to die.”

“You can’t.” She straightened up and bit her lip. “Today’s the prototype’s test. The entire press corps is here. Representatives from the Government Galley are jockeying for front row seats. Your crew is slated to fly. You can’t be sick.” Her voice ended on a wail.

Hallie unnerved was something he’d never seen before. Deane flailed a hand at her. “I know. I know.” He tried to sit up, but an overwhelming bout of nausea prevented him. “I’m trying, but if my crew feels like I do, they won’t be capable of flying any kind of ship today.”

Henry Longstaff strode through the open door to their unit. “The med unit is reporting problems.”  

Moans answered him.

“Oh frag, no.” Horrified, he took in the room full of agonized cadets. “I must alert the President.”

“I’ll notify Richard.” Hallie peered at Deane, concern etched on her face.

Communicating through his comm to the program leaders, Henry said, “Have them ready Davis’ crew. We can’t back out now. Everyone’s here or on their way. Oh, what a cockup.” Longstaff whirled around heading out, shouting orders into his comm as a flurry of doctors passed him on their way in. Hallie followed as soon as the door cleared of equipment.

Doctors began poking and prodding, attaching intravenous tubes to his arms and offering awful tasting, thick, medicine to alleviate the pain. Deane closed his eyes. Nothing really helped. Whatever was tearing up his insides would only be cured by the passing of time, and possibly other bodily matter.

***

After a time, orderlies brought in a monitor, so his crew could view the prototype’s test. Deane propped up, trying to focus on what was happening. His first and foremost thought was that someone from Davis’ crew had drugged them in order to gain the top spot. He didn’t like nor trust that group.

The long delay, caused by the change in crew personnel, made the audience restless. Many were not used to the low gravity of the station and used drink or drugs to numb the strange feeling. Others didn’t need an excuse. The station soon became one big raucous party while all waited.

Alysia station filled to maximum capacity. Deane noticed Adrian in a highly agitated state, running from one venue to another, stopping only momentarily to check on his crew’s condition. He felt his uncle blamed him for their illness and the resulting chaos on the station.

Finally, they restarted the countdown. Davis and crew waved to the cameras, wide grins on their faces. Triumph sparkled from their eyes as they made their way through the launching bay to where the compact, but powerful looking warship waited, tethered next to the New Found Hope.

Bastards!

As a captain, Deane wanted so much to be at the controls of that powerful craft, but he could barely focus on the activities on the screen due to the agony that wracked his body. He felt angry that his crew would not be making history today.

Launch approached, and he heard, “Three, two, one and separation.” The monitor showed the prototype breaking away and gliding outward. 

Wild jubilation broke out all over the station with cameras flashing and people cheering. More celebratory cocktails were ordered.

Once clear, the ship’s fusion cells ignited, and she leaped forward, soaring to the designated target, located at a good distance from the station.

“Speed of 3,000 mph achieved,” burbled the broadcaster. “Soon they’ll be entering target range.”

 Flawlessly, the ship danced through a series of intricate maneuvers. Tears blurred Deane’s eyes as he recognized the sheer beauty and power of the craft. He wanted to be there in the captain’s seat, making history with his crew. He slumped in his seat as disappointment and anger wracked him. 

“Weapons have the targets in sight,” said their announcer.

A flash shot out of the ship toward a mock-up of an attacking enemy, immediately followed by a fiery ball of light that engulfed the prototype.

Stunned, Deane watched in horror as the ship exploded into millions of blindingly bright fragments and disappeared off the screen. All cheering abruptly stopped. Everyone stared at the disaster, shocked at the sight.

He shuddered as he realized how close he’d come to being on board. His body shook with the horror in front of him. As much as he’d hated Davis and his bullying, he’d never wanted him to die. Guilt and grief washed over him.

A shock wave bumped the station, sending everyone staggering. 

Pandemonium broke out. 

He leaned over and threw up.

 

 

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 39

Launch

 

Richard paced back and forth in his living room. Elise watched, understanding his pain, because it so closely matched her own.

“I never want to live five days like that again.” Richard rubbed his hand through his hair. “Bright young cadets killed because the President wanted the publicity. I tried to delay the test. To cap it all off, the media turned their funeral into a spectacle. It was too painful to watch, much less stand there in person after knowing those kids.”

Elise walked up to him and put her arms around him. “President Courtland was never going to be talked into delaying the test. I thought you understood that. At least, we saved the best of the best.”

He pulled back with a wide-eyed expression blooming on his face. “Tell me you didn’t do anything to Deane’s crew.”

She swung away from him and stumbled over to the sofa to sit, exhausted. He followed her and sat beside her. He grabbed her arm. “Tell me you didn’t.”

A quick glance showed her Tempest playing happily in her crib in the next room. “Mama, mama, mama,” filled the sudden silence that lapsed between them.

She shook her arm loose. “It took us hundreds of years to cross space, searching for a place where we might survive. Hundreds of deaths with pain, sweat, and agony along the way. I’ll never forget it. It haunts me even now.”

A pause, and she continued, “But when we found this world, I thought it all would finally be worthwhile. Here was a chance for a family, a home, and possibly love. That has been my entire life’s goal. Now it’s threatened. I’ll do anything to protect this world and its future. Anything.”

Richard stiffened to stare at her. “But you let innocent kids be killed.”

A quiet descended over her, and she settled her hands in her lap. “President Courtland was hell-bent on having that test run before his election. I truly didn’t know if that prototype would be successful or not. I only knew we couldn’t afford to send out our best crew with that risky model.

He stared at her. “Did you know someone had tampered with the weapons panel?”

She looked away. “No, of course not. But if Ji was able to infiltrate the program so easily, I was worried. I knew the Ching T’Karre wanted it to fail and so did the United Republic, then add in the devious Diechwrathe. Gads, what chance did it have of succeeding?”

“Well, there’s no chance now.” He jumped from the sofa and strode to the other side of the room to the fireplace mantle.

She rose. 

In the next room, they heard, “Mama, Mama, Mama.” 

Inhaling abruptly, she went still.

He pivoted, glaring at her. “What have you done?”

She exhaled and shrugged. “Your Alysian station prototype was always meant to be a distraction, anyway.”

“What?”

“Oh, just think for a minute.”

“There’s another?”

“No one has considered Earth2. After all, we’re just lowly Terrans.”

He caught his breath. “Who understand how to build spaceships and make them function properly.”

“Exactly.” She smiled and reached up to pat his cheek. “And no one has paid any attention to a project Abbie has been working on in secret there.”

“With Carter’s help?”

“And lots of other bright people. In addition, security at Earth2 has been tighter than…”

“… a tick? See I’m learning your crazy sayings that make no sense.”

She smiled. “Yes, you’re catching on.”

“How far along are they?”

“Close to completion. I predict that the Ching T’Karre will have problems with their prototype if they launch.”

Richard pursed his lips. “You haven’t done anything there, have you?”

She waved a hand. “No, but the Santine Corporation is not above sabotage to achieve their goals. I have great confidence that they’ve arranged problems for the Ching T’Karre launch because they’re having trouble with their own.”

Richard crossed his arms and frowned. “Don’t be too sure. The Ching T’Karre have capable resources to help them build a winning ship.”

“Yes. I'm aware of Bashar and Solanje. You fed them top secret plans of the Democratic Union’s prototype, handing over detailed blueprints. You don’t think that young lady didn’t funnel those plans straight to daddy’s construction site? Such a gorgeous piece of eye candy would never be so clever, eh?”

He looked away. “We need to get ships built. At this point, I don’t care who does it. I mentioned that fact to Bashar. We have sighted alien ships at the farthest reach of our solar system. They are on their way. Out that far gives us some time, but we can’t waste it with political squabbles.”

“Agreed. Let the Ching T’Karre launch. If they’re successful, fine. They deserve an opportunity to prove themselves. But if their ship fails, tell President Courtland you have a solid backup. We can’t keep wasting good men in flawed ships. I don’t want to attend any more funerals.”

“We agree there.”

In the next room, Tempest shouted, “Mama, Mama.” There was a pause. Then they heard, “Da, Da, Da.”

***

Deane stared morosely at the screen that dominated the ready room. Around him, all the cadets-in-training watched with him. The United Republic had delayed their launch yet again, but the Ching T’Karre was ready to go. The Broadcast news had been going on and on about the launch for days now. Deane just wished it would be over, so they would build the fleet, and he could fly.

Next to him, Garrett muttered, “Anyone want to bet those Ching T’Karre pilots can’t buckle their own seat belt.”

Lucas leaned over. “Oh, they most likely figured that out, they just don’t know which way to point the frigging ship.”

“Skyward,” crowed Jet. “If you’re launching land to space, then you head up. Simple, stupid.”

“So smart, Jetpack,” shouted a voice.

“Hey, not my name,” she replied, turning around and adding a rude gesture. “It’s just Jet.”

“Heard your last name was Pacque. Says Jetpack to me. Name’s getting around.”

From the back of the room, Captain Longstaff shouted, “All right, pipe down folks and pay attention. I want to hear the countdown.”

Quiet settled over the group. Deane watched the ship as it launched piggyback on a booster rocket. He set a timer to learn how long it would take to reach the target. 

But he needn’t have bothered. The separation proceeded smoothly, the rocket dropped away, the ship fired, and sputtered. Side jets coughed, but the craft was not accelerating properly.

Every cadet in the room rose to his or her feet and crowded toward the live vid screen.

“They’ve lost power,” someone said.

“They can’t maneuver,” added a second voice.

Deane caught Garrett’s arm. “They’re drifting.”

Garrett’s eyes widened. “The test failed.”

“At least they’re alive this time,” he concluded.

“May yet die from embarrassment,” offered Jet.

At that moment, the door opened and in stepped Captain Elise Fujeint-Steele. “Deane, Garrett, Jet, Lucas and Harry, come with me now.”

“Hey, what’s up?” asked Mike from the Green Team. That’s your whole crew.”

Deane shrugged. “Fate, if I know.”

He tore them away from the horror show and herded his crew out the door, following Commander Steele.

***

Several hours later Deane was buckling himself into a seat on a shuttle heading for Earth2. Excitement thrummed through him. This could be it.

“Didn’t see this coming,” Jet muttered.

“Your mystery source missed it?” Lucas taunted.

Captain Spencer twisted around from a front seat with a scowl. “We’ve got reporters in the back folks, so be careful what you say.”

Lucas faced Deane. “Watch what I say? I know nothing worth saying. I live in eternal ignorance.”

Deane leaned forward. “You said it, not me.”

Lucas glared.

Deane continued, “My guess is there’s a top secret prototype on the station. Bet we’re going to fly it.”

“After all the recent failures, I’m a little uncomfortable with that idea,” Garrett admitted.

“Aren’t we all,” said Harry, flexing his fists and rolling his shoulders. He tapped fingers on the arm of the chair, his eyes darting about. 

“Stop that,” Jet grumbled. “You’re making me crazy.”

“Can’t,” he muttered. “Too late. You already are.”

"Ha!"

Eventually, they landed on a temporary docking platform outside of Earth2’s shuttlebay. The reporters and vid operators were ushered out the back door of the shuttle, but a few managed to yell comments over their shoulders.

One skinny dude shouted, “Got your insurance policies all I paid up, I hope.” 

Angrily chiding them, security herded the reporters out into an airlock tunnel which fed into the space station’s main entrance. Abruptly, the shuttle became quiet.

Garrett exchanged looks with Deane who patted him on the arm. “We trained for a long time for this opportunity, so let’s go show them what we can do.”

Jet popped up from behind. “Yeah, let’s go get it done.”

***

They clustered together in a small room, adjoining the cramped shuttlebay. Nervous sweat glistened on Deane’s forehead and clung uncomfortably to his armpits. He and his crew had just endured another complete physical. Familiar spacesuits were put on with a few adjustments and additions. Now, Captain Spencer provided a final launch brief, adding in the comment, “Don’t worry, there’s a checklist at each station.”

Captain Fujeint-Steele added, “The simulator is modeled on the prototype, so follow established training procedures. Everything should feel familiar. You ranked top over all other teams, so I expect success here.”

Richard walked in with a smile. “Amazing how important politicos, reporters, and crews managed to arrive unexpectedly in shuttles. Word’s gotten out. Well, your audience is getting restless. Time to go.” He shook each hand. “Good luck. Go show them what you can do.”

“Yes, sir.” They picked up their helmets, excited to be out of the ready room and moving. When they entered the shuttlebay, a starship of  explosive power awaited them. They recognized the outline of the same ship that they had discovered some time ago. Various ports had been added which hinted at state-of-the-art combat weapons. They all stared, slack-jawed.

Led by Harry, one by one, they crammed into the cockpit, finding their assigned station. As they strapped in, Captain Spencer surveyed the setup. “It’s much more compact than the Hope’s bridge, but this ship can really move. Deadly, too.” He patted Deane’s shoulder. “Stay alert, treat her right, and she’ll perform.” He eased out, leaving them very much alone.

Deane stared at numbers and grid lines scrolling across several monitors, momentarily hypnotized, but then he shook himself, blinked, and announced loudly, “Well, crew, this is it. Strap in tight and fasten your helmets.”

“Helmets secure,” came back the automatic response from each one as they secured helmets.

Hopefully, their trained responses would kick in, the hours spent in sim becoming automatic reactions.

Numbers flashed, and lines intersected on Garrett’s screen, as he built a course. 

A voice in Deane’s helmet said, “Take a deep breath, Captain Wood. Your heart rate’s elevated.”

He inhaled to steady himself as he realized this was really going to happen at last. No pretend sim run this time. The reality made him dizzy.

“Controls to you.” A bass voice informed them.

That got his hands shaking. He stared as all the electronics came on with blinking lights and active screens.

A different voice, high enough to be female, said, “Bay doors opening.”

“Prepare for launch,” he told the crew, thinking all the while, Frag, get a grip. He took another deep breath.

Two seats over, Jet said, “Earth2 Mission Central, prototype ready for launch.” Her eyes met his. As he gazed into their blue, a moment of total blank struck him, but then she winked, breaking the spell and thought returned. 

Learned responses kicked in. The lines and numbers assumed clarity and meaning. He gripped his chair. “Launch,” he croaked and pressed the button. Movement took away worry and replaced it with doing.

Bang.

The ship catapulted out of the shuttle bay. Outside were stars, stars, stars while inside, below and overhead, numbers and lines danced across a multitude of screens, spewing out data on configurations of course and position.

His senses reached out to embrace the ship. Everything looked good. Everything felt right. The numbers blinked a reassuring green. Power systems thrummed smoothly, their thrust pressing like a heavy hand on his body as they soared out into open space.

Words sounded in his ear. “Launch successful. Station clearance will be achieved in five. Activate countdown for booster push.” The deep voice helped keep him in the here and now while strong G-forces tried to press him into unconsciousness.

“Copy, Earth2. Acknowledge when station is clear. We’re in countdown for the push.”

His board still read green. He took a few short breaths to send oxygen to the brain and will the nerves to steady. Scanning the cockpit, his crew appeared calm and alert.

“Acceleration to 3000 mph.” The voices fed him data that he confirmed, responding as an automaton, letting training and drugs take over. His eyes moved at high speed, gulping in information while his voice choked out responses. His fingers danced on the keyboard, playing the music of the spheres.

“Countdown for booster rocket ignition.” Jet’s voice came across firm and steady. 

“Course set and handed off to helm.” That was Garrett, on task, exact and crisp.

“Three… two… one.”

He gripped the arms of the chair as the booster rocket fired, and the ship jerked ahead into half light speed. The station became a pinpoint and vanished.

Still green. Still green.

Time for maneuvers. Time to show what the ship could do.

“Proceed to first maneuver,” he ordered.

“Copy that. Ready in three, two, one.” Lucas leaned forward as if whispering to a live beast while the ship shot straight up and rolled left.

Momentarily, Deane lost concentration as his body absorbed the stress of high G-forces. He blinked back into focus. Staring at the graph, it showed them on track.

After they regained equilibrium and returned to a reasonable status where speech was possible, he wheezed, “Good job.” 

Lucas’ helmet nodded in acknowledgment.

“Bogey ahead.” Jet yellow-lighted a distant object, which was approaching rapidly.

“Ordnance up,” Harry’s eager voice put a nervous smile on Deane’s face.

“Missiles incoming from enemy target,” observed Jet. “Heading our way.”

“Intercept and eliminate,” Deane commanded.

“Firing solution established.” Harry’s normally agitated state became focused and steady. His finger hovered over the fire pad as the numbers drew into alignment.

“Fire at will,” Deane leaned forward against the strain of his straps, trying to see what human vision was incapable of seeing.

Two missiles shot out, causing the ship’s frame to shudder, and its acceleration to slow. 

Deane saw the numbers: unbelievable speed from incoming fire met their own missiles’ speed, propelled from a ship traveling at half light. Add in the trajectory angle of flight, and it boggled the human brain. 

But computers could do it, and out in the distance, the enemy missile disintegrated, turning from deadly threat to scattered debris.

“Wahoo!” Harry shouted.

“Got you.” Garrett fist-pumped. 

“Finish them.” The adrenaline rush that came from battle excitement poured through him, making him shaky.

The target came in sight, moving fast, but they calculated its path, and his trigger-happy gunner switched to laser fire to finish off the fake craft, posing as their attacker.

“Good work, crew. Now, let’s get back safely.” Deane heard the excitement in his own voice.

“Intercept confirmed. Enemy destroyed. Mission complete,” Mission Central’s deep bass reflected their relief.

“Plot a course home,” Deane instructed his nav. “Helm, start bleeding off speed and take us back. Comm, tell them we’re on the way.”

They headed home triumphant.

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 40

Fleet ready

 

“Did you see that run? Did you see it?” At Mission Central, Richard swooped a hand through the air and whirled to face his wife.

“Did you not notice me sitting next to you?” She rolled her eyes at the excited man.

Elise had managed to secure a premier seat inside a room they now called Mission Central where they could monitor the trial. Outside in the main area of the station, reporters, politicos and stationers cheered, slapped each other on the back, and raised drinks to celebrate.

“We have our ships now,” he said.

“No, we have a successful prototype. The ships still need to be built and the clock is ticking.”

“The Republic has automated manufacturing.”

Shock left her speechless. Seriously?

He smiled. “We let them make a few ships, so they don’t try to sabotage the effort or, at least, give them a piece of the action and see how they do. Then make producing more ships contingent on successful results.”

After thinking it over, she considered it bordering on brilliant, but she acted unaffected. No sense in letting him think he was too smart. “It’s an idea.” She shrugged.

He straightened, an indignant look on his face. “A fragging good one.”

Crossing her arms, she glared at him. “Sunpointe still trains the crews.” She noticed a cluster of people headed their way and pointed to the exit. “We need to get out of here before we get trapped by those rabid reporters.”

An operator leaned toward them. “The ship is locked down, and your crew is coming out now.”

She tapped Richard’s shoulder. “They’ll be dazed. It’s not easy coming down off a half-light run like that. Plus, they’ll need protection from that station mob.”

He smiled. “I already thought of it. I asked Hallie to roundup volunteers from the crews to provide help.”

She chuckled at his foresight. “Teams supporting each other, eh? That should play well on the vids.”

He stared out past her. “Trace wants to stage an announcement concerning the approaching ships before all the amateur astronomers begin making discoveries and causing panic. Since our comet crash, amateur astronomy has become everyone’s paranoid hobby.”

“It’ll be a way to get minds off our local troubles of Alysians and Terrans.” She gestured for him to lead out.

“When did a whole world become ‘local troubles’?”

“When the universe started knocking on your door.”

***

They escaped into a lift which went directly to the Earth2 shuttlebay level. As it opened onto the corridor, Merek fell in step at Elise’s side while Mika appeared at Richard’s. 

Merek whispered into his comm. “We have Metal Man and Top Gun with us.”

Richard halted to glare at Merek. “Metal Man? That’s what you call me? And why Top Gun for her?”

Elise slid a sideways glance at Merek. “Comes from an old Earth movie that was popular on my ship. Nice, Merek.”

He grinned.

“Humph.” Richard frowned.

She glanced up to see bright colors flooding the corridor from another direction. Nine teams dressed in uniforms, the color of each team vividly apparent, formed a barrier against the approaching mob that met the wall of uniforms and bounced back. 

“This way Director, Captain.” Merek put out a hand, clearing an opening. As they pushed through, cadets parted, offering a wave of salutes at their passing.

Vid cameras clicked and whirred as Deane’s crew appeared at the shuttlebay’s entrance. They blinked against the shouting voices and wall of bodies, as they struggled to deal with a different reality than recently experienced.

Swiftly, a uniform appeared on either side of each crewmember to offer an arm for support.

Elise slowed to take in the scene. The division was no longer Alysian against Terran, or even male versus female, or even pale skin over darker tones, but rather unified teams facing an existential threat, shoulder to shoulder.

She hoped the viewing world saw the message and became a part of it.

***

“We have detected fifteen artificial objects that appear to be ships inside our solar system and headed toward Alysia.” 

President Sean Courtland stood at a podium with flags of every country arrayed behind him. On either side of him, delegates from all over the world sat in chairs and listened intently. Before him, everyone in the Government Gallery, in addition to outside reporters, crammed together.

“We have not identified them absolutely, but both Captain Braden Steele and Captain Elise Fujeint-Steele have encountered aliens in ships from other worlds that looked suspiciously like these crafts. They acted violently. To protect Alysia, in the event of any aggression, we are authorizing a space fleet of warships to be built by various countries in a unified effort to defend Alysia against any possible extraterrestrial threats.” 

He paused for a breath. “The worst anyone can do on Alysia would be to instigate panic. That action would bring on more harm than any outside enemy could inflict upon us. We have a plan in place to deal with this situation, and we ask every citizen to cooperate in implementing our plan.”

Elise thought it was a poorly crafted speech, but she was glad the president had finally announced the alien’s approach. Time grew critical. If the alien ships continued to advance at current speeds, they would reach their moon Kracta within the year, and ships took time to build. Luckily, the Terrans had donated five 3-d printers, which sped up the process immensely. Put enough people on the project and ships would spit out of the shuttlebay at a fast clip. Finding the room for everyone to work became the constraining factor.

Numerous debates over weapons in space filled the media broadcasts and every place people met, but the worldwide riots that Elise feared never materialized. People remembered how vulnerable their planet was and tried to pull together. The United Republic, the Ching T’Karre, the D’Ankanque, and the Democratic Union bent their efforts to building ships as fast as they could. 

Most controversies concerned weaponizing space, and Richard’s fears of sabotage by certain pacifist groups heightened.

***

All the crews returned to Sunpointe where they continued to train while the ships’ construction progressed at both space stations. After a particularly grueling exercise, Deane escaped to his secret music room where he planned to relax. He heard the singing within before he touched the room’s keypad. A liquid sound flowed from the room as he opened the door. Glowing light poured out, enveloping him, and he squinted to make out a hazy form at its center. 

As far as he could tell, it looked like Hallie Lord, but before he was absolutely certain, the image wavered and vanished.

He stood transfixed as the last notes of Music of the Spheres faded into silence, and the light dimmed to normal.

“Hallie? Lieutenant Lord? Was that you?”

Behind him, Richard Steele rushed up. “Oh, frag, I just missed her.”

Disturbed by the words, Deane spun around, eyes wide. “Are you talking about Lieutenant Lord? Was that her? Where did she go? She just vanished. Poof.” Deane flicked his fingers to illustrate the disappearance.

Richard paused. “She needs to meet with Jacob, er, Administrator Monroe, to arrange for the crews to bunk permanently on the Earth2 station. We need tighter security now that the alien ships are closer. There have been a series of incidents lately …”

“What are you saying?” Deane stared at him.

Richard frowned. Concern rippled across his face. He ducked his head into the room, scanning the area. “You weren’t supposed to see … her leave.”

“Leave? She just disappeared!”

“Well, some Enjelise variants have that ability… At least, she does. But her talent is absolutely top secret, you understand?” He paused, then blinked.

“She can teleport?”

Richard shrugged. “Saved my brother doing it.” His eyebrows lifted. “Music helps. But a story for another time.”

“She’s an Enjelise?”

“A variant. Twenty-five percent.”

“I told her the Enjelise didn’t exist.”

Richard smiled. “Did she laugh at you?”

A sigh escaped Deane. “No, she told me there was a lot I had to learn.”

Richard nodded. “She’s right. Now’s a good time to begin. Get your crew together and tell them to pack. Your team’s moving to Earth2. We can’t afford any more sabotage attempts, so we’re relocating the crews near the ships so as to consolidate our security. Besides, production is going faster than expected.”

He swung back around. “And Deane, not a word about,” the hand slashed toward the room, “this.”

“Yes, sir.”

Richard strode out while Deane lingered, wondering what had really happened and what more he needed to learn. He was exhausted, and now, they were headed back to the Terran station.

***

“Deane, wake up.”

Deane felt someone shaking him. Yesterday's maneuvers in the sim had been grueling, and he’d fallen into bed exhausted. In addition, he was still adjusting to living on the lower gravity Earth2 space station where the food was…

Someone shook him again.

“What?” He blinked open bleary eyes to discover the pert nose and bright eyes of crewmate Jet. Hastily, he sat up, grabbing sheets to wrap around him. He gazed at the male bodies sleeping all around him in the dorm, and the invading female next to him.

“What are you doing here?”

“I saw one of the engineers sneak into the shuttlebay. I think he’s planning to mess up the ships.”

Deane grabbed a shirt, underwear, and pants. He slid out of his sheets and quickly dressed. “Call security.”

“I did, but they are so slow, he might do something before they get there.”

“So, what do you expect me to do?”

Her grin was apparent through the dim light. “Why protect me, of course, and be a supporting witness. We’ll need someone else besides me to identify him.”

He rolled his eyes. “Okay, but only because alone you’ll create more havoc than anyone could handle.”

She tugged his arm. “Best case, you can keep me company. Worst one, you can be my shield if he’s armed.”

The last comment didn’t sit so well, but he followed her past snoring men and envied them their sleep.

They took the lift to the shuttlebay corridor and slinked up to its entrance. A red light blinked on the bulky comm at her wrist, and she whispered into it.

In front of them, the panel blinked green and slid silently open.

“How…” She put a hand over his mouth and pointed with the other. 

In the shuttlebay, a shadow moved next to a ship. A flashlight ignited, revealing a brush-cut and hawk-like nose in silhouette.

“It’s Ames. We thought it might be him.” She tapped her wrist comm, then pulled out a camera.

“Light’s low,” he whispered.

She glared at him and put a finger to her lips. 

Out in the shuttlebay, the silhouette straightened and peered around. Finally, it moved into a cockpit.

Jet waved them closer.

As they neared the targeted ship, they heard cursing and banging on metal. Soon, a torch flamed with a dull red light. There was more shuffling and muffled swearing.

Jet slid the camera onto a viewport and took pictures.

The banging stopped. Whoever was inside started collecting equipment and easing out. Deane grabbed her arm just as the shuttlebay erupted with lights and shouting.

From inside the cockpit, a voice said, “Oh, frag.”

Behind Deane, Deuce Card appeared with drawn weapon and flashlight. “Come out Ames. We got you.”

A head popped out from the cockpit’s hatch. “Your lot’s going to destroy Alysia with lasers and missiles. These ships are the first step to planet annihilation.”

Deuce sliced a hand through the air. “Oh, save the rhetoric for someone else. You did the job on the first prototype, sabotaging it for the Santine Corporation. You’re a mercenary, in it for the money and nothing else.” 

Ames’ long, lanky body emerged onto the shuttlebay floor. He flapped his hands. “Large corporations pay big money.” He grinned.

Deuce grabbed his arm and waved his gun at two arriving agents. “All that money will be hard to spend where you’re going. I’m arresting you for sabotage and murder.”

The grin vanished. 

Deuce shoved Ames at the incoming agents and put out a hand for Jet.

She slapped the camera into his hand. “Caught him red-handed. It’s all there. We can testify if you need us.”

Deuce’s eyebrows raised. “Nice work, Samantha. We’ll make an agent out of you yet.”

“So sorry, cuz. I’m a space jockey now.” She squeezed Deane’s arm. “I have stardust in my eyes. I got you what you wanted, and so, I’m done.” She lifted the heavy necklace from her neck and unclasped the wrist comm, placing them in his hands.

“All yours.” She turned to Deane. “Let’s go, Captain. You need your rest, so we can fly tomorrow.”

 

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 41

It begins

When the alarm sounded, Deane was washing his face. He heard the shrill blare and straightened up, staring for a minute into the mirror above the wash basin. A wet, tense face stared back. Grabbing a towel, he dried away his fears, spun around, pulled his gear out of the closet, and headed out.

As usual, Garrett and Jet were trading barbs with each other over breakfast when they heard the alert. Abruptly, they stopped and gazed at each other.

“Time to go,” said Garrett. Jet nodded, grabbed a roll, and together they picked up their gear and headed out.

Harry wanted to sleep in, but the ear-piercing siren rolled him right out of bed onto the floor. Brushing back disheveled red hair, he spit out several choice curses to any and all nearby listeners. Then, rolling upright, he grabbed a fast shower and threw on clothes. He bent over to scoop up his bag and strode out, muttering curses.

Lucas was already in the shower, not alone. He turned off the water and reached for two towels. One he dried off with, the other he tossed to his companion. Stepping out, they dressed in silence.

“Meet you there,” he said, picking up his gear, and headed out.

Soon the corridor filled up with crews, funneling their way into the ready room. 

At the front of the room, Captain Spencer and Captain Longstaff wore worried expressions, rather than the bland faces, usually reserved for drills.

So, this was not a drill.

As the last few of the crews arrived, the door closed, and absolute silence settled over the room. Captain Spencer cleared his throat. “We have spent years preparing for this moment,” he began. “Approaching unidentified ships are nearing our closest planet. We have found probable weapons’ signatures on board, and intelligence with body heat emissions drives the ships. We don’t know whether they are hostile or not, but experience says most likely they are. However, no one is to fire unless fired upon first. War is not our objective. Terrans didn’t want a war when they came, and luckily Richard Steele figured that out. Maybe these beings only want a place to live, but revenge could be their goal. If they are aggressive, then we have prepared as best we can to defend ourselves. However, you are the frontline, the first defense. We hope to stop them.”

Captain Longstaff took over. “If there is hostile action, the plan is simple. We approach the enemy in five rows of two using Kracta to hide us. Then we break out, right row heads right and left row goes left. The leading ships circle to their flank, hopefully avoiding enemy fire. If possible, take them out any way you can. We don’t know what weapons they have now, but previously, they used laser and projectile fire.”

Captain Spencer paused and intently gazed around. “Billions of lives will depend on the outcome of this encounter. We hope to stop them with your efforts. They’re counting on you.”

Captain Longstaff stepped forward. “Go to your lockers, suit up, and get your final briefing. From there, you’ll enter your ships and follow normal launch procedures. We have practiced numerous strategies already. Which ones we use will be determined as events unfold. In a real battle, you never know what you are going to do until the action starts. Alysia Station will be launching their five ships at the same time and will rendezvous with us. Captain Spencer will be your designated fleet commander. Good luck and Godspeed.”

Captain Longstaff stepped back to the podium as  the doors opened. Murmurs rippled around the room.

“All our prayers go with you. Dismissed,” ordered the newly promoted Commander Spencer. The room emptied. 

Muffled footsteps echoed in an unusually quiet corridor. Abruptly in the back, someone shouted, swung around, and headed in the opposite direction.

His crewmembers reached out and grabbed him, one on each arm. “Now Mike, we need you,” they argued. “You have to come with us. We can’t fly without you.”

Behind him a companion nodded. “Hey guy, we’re going to win this, but we can’t win it if crews chicken out.”

They spun him back around and quick-stepped to catch up. To inquiring voices, they answered, “ Give him a moment. He’ll be fine. Just a case of nerves.”

Someone gave a ragged laugh. “Entertaining a few second thoughts myself, but isn’t everyone?”

Embarrassed, Mike shrugged off the hands. “It’s okay, guys. I’m good now. Let’s go get those bastards!” He let out a hoarse shout.

A throaty roar responded, filling the corridor, and the pace picked up. Arms lifted, and fists clenched as they made their way to the shuttlebay.

Jet squeezed a shaky Garrett’s arm and sang, “Left, right, left, right, we’ll show those devils how we can fight.”

In no time, the whole corridor rang with their chorus.

Once inside, they grew quiet as crew assignments began. Entering their designated ships, each crew adjusted their straps, reviewed launch instructions, and checked their monitors. Now all conversations took place in abrupt no-nonsense words.

Deane studied his own crew. He noticed the pale faces and slight shake of their hands as they settled in. Harry stared out the viewport briefly, and Garrett chewed on a nail while laying in a course. Lucas kept rubbing his face and blinking. Jet was entirely too quiet.

Deane cleared his throat. “Remember nothing should happen until we reach Kracta. After that, Alysia is depending on us.”

Ahead of them, a ship catapulted out, causing the four remaining ships to shake in its backdraft. 

Deane studied his launch sheet. “Okay, tighten your seatbelts and seal your faceplates. Report when done.”

One by one, they responded, “Straps secured, and helmet fastened.” 

In his headset, a familiar bass voice said, “Controls over to you, Captain Wood. Our prayers go with you.”

“Acknowledged, Mission Central. I have control.”

He raised a hand. “Prepare for launch everyone. Give us a countdown, Jet.”

Deane watched the digital numbers flash red as Jet counted, “Five, four, three, two, launch.”

Deane pressed the launch button.

Bang.

His head snapped back as the ship catapulted out the open bay door. The familiar push of acceleration shoved him deep into his seat as their ship streaked out into a star-sprinkled universe.

Not far ahead, Captain Longstaff’s ship formed a bright spot against the dark canopy. “Greenfire, you’re in our sights,” he said.

In his ear, Mission Central said, “Launch successful, Red Dragon. Station clearance in five. Start the countdown for booster push. Watch for ships launching behind you.” 

Deane scanned his screens, happy to see all lights green. “All stations report in.”

“My panel shows green,” chirped Jet.

“Weapons locked and loaded,” Harry grunted.

“Course laid in,” Garrett responded.

“All good here,” Lucas answered.

Satisfied with the status of his ship, Deane said, “Start a countdown to booster ignition, Comm.”

Jet answered, “Countdown initiated.”

Craning his neck, Deane studied his overhead monitors. Next to him, Garrett reaffirmed their course to Kracta. Lucas focused on their speed and direction, preparing for the jolt of the booster and its effect on their trajectory.

Deane checked his back monitor. A third ship had ejected out of the shuttlebay and was moving up fast.

Jet cut in, “Ready for booster ignition. Five, four, three, two, one.”

A jolt from the booster rocket propelled the Red Dragon forward, causing grunts from everyone. Behind them, the other ship diminished rapidly, but up front, gathering ships appeared.

“Booster separation in five, four, three, two, one. Separation complete.” Jet leaned into the comm to watch as the rocket fell away. Deane followed on his own screens.

“Separation successful,” he proclaimed.

“Come join the fleet, Captain Wood,” said a female voice over comm.

Immediately, he recognized the dulcet tones of Hallie Lord. “Lieutenant Lord?”

A yellow LED on his panel lit, indicating her ship.

“Captain Lord, now. I got a promotion and a ship.”

“Congratulations, I think,” he said.

“Ship approaching on your seven, Captain Lord.” Deane recognized the clipped-toned voice of Captain Longstaff as his green light blinked on.

“We have you in sight, Sir.”

“Welcome to the party, folks,” said a voice unfamiliar to Deane. A purple light flicked on his panel.

“Elija, is that you? How’d they talk you into this insanity?” 

“Richard promised me an armed ship for the Terran cause. Besides, I kinda missed the adrenaline rush of flying in space. Nothing compares.”

Deane recalled someone named Elija on Alysia who ran a Terran stronghold called the Homestead. Another Terran recruited to the cause, he thought.

“Did you really name that crate Purple Haze?” Deane heard Captain Spencer and Longstaff both laugh.

Elija answered, “A tribute to a popular Earth song. When they assigned me purple, it was a natural.”

“Hallie corralled Bashar into being her helm for the Golden Angel out of Earth2.”

Lucas snickered, and Deane smiled. Jet leaned into her comm and said, “That man can really fly.”

Another voice just coming online muttered, “And he plays a mean game of pool.”

“Heads up, chatterboxes. Two at nine o’clock coming from Alysia Station.”

“I have them on my screens.” Deane now counted seven ships forming up around him.

“White Lightening reporting in,” came a voice as a white button lit up. 

“Who’s that?” asked Captain Longstaff.

“Captain Adji T’Kai out of the Ching T’Karre off Alysia Station.”

Commander Spencer’s voice boomed in, “Welcome. How many more, Henry?”

“Six forming up with four more on the way. That’s all we could get operational in time for this launch. And even then, it was touch and go.”

“All right. Start setting the formation,” Commander Spencer ordered. “Mission Central has plotted the alien ships to approach Kracta at ten oh five with current speed. We want to surprise them on the other side, far enough out to avoid damaging our only surviving moon.”

Two more ships approached from Alysia Station. Team Orange captained by Jared Stone out of the Diechwrathe called their ship the Orange Peel, and the Gray Team captained by Taj Polo from the Republic flew the Grey Dawn. 

“Listen up. I don’t want to arrive too early and mill around waiting for these guys to show. It wastes energy we might need. Captains, limit your speed to level four. Five neutron pellets will do the job. You have the course. Our objective should be easy to spot. Frag, it’s the big white object in the sky; the one you see every night. And nine other ships will be flying right next to you, so you shouldn’t get lost. Confirm you have received your instructions.”

Deane punched his comm. “Instructions received.”

There was a pause as the other captains responded. Then, Commander Spencer said, “Monitor this channel for orders and reports, but use frequency three-two-five for admin, logistics and anything else, including personal messages. Commander Spencer out.”

On his screen, Deane observed two final ships approaching from Alysia Station.

***

“Patch me into my wife, Adrian. She should be in your shuttlebay helping launch the ships.” 

Richard surveyed the empty shuttlebay of Earth2 and breathed a sigh of relief that all the ships had, at the least, flown out safely and now were joining up with the fleet. All was going according to plan. The crews were trained to the best of his ability, and ten functioning warships went to meet the enemy. Not as many as the fifteen they’d wanted, but a decent defense. The stations were armed and satellites with weapons ringed Alysia. Ground missiles were ready, and the planet was on alert. Now, he needed to connect with his wife to make sure Alysia Station had done their part, and their ships had launched successfully.

“She’s already left, Richard.” Adrian’s voice held a quizzical tone.

“Left? What do you mean by left?” Richard gripped his console as a feeling of dread descended over him.

“She just joined the fleet as captain of the Black Death. She said you changed your mind and agreed that she should go.”

“Does that sound like me, Adrian?” Richard gritted his teeth.

“Sure. You change your mind all the time. Makes me crazy.” Adrian paused. “Are you saying you didn’t want her to go?”

“Would you let your wife go out there to certain death?” Richard practically shouted at the station master.

“To defend Alysia? Absolutely. I’m staying here on the station as a second line of defense if they fail. I’m putting my life on the line. And my favorite nephew is out there at the front line. He promised me that he’ll come back after wiping out the Fallen.”

Richard pounded the console in sheer frustration and fear. “That woman! I’ll kill her when I see her.”

“Richard, you’re not making sense.”

No, he wasn’t. It appeared a common reaction of his where Elise was concerned.

***

“The Black Death and Silver Bullet reporting in.” The voice sounded familiar, but Deane couldn’t place who it was. It wasn’t Jordy who usually captained the Black Team because it was female.

“My God, it’s Elise!” Commander Spencer exclaimed.

“Elise!” Elija’s and Captain Longstaff’s voices shouted simultaneously.

“Hello team. Couldn’t let you defend Alysia without me. Don’t want you guys grabbing all the glory.”

“Welcome in,” Commander Spencer said. “Do you want to assume command?”

“No, Sam. That’s your job. I just want to destroy some Fallen and get revenge for what they did to our fleet and my mother.”

“Me, too. All right, Captain Elise Fujeint-Steele of the Black Death and Captain Tanya Ranger of the Silver Bullet complete this fleet. Check your communication panels to make sure all the lights are on and coded to indicate which ship is transmitting. We’ll start at the top of the panel and each ship acknowledge your position.”

Deane was third on the left of the front row. As each one reported, a different color light blinked.

“Orange, shift to your left. You’re crowding Blue. At our rate of speed, we need to give each other plenty of room. Time of arrival to Kracta is three hours. We’ll split the formation right and left around the moon on arrival, so we come out from behind in hopefully what will be a surprise attack.”

“What happened to ‘don’t shoot first’?” The orange light blinked.

“Mission Central has reported that the incoming fleet has definitely been identified as the Fallen, and they are hostile. We still let them shoot first, but we plan to gain the advantage of surprise. Okay, straighten out your formation and reconfirm your course. I’ll give further instruction in an hour. Use three-two-five for any private messages. Commander Spencer out.”

The abrupt quiet unnerved Deane. He finally had time to look around and see the black expanse outside his ship. Beautiful, yet deadly, he couldn’t step outside into space and saunter over for dinner like in a sim. That profound silence out there held no oxygen, no gravity, and no solid ground, only instant death for any human who went outside unaided or who found himself floating in the dark beside a blown ship. He stared down at his monitors. That was when he remembered he wasn’t alone. All around him, more than a mere crew, they were now a part of something much greater: the Alysian Defense Force. In their hands, lay the future of the entire planet and the survival of everyone living there, whether it be Terran, Alysian, or Enjelise. Ten ships to save the world.

No pressure.

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 42

Battle

 

“Ease power, helm,” Elise ordered.

What was his name?

Her taking over as Captain had been a hasty affair. She was unfamiliar with her crew, but so far everyone was doing their job. Bleeding off velocity, they approached Alysia’s moon Kracta at a fast and deadly pace. Upon reaching it, the fleet split in two rows and circled around.

And in the distance on the other side, the enemy fleet soared toward them, closing in fast.

The Alysian ships burst out from the backside of the moon surprising the oncoming invaders.

Dark in color, the aliens were too far away initially to scan effectively. As they closed range, Elise identified ships with a distorted elongated shark-like shape that sent chills down her spine. Various ports and appendages verified an array of bristling weaponry on ships built to fight.

“Full power, helm,” she shouted. Once on the other side of the moon, she accelerated her ship away from the vulnerable moon. The ship leaped forward, rushing to meet a tight formation of approaching ships, now out in front.

The Fallen’s partially deployed formation indicated they had not expected to meet a defending force so soon. By the time they spied the oncoming Alysians, forward elements of Commander Spencer’s pack were almost upon them. The enemy fleet, caught off guard, quickly assumed a defensive formation. Then, all hell broke loose as the Fallen opened fire.

Commander Spencer’s voice crackled over the comm. “We have hostile action. I repeat, the enemy is on the attack. All ships engage.”

“Circle behind them,” Elise barked to her helm.

Behind her, Henry and Dean’s ships kept pace. Bright flashes lit the dark as ships all around opened fire. The black of space soon looked like a fireworks’ celebration.

Her screen showed a glowing ball blossoming nearby and, on her panel, a gray light blinked out.

“Oh, no, they got Polo,” her helm’s voice cracked. 

Joe. Her helm’s name was Joe… a simple name to remember.

Another explosion of light, this time an enemy ship off to her left blew up.

Elija’s voice chortled over her comm, “Got one. Got one. Coming around off their left flank. Meet you in the middle of their backside. Let’s surround them and get these bastards.”

She recognized the intensity in his voice, and her own excitement notched higher. Her adrenaline spiked, making her hands shake. On her left, another enemy ship exploded in a ball of brilliance as she swept by off on their right.

Commander Spencer’s voice held firm and steady. “All ships engage. Engage at once.”

She was circling around now from the right, enemy ships to her left, firing as she soared past. On the other flank, Commander Spencer’s ship also headed for the enemy’s rearguard, followed by Elija. 

“Almost at their flank, Elise. Meet you there. Fish in a barrel,” her clone croaked with excitement.

“Copy that,” she gasped. “Targets approaching range.” At that moment, several Fallen at the enemy’s rear noticed them and rotated, firing deadly laser beams at them. "Target oncoming and fire at will," she screamed as the bridge shook from ordnance leaving the gunport.

***

On board the Golden Angel, Bashar watched as Sam and Elija’s ships screamed past up the left side while they engaged the frontline. Missiles and lasers arced out in long lancers of light toward the bulk of the approaching Alysians. In front of him, the Orange Peel took a devastating hit and started tumbling sideways, which left the attacking ship wide open. Now in his sights, their gunner, returned the favor, releasing several missiles on a corkscrew course right  at the now vulnerable enemy. 

“That’s got you!” The Golden Angel’s crew raised their hands in victory, then sobered when the orange light winked out on the overhead console. Orange Peel,  now silenced.

Through their comm, they heard Tanya scream in outrage at the death of her close companions. “I’ll make you bastards pay! The Lone Ranger rides again.” As Bashar violently swerved to evade an attacking ship, he saw her Alysian craft come from behind him and dive directly into the hornets’ nest of the attacking enemy. Two Fallen ships disintegrated under her heavy fire, but swiftly those nearby rained destruction upon the rampaging Alysian. 

Bashar yanked The Golden Angel up and around to avoid crossfire. Heavy acceleration slammed his crew into their seats while flecks of light danced before his eyes. He blinked away the dizziness and aimed for two enemy ships.

“Targets in sight,” Hallie barked.

On their console, the light indicating the Silver Bullet dimmed and extinguished. While the lead ships of the Fallen scattered in the wake of Tanya’s charge, Bashar came around and slipped in behind two Fallen ships flying in formation. “Got you two, Jan,” he said.

“Jan, hit the port quarter of that ship and take both out,” commanded Hallie.

With a nod, the gunner acknowledged  the setup.

“Two in a side pocket,” Jan muttered as a projectile hit the aft of one to spin it into its companion, crippling both. Another hole opened up in the enemy’s defense as the two wounded sharks spiraled away. Unfortunately, the gap quickly closed, and Bashar soon found their ship surrounded. 

“By the Lady!” swore Hallie as a laser beam sliced into their side too fast for Bashar to evade. Time went into slow motion as Jan was ripped in half. Blood droplets sprayed all over the cockpit. Another burst and Sonja’s comm station exploded. Pieces of metal and parts flew everywhere. One caught her helmet, cracking it. Gasping, Sonja slumped forward onto her panel.

“Unbuckle,” Bashar heard Hallie order.

He blinked out of disbelief that Jan and Sonja were dead. It had happened all so fast. He yanked the stick to the right. “If I’m going to die, might as well take out as many as I can along the way.” He pressed the stick all the way forward.

Grabbing him from behind, Hallie yelled, “Release your harness.”

Bewildered, he instinctively obeyed. His fingers flipped the harness open, and he turned in question as she put her arms around him, almost like a hug. He let go of the helm, causing the ship to rotate toward two enemy ships. The distance closed between them at maximum acceleration. Then, oddly, singing filled his helmet. 

Mere seconds before impact, the universe shivered, and a brilliant light enveloped both of them.

***

Dean could barely see through the confusion of ships and debris. The yellow light on his panel fluttered and then winked out, momentarily distracting him. 

Hallie! They got Hallie… and that strange nomad, Bashar.

His heart stuttered. Then, anger rose up with bitter bile, filling him. Inside his helmet, his face turned wet with tears of anger and grief.

To his right, Jet exclaimed, “Those bastards! Harry, Harry, hit something.”

“I’m trying.”

The ship bucked as three missiles shot out and missed. 

“When I said hit something, I meant an enemy ship.”

Harry gripped the trigger and carefully lined up another shot, weighing trajectory, velocity, and angle in the blink of an eye, hoping it would miss one of their own in the wild melee.

The ship lurched again, but this time his fire smashed into a remaining Fallen ship. The detonation ripped open its midsection, sending fragments of metal and crew in all directions. Unfortunately, behind it, another enemy ship soared directly toward them with missiles firing. Deane’s ship took the hit and erupted with light and violence. In slow motion, he witnessed his crew being flung around like limp dolls. Lights went out, and the last thing he remembered was Lucas yanking on the helm as their ship spiraled helplessly outward and away from the fight.

***

More than half the Alysian fleet had taken hits, as side by side Elija and Elise found the backside of the Fallen. Purple, blue, white, and green continued to flicker on her console. Then Aji’s White Lightening went dark. On her screen, she saw Henry and Sam frantically attempting evasive maneuvers.

At the rear of the Fallen’s fleet, what she had thought were three larger ships began to split into nine.

“Shit! Where did they come from?” Henry shouted.

“Looks like they were hiding behind what we thought was the last line of ships,” gasped Sam

“Oh, frag. And they’re coming for us,” Elija warned.

“I see them,” she gritted out. 

They were outnumbered and running low on munition. She counted three missiles left in the rack and nine, now fifteen enemy ships.

“We got to make this count. I’m down to three firing options,” panted Elija, echoing her thoughts. “I’ve only two missiles and a laser low on power.”

The green light on her panel started blinking. She looked out to see three enemy ships firing missiles at Henry. His ship burst apart, bits and parts adding to the debris. The green light dimmed and extinguished. Finished with him, they advanced on her and Elija.

“Frag! If they kill me, Richard will be so angry.”

Elija choked out a laugh at her words. “Screw, Richard. Let’s take out more Fallen before they get us. Three against fifteen.”

“Crap odds,” she muttered. 

“We can’t stop them,” Joe yelled.

She eyed the approaching bogies and figured it was only a matter of time, but she would never admit it to her crew. Missiles shot out of two of the enemy ships, heading straight for them.

“Intercept those missiles, Joe!” Her last three jolted out toward the incoming ordnance and deflected them.

So that was it. Now, they were sitting ducks. The Fallen would claim her life along with the many she had loved. Helpless tears filled her eyes.

Suddenly, close by, the stars began to shimmer and blur. Debris and ships started to tumble into a slow spiral. A gigantic hole ripped open, tearing apart the universe.  

“What’s happening?”

“Hard left and dive, now!” she screamed.

Her body slammed back in the hard acceleration as the ship dove and twisted away from approaching cyclone.

Power crackled, and outside space churned. Overhead immense energies tore open the very fabric of time and space.

“It’s a gate!” she yelled as ships thundered through the rift, far too close for comfort. Heavy magnetic and graviton emissions buffeted her ship about. She feared for  its structural integrity, but her heart rose in exultation as she recognized the arriving craft. The sweet song of revenge whispered in her ear as Alysian space filled with eight Terran ships that opened fire to rain down destruction on an unsuspecting enemy.

***

Frantic terror gripped Richard, knowing his wife was in a deadly  fight, and he couldn’t do anything about it. His white knuckled fingers squeezed the edge of Mission Central’s panel. “We’re losing,” he moaned. He watched as Hallie’s ship smashed into a Fallen, both ships obliterated. He tried to track the action, but everything was happening too fast.

 Behind him, a brilliant light enveloped the room. Whirling around, he choked, “What the…?”

Music swelled within the darkened room of Mission Central as controllers swiveled to stare at a blossoming ball of light that slowly coalesced into two space-suited humans. For a moment, they stood poised, and then collapsed to the floor. Before anyone moved, two additional glowing forms materialized on either side of them.

Richard was the first to snap out of a state of shock and lunge forward. “Hallie!” He paused. “Ariel? Darius?”

“She needed our help to successfully transport the two of them,” Ariel said matter-of-factly, her wings fanning the air. Darius patted the spacesuit.

The figure on his right groaned and reached up to unsnap her helmet. Hallie’s beautiful face and white blonde hair emerged. She shook her head, blinked several times, and gazed about.

Richard extended a hand to help her up onto a nearby couch. 

“Did we make it?” she asked, puzzled.

“Yes. You’re alive in Mission Central,” he answered.

Still on the floor, the other space suite moaned. Richard stepped over to lift the disoriented figure. Unlocking and lifting off the helmet, Bashar’s dark eyes looked glazed and unfocused.

“Bashar!” Richard guided him over next to the slumped form of Hallie.

Both Ariel and Darius assumed solid form. “There are others still alive,” she started to say when yelling and shouting filled the room.

Richard spun around. “What’s happening?”

One of the controllers pounded his console. “Your brother and Commander Bradley have opened a gate and are bringing some of the fleet through. We haven’t lost yet.”

Richard dashed up to the comm, yanking it out of the controller’s hands. “Braden, we need to take prisoners, so we can interrogate them.”

The comm crackled and popped. A gasping voice came on. “Well, hello to you too, brother … and you’re welcome.” A woof sounded as though Braden lost his breath. There was a large inhale as he said, “Dammit Tango, stop showing off. I’d like some level flying for a change. And bleed off some velocity. We’re here.”

“I thought you might like to miss that incoming missile.”

“Take out that ship!”

“Ay, ay, Captain. Missiles away,” responded an unfamiliar voice. 

Another Fallen ship exploded in a burst of light.

“Excuse me, Richard. I have a battle to win here.”

The screen blazed with bursts of light as desperate Fallen fought off the new arrivals, and the tide of battle turned in their favor. 

Hallie stirred on the sofa. “Who’s alive out there?”

A controller swung around to answer, “Red Dragon is sending out a Mayday. They’ve been penetrated and are running out of air. Black Death is operational and heading toward The New Frontier.”

Richard grabbed a mic and shouted, “Elise. Elise are you all right?” Worry bubbled up inside of him. 

A controller yanked it back. “Sit down, Director. You’re not authorized to broadcast to ships.” 

An overhead speaker answered, “Yes, darling. I’m alive, but barely.” The voice paused and, filled with pride, said, “My old fleet saved our lives.  I’m going to work with Commander Bradley to help collect all the dead and wounded as soon as we can get this area sorted out.”

A huge weight of worry lifted from Richard’s shoulders. “The Enjelise have offered to help. They can teleport and assess the situation faster than anyone.”

“Oh, yes, that would help.” Elise sounded dazed.

The room lit, then dimmed. Richard turned as Hallie, Ariel, and Darius blinked out. 

Bashar was rubbing his eyes and looking bewildered.

Through the comm speaker, Richard heard Elise yelp. So, the Enjelise must have arrived on board her ship.

Of the ten Alysian ships, only three survived intact: Elise’s Black Death, Sam’s Blue Bomb, and Elija’s Purple Haze. However, a crippled few contained wounded survivors. Also, three living Fallen were captured off a damaged ship for interrogation and study.

***

“Dean, Dean. Are you alive?” Through a haze of consciousness, Dean became aware of Hallie’s voice. His ship was spinning out of control. Centrifugal force pinned him to his chair, but he fought to squeeze her hand and received a squeeze in return. He moaned. He barely held on to reality. Blood poured over his face and pain shot throughout his body, leaving him gasping. .

“Don’t worry, darling. We’re going home.He’s alive!” she exclaimed into her comm, causing him to wince.

The voice softened, “Don’t worry, darling. I'll take you home.”

The Music of the Spheres filled his senses. A bright light blossomed, enveloping the cockpit, and carried him away.

***

While tallying the death toll, Richard choked as he read names of those he knew. Hard-working Captain Longstaff, loyal Garrett Townsend, prickly Lucas, heroic Tanya Ranger, serious Adji T’Kai, and many others who he hadn’t really gotten to know well. These brave souls willingly had sacrificed their lives to protect Alysia.

Because of their sacrifice, Alysia would survive. Celebrations crowded her streets, and for several glorious days, Terran and Alysian alike drank and sang and celebrated in harmony the fact that they survived.

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 43

A Lesson in Pool

 

In the many days that followed, doctors tended the wounded, high-level leaders spoke stirring words over the departed, and surviving loved ones reunited with their families. Surprising new romances bloomed due to the fertile soil found in a close brush with death.

Stuck for the moment on Earth2, Richard dallied in the lounge, content to watch the life of bustling humans around him. So much still needed to be done here, but he wanted to go back home. Right now, however, he was satisfied to simply enjoy the moment, glad to be alive.

Raising a drink next to him, Elise said, “We saved our world.Now everyone can go home. I want to feel safe and live a good life there.” 

Learning in, he kissed her. “Because of you, a large part of the Terran fleet was willing to return and put their lives on the line to rescue us. They put their lives on the line. They would never have done that if not for you.” 

Straightening up, he thought of Tempest now napping under the watchful eyes of her minder. His recent communication with her future self had assured him that, despite major disruptions, she had gotten the Time lab back on line again. She refused to elaborate any further but encouraged him to be optimistic about the future, thanks to his timely intervention. It had made a difference. Sighing, he felt more content than he ever remembered feeling in a long while. 

He looked up as Bashar strolled in, a mischievous smile playing about his lips. “Hey, anyone care for a game of pool?”

Richard grinned back at him. “Isn’t that some Terran sport?” He felt Elise stir beside him. 

She lifted her face to Bashar. “What’s pool? Sounds intriguing.”

Bashar straightened up, startled.  “I could show you how to play if you’d like.”

Richard glanced across the room to the pool table and the smirking cadets ringing it. He stood up and jingled his pocket. “Might be interested in a little game. How about you, Honey?”

With a straight face, she nodded and accompanied the men over to the green-felted table. Picking up a stick, she waved it awkwardly about.

Bashar grabbed her wrist. “Whoa! Watch out. You could poke a hole in someone with that.” He turned the stick around. “Let me show you how to hold this thing.”

“Oh, I see.” Elise slid her fingers up and down the stick while Richard chalked a new cue, then handed it to her.

“Don’t you usually play for money?” she asked.

The cadets ringing the table crowded forward, showing sudden interest. “Well, yeah,” Bashar drawled, looking around. “It makes the game more interesting.” They all nodded at each other, broad smiles lighting their faces.

“How about we wager fifty?” Richard tossed out a number. “Bashar needs the money. I hear he’s got a lot of expenses caring for that herd of lompir of his. Besides, he needs to buy an expensive present to get back into his wife’s good graces. She wasn’t happy he volunteered for helm and went to fight. May need some getting-home money, too.”

Bashar laughed. “Solanje is on the shuttle headed our way as you speak. She’s a bit upset that I went out into the fight over her protest. You’re right, I’ll need to win big and buy an expensive present. Maybe even a crystal. She says it isn’t right Sousi has one and she doesn’t.”

“We could go a hundred a game,” suggested Elise. She paused. “If you need the money, that is.” 

Richard noticed Sam edging his way in. “Sam, want to join our little group? I heard somewhere you play the game.”

Sam tossed a panicked look at Richard and Elise and violently shook his head, waving a hand in the air. “Maybe another day.” He stepped back. “But I’ll watch. Should be interesting.”

Richard shrugged. “Oh, okay.” He looked around. “So, who’s in?”

A number of eager hands raised, and Bashar handed out several pool cues. Money appeared and piled up on a table next to them.

Richard leaned forward over his cue, squinting at the table, then peered over at Elise. “I think we should let the little lady go first, don’t you?”

Bashar surveyed nodding male heads as Elise tapped the rail with her stick. “Sure,” he said, stepping toward her. “Do you need me to show you how it’s done?”

“Let me just try first. Let’s see. I’m supposed to hit the white ball with this stick, and it has to strike a colored or striped ball and knock it into one of those little pockets. Right?” 

The former cadets nodded and cast sideways smirks at each other as they chalked their cues.

Elise leaned in, took a shot, winked at a laughing Richard, and to everyone’s shock, ran the table.

Elise Fujeint-Steele, ex-commander of the Terran fleet, mother of a time traveling daughter, and wife to Richard Steele, and savior of the planet Alysia, demonstrated to the surprised and silly Alysians just how she played her favorite game of pool.
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Thank you for reading the third book in the Terran Trilogy. I hope you liked it.

 

And, Please, pretty please, if you did like it, leave an honest review on Amazon or Goodreads. Reviews are the lifeblood of authors and readers alike. I would be very grateful for your feedback.
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