
        
            
                
            
        

    



 
 
      
 
    This book is dedicated to all of the dreamers 
 
     who stare up at the heavens every night and wonder…


 
   
 
  



From: Jake Sarasin, recently retired Senior Correspondent for Name of newspaper or what not. 
 
      
 
    Dear Editor of the National News Service: 
 
      
 
    It is at the behest of my best mate, Dr. Page Calder, PhD, that I am contacting you at this time. He is convinced that my written accounts of our recent adventures in the wilds of outer space, titled Voyages of the Seeker, would make interesting reading for the public. I don't tend to agree, but I did promise Page that I would contact you before trashing my notes. 
 
      
 
    To that end, please find included in this query copies of my notes on "little green men" from outer space. First and foremost, they are not "little green men". At least one of those alien creatures that no one believes in, but always make endless movies about, is a cute little feisty brunette who pilots a hopped up spaceship cheekily christened the Lightfire Seeker, a dour blond man mountain who guards her against all comers and a tall, brooding dude with the all the charm and finesse of a crocodile with an toothache. 
 
      
 
    I am a journalist and war correspondent with a long and impressive, if I do say so myself, resume. Despite this fact, when I was picked up with the aliens as a prisoner on an alien spaceship full of giant talking slugs (I kid you not!), I never intended to chronicle my adventures with Captain Tegan Vtira, her brother Ardammt Vture and all the other characters in the Fortaran Galaxy (aka the Milky Way). Yet I find myself impressed into this service by my aforementioned best mate and find myself in possession of the completed manuscripts for four of the many outlandish, yet scrupulously accurate, tales of my, and Dr. Calder's, recent adventures in space. 
 
      
 
    I, and Dr. Calder with me, will soon be returning to the wiles (This in not a mistake in spelling or usage. Trust me, I have met a lot of folks in outer space who are plenty wily) of outer space. Consequently, please direct all further communication to my colleague, Keely Caldwell. She doesn't believe in "little green men", her words, not mine - not anymore, at any rate - and is absolutely certain that I am as mad a March hare. She might not be far off the mark, at that. She's also convinced that my lengthy "disappearances" amount to nothing more than "chasing skirt", as she so colloquially terms my forays into the wild black yonder. Still, Keely has agreed to retrieve and collate all of my correspondence until I again make Earth fall in Tegan's hunk of junk ship, the Lightfire Seeker. It is kind of Keely to do such for me, considering I keep insisting that my trips are to a dizzying kaleidoscope of other worlds in myriad solar systems instead of a little cottage in the country with a gorgeous brunette as she so doggedly assumes me to be doing. Ah, well. Perhaps I will gift her with a signed copy of the first book when, and if, it is published. 
 
      
 
    Thank you for you kind consideration of my humble scratchings and, as Tegan always says, may your orbit always be a true one. 
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Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “Caught” 
 
      
 
    "You're gullible, Page. Do you realize that?" 
 
    "Why, Jake, don't tell me you don't believe it has happened or could happen to you." 
 
    Jake gave Page a look that was somewhere between a grin and a sneer. "Good, Lord, man," he groaned, rolling his eyes towards the star-studded velvet of the night. "How can you swallow it? Nobody is picked up by aliens, for Christ sake's." 
 
    Page tugged a hand through the curls that wound around his head like black springs and frowned at his friend. Jake was a head taller than Page and as blond as a Nordic god. Sinewy muscles bulged in his arms and strained against the fabric of his jeans, a witness to the stories he had chased the last decade as a journalist cum war correspondent. But all Page saw was a man so obstinate he wouldn't believe in an alien or much else, for that matter, unless one walked up and bit him on the butt. Even then he'd probably ask for three forms of identification and a note from the alien's mother, if it had a mother, that is. 
 
    "Of course people are picked upon by aliens, Jake. Articles are in the paper and on the internet practically every day attesting to the fact." 
 
    Jake was grinning at him in his infuriating way again and Page didn't like it one little bit. "You mean fiction, pal. All of those stories are hogwash. So called reporters make them up to sell as many papers as they can to the fools who fall for that kind of garbage." 
 
    "I don't agree, Jake. The same scenario has been recounted by dozens of different people all over the country from many walks of life. I just can't be a coincidence. There has to be something more to it all." 
 
    "There isn't. It's all simply nonsense," Jake scoffed, rising from his lawn chair and heading towards the back door of his small wood frame home on the outskirts of town. 
 
    "Then how do you explain the sightings?" Page called through the open kitchen window from where he stood at the edge of the brick patio, sipping a glass of ice tea. 
 
    "Mass hysteria," Jake returned, pouring himself another glass of tea. "They're all crazy. Or maybe it's a conspiracy to drive us sane folks nuts." 
 
    He paused to await Page's inevitable rejoinder. This was subject they argued about frequently and Page always ended the discussion by insisting Jake would learn his lesson when aliens picked him up. Then Jake would laugh heartily and they would move onto another topic to argue over. So when Page didn't holler back on cue, Jake found himself mildly disappointed. 
 
    "Page,” he called as he carried his ice tea out the back door. "Hey, old buddy, it's your line. Speak... What the hell?" 
 
    The glass in his hand slipped between suddenly numb fingers and plummeted to the patio where it shattered to bits, sending tiny shards of glass, ice cubes and amber brown liquid shooting off in all directions in a sparkling explosion. 
 
    But the mess at his feet lay forgotten to soak through Jake's tennis shoes while he stared opened-mouthed across the patio, his blue eyes wide and amazed as the mammoth spacecraft hovered a hundred yards up like an ugly black cinder spit up by a coal furnace. 
 
    "Run," Jake screamed at Page. But he didn't budge. Instead Page stood rooted to the patio brick like a weird tree, and stared, transfixed, at the huge dusty ebony edifice aloft not unlike a deer pinned in the headlights of an oncoming car. "Run," he screamed again, louder this time, and sprinting across the patio, dove at his dumfounded friend's legs just as a spray of light as red as the blood pumping in Jake's veins beamed down on them. Jake and Page hit the grass edge of the patio and rolled under an apple tree. A bare second later, the crimson light began to pulse as if alive with electricity and the two stunned men watched in shock and horror as Page's tea glass, which he'd dropped when Jake tackled him, hung suspended in the scarlet glow like a side of beef from a meat hook and suddenly shimmered in a shower of sparkles and started to fade like mist in the midmorning until the glass, tea, ice and all vanished into a void of nothingness. The ugly dark spaceship hovered for a moment longer, as if searching for something more, before the red spray extinguished instantly like a light switch being flicked off and the ship shot off into the blackness of night like a demon bull out of a shoot. 
 
    Jake and Page sat side by side under the apple tree, the expressions on their faces reminiscent of a couple of little boys who'd just finished an all night marathon of old spook movies and were now afraid to go to bed. Page was the first to recover, sort of. He turned to Jake, who looked as white-faced as he himself still felt and said. "On second thought, Buddy, maybe you're right. Maybe there isn’t any such thing as aliens." 
 
    Jake snorted and leaned back against the tree trunk. "Sod off, mate."                                                                                                                               
 
    **** 
 
    They were running. The two of them. A man, tall and slimly muscular, his long uneven white blond hair whipping across terrified dark blue eyes in the chilly early morning breeze. Long slim legs carried him across the squelching mud and a wide mouth sucked cool air into burning lungs.  
 
    Beside him the girl ran, keeping even pace with the man despite lacking over a foot in height on him. Well shaped legs propelled her forward as the two ate up the field, diving for the screen of the trees. As they shot between two oaks - eighty years old if they were a day – the girl threw a look of triumph at the man, her wide dark denim eyes shining with life in a pretty round face surmounted by a small nose and a full lipped mouth. A crown of hair the shade of polished copper tangled halfway down her back as the two picked their way through the trees to the center and small clearing carpeted in pine needles and canopied by the sprawling branches of a camp of ancient oaks. 
 
    They were running. Away from the dull black orb of the escape pod that had slapped into the field before a tidal wave of mud and field rocks. Away from the sounds of strange animals calling to their kin. Away from the men that led the beasts on ropes of colors and spoke barely intelligible strings of sounds into communication devices, that squawked back other threads of strange sounds. Away from the open area of the field, devoid of noticeable planting in the early warm season of this planet. Away to the relative safety of the far off – or it had appeared so – copse of low branched trees.  
 
    Breathing hard from running, the woman sank down on a rusty log overgrown with a pillow earthy moss. She looked up at the man. Exhaustion stood out in her dark blue eyes like a tangible thing.  
 
    The man, tall and slim, crouched on his muddy booted heels at the edge of the clearing, near the foot of the log. He was furiously searching the area with anxious eyes the same dark blue as the girl's eyes.  
 
    The girl leaned her torso down, hanging her head between her knees, and dragging in slow sweet breaths. The man heard the change in her breathing, sensed the shift in her body and turned to look at her inquiringly, worriedly. 
 
    Staring tiredly at the tiny green leaves strewn across the clearing, the girl straightened, and catching the man’s eyes on her, smiled slightly, shaking her head. 
 
    Visibly relaxing, the man continued to scan the area with those dark denim eyes.. 
 
    “They will find us,” the girl's voice was strong with just a hint of a strange accent.  
 
    The man didn’t turn. “I know,” his voice was deep, the same accent stronger, mixed with worry and obvious clipped anger. “Where are we?” 
 
    The girl made a face somewhere between a grimace and a smile. “Earth.” 
 
    The man rolled his eyes to the treetops far above as if the girl had been ridiculous to state the obvious. The knew they had crash landed on Earth. The question was, where on Earth? 
 
    “Culli?” the girl asked, her brows folding down in misery. 
 
    Still crouched, the man shuddered violently at the shoulders, his hands balling tight on his knees. “There was no escape for Culli. You know that.” 
 
    A hard blue stare at the man's crouched back. “But,” the girl protested.  
 
    The man jumped to his feet. “Silence! I hear something coming this way.” 
 
    Immediately the girl was on her feet. Shoulder to shoulder with the man. 
 
    They were listening. And they could hear the sounds of rapidly advancing pursuit. They could hear the men talking to each other and to communicators. They could hear the quadruped creatures calling to their fellows and growling. They could hear the leaves on the trees rustle and snap as the men and their barely restrained creatures entered the copse of trees. They could hear them coming closer with every tree they passed. 
 
    The girl shot a hasty glance over at her companion. "Ardammt.” 
 
    Ardammt waved a hand, silencing her. He too had heard the others approach and was scanning the clearing, weighing his extremely limited options.  
 
    The girl was still listening. The men and their beasts would break into the clearing soon. “Ardammt,” she reminded him more urgently, more impatiently. 
 
    Ardammt frowned at her. He heard the howling creatures and their controllers. He didn’t need her to remind him. He jumped to his feet, turning towards the far side of the clearing and starting towards the regiment of ancient oaks beyond. “Come, Tegan.” he told Tegan, but as usual she was not beside him but already moving several yards ahead. “Tegan!” he called. As usual, his warning Tegan ignored. 
 
    The beasts and their handler were being down on the two. 
 
    “What are they?” Tegan wondered, dunking under low hanging branches. 
 
    The man shook his head, shoving some of those same branches aside with a snap. “Animals. I don’t know what kind.” 
 
    They found out soon enough. Through the oaks behind them broke five howling dogs, beagles in brown and black, tan and white patches. They snarled and barked, bearing sharp teeth as they broke the cover of the trees and lunged into a second, smaller clearing clearing, sharp noses and black eyes zeroing in on the man and girl. The sounds of men running and yelling could be heard right behind the dogs.  
 
    The girl’s eyes widened in shock, “Go!” 
 
    As one, they tore across the clearing to the far side and another set of trees, diving for the imagined safety of trunks of brown and branches bloomed in green, Tegan’s small stature letting her drive through hoops of branches that impeded the taller man. But by the time Tegan had broke the trees, Ardammt had caught up with her. So when they cleared the last of the trees and ran into the field beyond, they both saw at the same moment the masses of men banked around that break in the trees. 
 
    Surprised and alarmed, Tegan slid to a halt, backpedaling into Ardammt before they both pivoted to head back into the trees. But before they could take more than a few steps the quadrupeds were  in front of them, yapping and growling, their sharp toothed mouths shiny from a combination of slobber and the brilliant sunlight of early morning. The creatures strained heartily at their restraints.  
 
    The man holding the biggest and fiercest of the creatures spoke, nodding past the two to the meadow. “Move that way, folks. I don’t want to have let Butch here loose on you.” 
 
    Tegan stared at Butch. She didn’t believe what the gruff looking man had said, but she definitely didn’t want to find out if he meant it. Against her better will, she moved back towards the meadow. 
 
    Ardammt followed faithfully, scowling murderously at men and dogs alike. 
 
    The men stared back coldly. So did the dogs. 
 
    Butch growled and bared more teeth.    
 
    As the two moved further into the meadow, the dogs and the men were right behind them, herding them through the trees and into the field beyond. As they cleared the last overhanging shadows of the trees, that’s when they saw the ground transports, a dozen at least, behind the semi circle of men. Beyond the transports were more men, hurrying toward the two from all directions, some with weapons raised. 
 
    Instinctively, Ardammt slid in front of Tegan. His dark eyes scanned the muddy moving field, the men closing in on them with their strange blue uniforms and stranger weapons. His eyes lit on the one man in a white tunic and blue trousers approaching from the center of the field, wearing a broad smile that as he got closer Ardammt realized didn’t quite reach his large light eyes. 
 
    “Hello!” The approaching man was big, tall and husky, and his voice was just as big, deep and booming. “Good morning! I’m Dr. Worthington. Why are you running? We're all friends here." 
 
    Ardammt contemplated Dr.Worthington like the man was certifiably insane. Tegan peeped from around Ardammt's arm, scowling coldly at the doctor. Neither said a word.  
 
    Dr. Worthington had stopped a few short feet from the two. “We found your escape pod. What happened to your ship? Where did you come from?” 
 
    Tegan stepped from behind the man, who angrily tried to shove her back, but again she ignored him. Instead, Tegan studied the doctor, a patronizing expression on her face that said she clearly thought his questions were incredibly stupid. 
 
     Dr. Worthington seemed to recognize the look. His smile faded fast. Now he was all business. He motioned for his men to move up and take the two. “Now come with us and don’t make a fuss".  
 
    They both tensed. Ardammt scanned the field for a way past the man and Tegan glanced behind her to find the dogs hooked to their leads but straining at them, their teeth bared and their throats rumbling with promises of being ripped to shreds.  
 
    Tegan glanced back at Ardammt, who was watching her from the corner of his eye while checking the advance of the men with weapons. Two of which anchored large barreled weapons to their shoulders and took aim at Tegan and Ardammt. 
 
    Ardammt sucked in a hard breath, his fists clenching. They were caught. Behind them snarling creatures with beastly teeth that could rend them apart before they could move. Before them many men with weapons and deadly intent in their eyes. Yes, they were mightily caught. He glanced down at Tegan. 
 
    Tegan returned his questioning look. Nodded and took position next to him, shoulder to arm with him, her dark denim eyes now showing no fear to the men or their weapons. Excellent, Ardammt thought. We will not die on this back spiral world cowering like children in the dark.  
 
    Tegan and Ardammt looked the men with the long barreled weapons straight in the eyes as the men shot their guns, releasing sleeper darts into the two aliens from the escape pod. The moment they were shot Ardammt realized what had happened. He lunged for Tegan, plucking the dart from her neck and dropping it, as her eyes rolled back in her head and she started to tumble to the ground. He pulled her to his chest just as a second dart caught him in his side and his own vision dimmed and he sagged into the mud, Tegan sprawled over him. 
 
    Watching Ardammt and Tegan crumple into the mud, Dr. Worthington smiled his first real smile of the day. “Good. Take these two to the lab.” He motioned to other men who rushed forward and gathered up Tegan and Ardammt, hustling them to a waiting ambulance.  
 
    Dr. Worthington. turned away from the commotion. His smile was still firmly in place. He decided today was going to be a very good day indeed. He’d get the subjects back to the lab and let his three junior scientists see what they could make of the male and female. Maybe he finally had a job for that alien biologist that had been knocking around the center!  
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    "Calling Doctor Calder" 
 
      
 
    “Bring them in here,” Doctor Jon Worthington told the guards. Doctor Worthington propped the exam door open with his tall, bear-like frame and stroked his neatly trimmed mustache thoughtfully as he watched with mounting excitement the arrival of the two unconscious forms Mr. Bade, the center’s head of security, had told him he had found on a routine sweep of the center grounds. That in itself was exciting. Doctor Worthington always loved to scare the nosy locals. But the best part was that Mr. Bade had found with them – an escape pod. Possibly alien in origin! 
 
    The guards carried the duo in, dropping each unceremoniously onto an exam table and left the room just as three men in white lab coats entered. Drs. Schuyler, Erwin and Calder rushed over to the tables and in raptures of awe and surprise gawked like children at the unconscious male and female 
 
    stretched out on adjoining exam tables. 
 
    Doctor Peter Schuyler was the first to hunt down his voice. “These two aren’t aliens.” He stared down at the man, as if the apparent deception was personally the fault of this man lying so quiet and still on the cold steel table, his startlingly blond hair iced with dried mud. “These are nothing more than a couple of young people, probably from one of nearby farms, out for some mischief.” 
 
    Doctor Ian Erwin nodded his agreement, his little head bobbing up and down like a toy, setting his ill fitting toupee to flapping to and fro like the tiny hairy wings of some strange bird. “Yes. Yes,” he said, his little voicing matching his little head with its beckoning hairpiece. “That so called security force of Professor Styles must have grabbed this boy and girl to have something to do besides stand around figuring their overtime pay.” 
 
    Twisting his small mouth in a small, vicious sneer so he looked like an angry rat with a stomachache, Doctor Erwin felt vindicated by his remarks. He hated Mr. Bade and his security team – mostly because he was afraid of them. Their authority and self possession scared the small Doctor Erwin so he hated Mr. Bade and his men and hunted out every opportunity to degrade their names and reputations. Doctor Erwin also knew Mr. Bade hated Doctor Erwin because he didn’t trust him. And Doctor Erwin hated anyone who hated him or didn’t trust him – which included most people.  
 
    Doctor Page Calder, standing over the female and studying her smooth face and interesting bone structure with clear, compassionate brown eyes, didn’t hate Doctor Erwin, but neither did Doctor Calder agree with Doctor Erwin or Doctor Schuyler. “They aren’t locals,” Doctor Calder said with calm certainty, his gaze still pouring over the girl’s comely features. 
 
    Doctor Erwin turned to Doctor Calder with a deep sneer. He knew Doctor Calder didn’t hate him – Doctor Calder didn’t hate anyone, for that matter – but Doctor Erwin still hated Doctor Calder because the younger, more handsome Doctor Calder was also smarter, more talented, more open minded and – most damning of all – had a full head of springy black curls. It made Doctor Erwin feel sick in his cold little heart. And it made him want to take the great Doctor Calder done a peg – or two. “What makes you think that, Doctor Calder?” Erwin asked, the sneer in his little voice a twin for the sneer on his little face. 
 
     Doctor Page Calder didn’t seem to notice Doctor Erwin's sneers, either in his voice or on his face, so intent was his scrutiny of the female lying prone and unconscious on the table before him. “Everything about them makes me say it,” he replied evenly, indicating the clothing the girl wore. “The clothing is the first indication that we aren’t dealing with the errant children of a local farmer.” 
 
    Taking a pinch of the girl's tunic sleeve, Doctor Calder wiggled it between his thumb and forefinger, nodding to himself. "This fabric is like nothing I’ve ever seen,” he admitted happily.  
 
    Could it be? He daren’t hope that his life's work and the thesis of his dissertation were actually true. There was life out there and it looked like humans. Oh, if only it were true. He’d show Jake then. Then that pompous journalist would have to believe him! 
 
    Doctor Schuyler calling his name brought Doctor Calder back to the moment. “What? Oh, sorry, gentlemen. I was just thinking that the bone structure and coloring of the girl – and the man, for that matter – bear no resemblance to any race or sub race on Earth, especially of Western European origin as we are. Also because of the similarity of clothing, coloring and facial features I’d say these two hail from the same racial group - perhaps even the same clan or tribe or whatever their social structure calls themselves.” Doctor Calder shook his head, his eyes straying back to the girl and her soft but strong face. “Nope. These two are not home grown. At least not our home.” 
 
    Doctor Schuyler ejected a harsh bark of laughter, sounding somewhat like a seal hacking up a fish that had gone down the wrong way. “What utter rubbish,” he scoffed derisively. “Doctor Calder, I believe you have again been reading too many of your science fiction magazines and not enough of your scientific journals.” Doctor Schuyler's accompanying sneer was larger than Doctor Erwin's, mostly because Doctor Schuyler possessed a bigger face with an even bigger mouth. Doctor Schuyler ran a hand over his totally bald head in a well known gesture of superiority.  
 
    He deeply believed that Doctor Calder was a dilettante who wouldn’t know an alien from a hole in the ground. These two punk youths on the tables were no more aliens from another galaxy than he was. But Doctor Schuyler sure hoped Doctor Worthington would put the fear of God into the two before sending them back to their village. He knew he would if it was him. And enjoy it, too.  
 
    Doctor Schuyler turned back to Doctor Calder, who was now taking the man’s pulse. “Perhaps you should return to your office and leave the examination to the professionals.” 
 
    Doctor Calder was counting seconds on his watch as he held the man’s wrist. After a time, Doctor Calder replaced the man’s hand on the exam table and turned to Doctor Schuyler, regarding him quietly and calmly until Doctor Schuyler started to squirm like a bug under a microscope. “I don’t think so,” Doctor Calder returned simply and abruptly turned his attention back to the girl. 
 
    Doctor Schuyler was furious. Doctor Calder’s calm dismissal of both his comment and himself brought Doctor Schuyler to a sputtering halt. Voiceless to say anything, Doctor Schuyler turned to his superior with a gesture of exasperated appeal. 
 
    Doctor Worthington bared two rows of chicle gum teeth into a facsimile of a smile, shrugging. Doctor Worthington hadn’t bothered to add his observations to the discussion. The bear like Research Director was content to watch his doctors squabble like a bunch of gulls fighting over a choice fish. Now, as he watched Doctor Calder hover over the girl as a guardian angel hovers over her charge, Doctor Worthington felt the need to clarify their mission. And it wasn’t to eyeball the specimens. Clearing his throat, Doctor Worthington spoke, his voice as deep and rough as the bottom of a gravel pit.  
 
    Doctor Worthington lumbered over to the exam tables. “Doctors. Doctors.” He stared quellingly at Doctor Schuyler and Doctor Erwin in turn. Doctor Calder was still concentrating on the two specimens. He was checking the male for broken bones.  
 
    Doctor Worthington bloomed a true smile. He already knew the results of his next words. “I agree with Doctor Calder.” Sure enough, Doctor Schuyler and Doctor Erwin looked as if Doctor Worthington had said he believes the moon to be made of green cheese. The two doctors scowled greedily at Doctor Calder who, at that bit of news, hadn’t even looked up from where he was now checking the girl for broken bones. “These two…people are quite obviously from another world. That being the case, we shall proceed immediately with the procedure dictates.” 
 
    Something odd, almost maniacally, in Doctor Worthington’s deep booming voice hooked Doctor Calder’s attention, drawing him back to the discussion at hand. His curly dark head snapped up from the girl’s prone frame, brown eyes gawking at Doctor Worthington standing almost over him. “Procedure dictates?” Eyes narrowed in suspicion, Doctor Calder’s hand automatically searched for and rested on the girl’s arm in an unconscious protective gesture while those suspicious brown eyes surveyed the bland, but at the same time stimulated, expression on Doctor Worthington’s shaggy face. “What exactly is the procedure dictate on this?” 
 
    Doctor Worthington managed to look mildly surprised, “Doctor Calder, I’m shocked that you have apparently neglected your Center manual. You know perfectly well that after the establishment of other world origins has been made by a Doctor of this facility the next step is a comprehensive internal examination.” 
 
    Those brown eyes nearly leapt out of Doctor Calder’s skull. He didn’t know that. He didn’t know it because in the five years he’d been with the Center he’d never managed to get past the first few pages of the drier that late autumn leaves, duller than gray dirt, material in the Manual of Alien Encounters for Center Scientists. But now he understood and turned to the other doctors and Doctor Worthington, the genial expression and easygoing nature rapidly turning hard as stone and twice as immoveable. “No. No internal exam.” 
 
    Doctor Worthington’s dark gray eyes widened in surprise, but his expression swiftly closed. “Step aside, Doctor Calder," he demanded coldly. 
 
    Doctor Calder stepped up to block Doctor Worthington’s access to the tables, his eyes locked with the Director’s “I said no. I don’t care who they are. If you want at them you’ll have to cut me up first!”     
 
    Doctor Worthington looked on Doctor Calder with mild annoyance, as if the younger doctor were nothing more than a fly buzzing around in his personal ointment. “Really, doctor.” Worthington chastised in a tone that suggested he was at that moment exercising the patience of a saint. “This is neither the time nor the place for foolish heroics. Do step aside.” Selecting a scalpel from a nearby instrument tray, Doctor Worthington stepped around Doctor Calder to the female’s table and began to remove her tunic. 
 
    “No!” Doctor Calder screamed. Jumping forward, Doctor Calder lunged for the hand gripping the scalpel, grabbing Doctor Worthington's meaty wrist and wrenching with all his might. Surprised by the suddenness of the attack and the force of Doctor Calder’s momentum, Doctor Worthington staggered backwards couple of steps. The scalpel slipped from his grip and flew across the room, clattering on the tile floor. 
 
    Doctor Calder, a head shorter and fifty pounds lighter, was no match for his towering superior. Having quickly regained his stance, Doctor Worthington easily threw of Doctor Calder’s restraining hand on his wrist and gave the young doctor a massive shove that sent him sprawling at the feet of Doctor Schuyler and Doctor Erwin. The two doctors dragged a dazed Doctor Calder to feet, gleefully shaking him until his neck felt like it would surely snap and his eyeballs felt like they were coming lose in the sockets. 
 
    Doctor Worthington choose a new scalpel, holding it up to the over head light to admire the brilliant sheen of the sterilized steel before turning back to Doctor Calder with a grim smile. 
 
    For a long breath holding moment Doctor Calder was utterly convinced that Doctor Worthington was about to dissect him where he stood, such was the bizarrely intent gaze the Director caste on him. And Doctor Calder wouldn’t put it past the nut. Doctor Worthington loved to dissect things – and people. But the moment – and the look – passed and Doctor Worthington merely stared at Doctor Calder as if he were of no more significance than a tiny flea. “Doctor Calder, what is the matter with you?” Doctor Worthington seemed genuinely confused, his hairy caterpillar brows lowering to meet between round eyes. “I cannot begin the examination of the specimens if you continue to interfere.” 
 
    Doctor Calder struggled in the other doctors' grip. They were surprisingly strong for a couple of pencil pushers. “You can’t examine them,” Doctor Calder insisted. "They’re not specimens. They’re people. Can’t you see that, man?” 
 
    Doctor Worthington cocked his shaggy brown head. A caterpillar eyebrow rose in mild surprise. “They’re aliens,” he replied, as if that explained all. He turned back towards the girl.  
 
    “I know.” Doctor Calder was straining against the hold the other doctors had on him, wrangling to try to free himself and get the girl before… Oh, God! No! “I know they’re aliens. But they’re still people. You can’t just slice ‘em up like they’re the Easter ham!” 
 
    Doctor Worthington paused with the scalpel poised over the girl’s exposed breastbone. He turned his head to stare at Doctor Calder as if he really didn’t comprehend what Doctor Calder was talking about. 
 
     It was then that Doctor Calder realized that Doctor Worthington didn’t understand. To his strictly clinical mind the man and girl on the table were just that – specimens - and he’d cut them up and catalog everything as if they were nothing more than a frog or a squid or an unusual new plant species. And that fact scared Doctor Calder clean out of his mind.  
 
    Doctor Worthington was speaking to him and Doctor Calder tried to focus through his fear on what the nut was saying. “What am I supposed to do then?” 
 
    “Interview them. When they wake up, interview them.” 
 
    Doctor Worthington barked a harsh cold laugh. “Not necessary, Doctor. I can discover all I need to know about these specimens from a thorough internal examination.” Clearly feeling the discussion was at an end, Doctor Worthington picked up the scalpel and again directed the blade towards the deep valley between the female's tight full breasts, speaking to Doctors Schuyler and Erwin. “Observe as I make the first incision here at the breast bone of the female specimen. As soon as the skin and muscle tissue has been moved away I will open the rib cage and examine the heart, lungs and other vital organs. Observe closely.”  
 
    “Stop!” Doctor Calder screamed, thrashing around to try and free himself from Doctor Schuyler and Doctor Erwin who were leaning forward to watch as Doctor Worthington lowered the scalpel to the female’s soft pink skin. "Stop, I tell you! For God’s Sake! Stop!” 
 
    Doctor Worthington paused again, laying down his scalpel and giving Doctor Calder a severe look. Doctor Calder ignored the look of reproach but eyeballed that scalpel. “Doctor Calder, you are making a spectacle of yourself. Remain silent or I will be forced to silence you.” Doctor Worthington’s voice was low and calm and imminently reasonable but Doctor Calder didn’t miss one iota of the dangerous menace lurking under his even tone.  
 
    But Doctor Calder didn’t care. Murder was, after all, murder. “No.” Dr Calder was working a hand inch by inch towards that scalpel. “You can’t do this Doctor Worthington. Don’t you see this is cold blooded murder?” 
 
    “I don’t understand you, Doctor. You yourself just said these two specimens are indeed aliens from another world.” 
 
    “Yes. But that doesn’t mean they aren’t people. You can’t kill people. That’s murder.” Doctor Calder held his breath. What he had just said was simple logic and from the way Doctor Worthington cocked his shaggy head it looked as if he were seriously considering the argument. Maybe… Just maybe… 
 
    “They’re not from Earth, Doctor Calder.” 
 
    Doctor Calder’s heart sank. Back to square one. Shit! “So?” 
 
    Doctor Worthington looked confused again, like a young child who had been told Santa Claus was just a myth but didn’t know what a myth was. He gazed down at the petite, pretty auburn haired girl with the gently flowing curves as if he were studying a laboratory frog pickled in formaldehyde. “These specimens are not people from Earth,” Doctor Worthington said at length. “They’re aliens. Procedure dictates that established aliens are to be examined internally, catalogued and stored for future study.” 
 
    By now Doctor Calder was in a fury, writhing in agitation in the grip of the other doctors. At one point Doctor Erwin lost his grip and Doctor Calder almost escaped but Doctor Erwin got a firmer grip on the curly haired scientist, dragging him back between the two. Doctor Calder was now panting from combined fury and fear. It looked hopeless. “They’re not specimens, you boneheaded fool!” 
 
    Doctor Worthington looked even more surprised. Doctor Calder didn’t usually get so passionate about anything. He usually puttered. Doing his work well, but reserving most of his energy for that hobby he had to prove intelligent life in the universe. How ignorant! Why his newfound passion had to be expended on saving documented – by Doctor Calder – alien specimens was truly beyond Doctor Worthington’s understanding or inclination. Feeling deeply uncomfortable with Doctor Calder’s unfamiliar response and not liking that uncomfortable feeling one bit, Doctor Worthington fell back on his old friend - the Center manual. “Procedure dictates….” 
 
    "To hell with procedure!” With a final wrench Doctor Calder broke free from the doctors and lunged at Doctor Worthington, but this time the larger Doctor Worthington was ready for Doctor Calder and balanced himself like a massive oak bracing against a storm size gale so Doctor Calder rebounded from Doctor Worthington and, stunned, stumbled back against Doctors Shuyler and Erwin, who grabbed his arms again, this time taking a firmer – and infinitely more painful - hold.  
 
    Doctor Worthington gazed coldly upon his subordinate and this time spoke sharply. “Now Doctor Calder, I have had enough of your theatrics. Stand there quietly and behave while I dissect these specimens or I’ll dissect you first!” 
 
    Doctor Calder stared up at Doctor Worthington, his breath coming in short frightened puffs. He didn’t doubt for second that Doctor Worthington would slit him from head to tail right where he stood. The fact of which showed plainly on a face pale as a ghost. But where his blood failed him his voice backed him up. “Stuff it, mate. I won’t stand idly by while you commit murder!” 
 
    Doctor Worthington shrugged. “Have it your way.” Before Doctor Calder could react the bear like Doctor put down the scalpel next to the girls head, picked up a small round nosed hammer from the nearby instrument tray and whacked Doctor Calder across the temple with it. The three doctors watched as Doctor Calder crumpled to the tile at their feet. “Don't stand then. Lay.” 
 
    Glancing at Doctor Calder in utter disgust, Doctor Erwin stepped over his crumpled form and joined Doctor Worthington at the girl’s table, thinking Doctor Calder got less than he deserved for being a pest. 
 
    Doctor Worthington picked up the scalpel and poised the fine honed blade over the girl’s breast bone. “Now. Let us see what these specimens can tell us.” The blade lowered to the soft white flesh. 
 
    An intercom buzzed and a flat female voice that sounded like it had a severe head cold announced: “Drs. Worthington, Erwin, Schuyler and Calder please report to Professor Styles’ office immediately.” 
 
    Doctor Worthington scowled darkly. He hated being interrupted during a specimen examination, but a summons from the Director of Research was more like royal command.  
 
    Doctor Worthington knew that if he didn’t go when called Professor Styles would come down to the lab looking for him and the other scientists – including his pet, Doctor Calder – and probably want to dissect the aliens himself. Since Doctor Worthington wanted that pleasure all to himself - Drs. Erwin and Shuyler could watch but he would catalog all finds personally – the large man decided the lesser of two evils was to go see what Styles wanted. Placing the scalpel on the instrument tray with an irritated snap, Doctor Worthington stepped over Doctor Calder’s unconscious form and lumbered towards the door, contorting his bushy face. "Let us go an see what the good Professor Styles wants to lecture us on this time so we can get back and finally dissect the female specimen,” 
 
    Doctor Erwin shot a hurried, worried look at Doctor Calder crumpled on the linoleum in a messy heap of white lab coat and dark curls. “What about him?” he asked. Doctor Erwin didn’t actually care about Doctor Calder, mind you, but he knew Professor Styles would want his toy scientist present for any meeting. "What do we tell the Professor about Calder?” 
 
    Doctor Worthington shrugged. “We’ll tell Styles that Doctor Calder isn’t feeling well today. He’s rather down.” 
 
    “And the aliens?” Doctor Schuyler looked back longingly at the bare breasted female. He wouldn’t mind doing an external examination on that one, he thought, 
 
    Doctor Worthington was even more matter-of-fact about the two laid out on the exam tables as the three scientists left and Doctor Worthington locked the door. He pocketed the key and shrugged again. “Doctor Calder was right about one thing. I was rushing. When we get back we’ll strip them both and prep them properly for an in depth internal examination. Procedure dictates.” 
 
    All three smiled with varying degrees of horrifyingly cheerful delight at the thought of Doctor Worthington’s plans for the unsuspecting aliens left behind in the lab. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    "The Aliens" 
 
      
 
    Ardammt was the first of the two to awake. Consciousness expanded into wakefulness expanded into clarity and Ardammt shot up into a sitting position, pivoting his head and scanning the room with dark cobalt eyes overflowing in cautious suspicion. His eyes fell on his companion and he sucked in a breath of relief through dry lips. Ardammt dropped from the table and leaned over Tegan, whispered to Tegan as he scowled at her exposed breasts and gathered together the fastenings. “Verme,” the man implored Tegan. He pulled Tegan her feet and gently shook her. “Verme, Tegan. Ankar, verme!” 
 
    Tegan’s long sooty lashes leapt up from soft smooth cheeks to reveal a pair of eyes the same cobalt blue as Tegan companion’s now gazing down at her in urgent concern. Still in the man’s arms, Tegan swept a quick glance around the room, her eyes absorbing every detail in minutia. A frown of mild confusion marred Tegan's pleasant features for a moment. “Ardammt?” 
 
    The man nodded and helped Tegan regain her balance. But Tegan pressed away from him, scanning the room again and this time seeing through clearer, less confused eyes the antiseptic realizes of the room with its metal legged exam tables, trolleys of neatly laid out surgical instruments and colorful charts of the internal organ structures of various animals papering the stark white walls. 
 
    The head of rippling reddish-brown hair whipped around and indigo eyes ran to the man as Tegan whispered a word both foreign and fearful. “Cantellans?” 
 
    This time the man shook his head. “Narn. It's your Earth,” he replied with an air that said he at least knew that. 
 
    A frown marred the features again at Ardammt's answer. “Narn Cantellans.” The denim eyes rotated to and fro scanning every corner and crevice of the room. Tegan's eyes widened when they lit on a pile of cloth on the floor and Tegan scuffed at it with the toe of a boot. A groan escaped the pile, surprising Tegan into a quick backwards step.  
 
    Tegan glanced at Ardammt, who shrugged and bent down, drawing a corner of the white cloth garment from across the top of the pile to reveal a dark haired man of moderate height crumpled on the floor like something discarded. The alien man reached out to touch the throat of the unconscious man but before he could Tegan’s smaller hand shot out to pull him away, shaking her head in mute warning. “Ardammt.” 
 
     Ardammt cast a last glance at the man on the floor and followed Tegan to the door. It was locked and Tegan smirked at it as if to chastise the door for believing it could maintain a barrier against her.  
 
    Turning back, Tegan snatched a scalpel from a nearby instrument tray and jammed it into the keyhole, working the instrument back and forth until, to the alien man’s delighted surprise, the lock released and the door swung ajar. 
 
    As the two slipped from the room, Ardammt on Tegan heels, Tegan slung a self-satisfied smirk over a shoulder to Ardammt and flipped the scalpel across the room to land neatly next the curly haired man.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    ***** 
 
    “What the hell happened to you?” 
 
    Page stared owl eyed at his best friend Jake Sarasin slouched in a chair flipping a pencil end over end and gawking at Page in open astonishment. “Could you give the bellowing a rest, old man?" he begged. "My skull’s throbbing fit to burst and right now I’d kill man or beast for an aspirin.” 
 
    Page closed his office door as quietly as if he were tiptoeing through a graveyard on Halloween and hobbled over to his desk, sinking gratefully into the plush softness of his desk chair. He gripped his head as if any sudden sound would send it toppling from its dubious moorings on his shoulders and moaned. Quietly. 
 
    Jake grinned devilishly and bellowed, “Headache!” 
 
    Page would have scowled, but that would have hurt like the devil, so instead he settled for a cool look and a wince. “Jake, trust that I mean it when I say this. Shut your piehole!” 
 
    Jake dropped the pencil and grinned harder. “You always were a bear when you had a hangover.” 
 
    “I do not have a hangover,” Page barked indignantly, then wished he hadn’t when the anvil chorus started up again in his skull. “For your FYI, journalist, Worthington popped me with a surgical hammer. Out cold, I was!” 
 
    Jake’s grin died and his mouth flopped open like a landed fish. “What? You’re putting me on, right? That’s your supervisor, isn’t he? Why would he do a crazy thing like that?” 
 
    Page shook his head and instantly wished he hadn’t as he now saw three Jakes and one was quite bad enough most times, thank you very much. “Could be because I took exception to him and Schuyler and Erwin carving up two aliens like the Christmas goose!” 
 
    Jake's eyes widened and his blond eyebrows went up. “Aliens? What kind?” 
 
    Page had found a bottle of aspirin in a desk drawer and gagged down four of the tablets. “The live kind, thanks to me.” A thought occurred to Page. “But I don’t know where they are?” 
 
    “Huh?” Jake laughed. “You don’t know where they are? Where you left them, surely!” 
 
    Page shook his head, pleased to note that the anvil chorus was starting to wind down their concert. “No. When I came to they were both gone.” He sighed worriedly. “I hope they’re alright.” 
 
    Jake shrugged. “Maybe they went back to their spaceship.” 
 
    Page threw Jake a distinctly dirty look. “Be serious! Their escape pod was destroyed on impact in King’s Forest. I’m surprised they got out alive. Then Worthington wanted to dice them up!” Page shuddered. 
 
    Jake stared at Page in amazement. “You’re for real about this, aren’t you? Are they really aliens?” 
 
    Page’s reply was so simple and quick that Jake knew his mate wasn’t putting him on. “Yes.” 
 
    Jake leaned forward eagerly. The journalist in him was itching to get to the rest of the story. “What are they like? Two heads? Six arms? Green skin?” 
 
    Page shook his head and leaned back in his chair with a sigh of relief. The anvil chorus had packed up their instruments and gone home. “No. Nothing like on the tele. They look like us. The guy is tall and slim with very bright blond hair and a strong facial structure. And the girl…” 
 
    Now Jake was definitely paying attention. “Girl? What Girl?” 
 
    “….the girl is a lot shorter, nice round figure. Very pretty.” Page shrugged again. “Like I said, they look like us. But the bone structure, coloring and such have no anthropological cousins here on Earth. They’re not from our world, that’s for sure. Probably not even our part of the galaxy. But they are humanoid.” 
 
    Jake was laughing at Page. “Just tickled, aren’t we, mate?”  
 
    Page looked at Jake questioningly. “Why?” 
 
    “Well, isn’t that what you were always saying? What your dissertation was all about? That alien populations are probably more like us than different from us. The intelligent ones, anyhow.” 
 
    Page did smile then. “Yeah. That is my theory.”  
 
    “Are you going to report that Worthington chap?” Jake asked. 
 
    “Huh? Oh, I guess I should, huh?” Page got up and paused at the door. “Stay here, huh?" Page had started to turned the knob but paused, turning back.  “Hold on. How’d you get in here to begin with? You can’t just waltz in like you own the joint, you know.” 
 
    Jake popped up a shoulder in indifference. “Never stopped me before, mate. Anyhow, I needed your help and fast.” 
 
    Page made a pained face. “What is it this time?” 
 
    Jake Sarasin paused, then grimaced. “I’ve been demoted.” 
 
    Dr. Calder’s dark eyebrows shot up in surprised confusion. “Demoted. What the devil does that mean? War correspondents can’t be demoted, can they?” 
 
    Jake looked back, mildly chagrined “They can if they get on the wrong side of the ruling king in Makai by accusing the king's younger brother of running guns to the nomadic tribes in the Al Balu desert.” 
 
    Page was interested despite himself. “Was he? Running guns, I mean?” 
 
    Jake nodded. “Sure. And the king knew it. Turned a blind eye to it. As a matter of fact, the old buzzard was supplying his brother with a guide and camels/trucks to trek the weapons out to the tribes no matter where they were at any given time. But the king didn’t like the fact that his brother was nothing but a gun runner and war monger pointed out to him by anyone, especially an ignorant American journalist.” 
 
    “Is that what the king called you?” Page asked, his bright brown eyes widening in amazement.  
 
    Jake frowned darkly. “No. What he did call me was damn bloody well worse. Something about my parentage being in doubt and that I am the issue from my mother's questionable relationship with a cross eyed camel.” 
 
    Page let out a whoop of laughter. “Well, it sounds like you finally got your ashes hauled, old man.” Page shook his head, grinning at his friend’s discomfort. “And to think all this time I thought you’d get the ax when it finally got back to your editor about all those women you’ve chased on those assignments of yours. And all the women you caught.” 
 
    Jake grinned, nodding. “Keep talking, pal. You know about woman chasing as much as I do. How many ripe young things have you wined and dined and charmed with all your romantic talk about alien genetics? Hmmm?” 
 
    Page pretended to be offended. “I’ll have you know I have great respect for women.” 
 
    Jake cocked a sardonic blond eyebrow. “No doubt.” 
 
    Ignoring this last sarcastic comment, Page swiftly changed the subject. “So what are you doing now? Collecting unemployment? On the dole?” 
 
    “Bite your tongue, young man. You are looking at the new science writer for the Saturday supplement.” 
 
    “Indeed? To me you look just like that crazy Jake Sarasin, globe trotting, skirt – and other parts - chasing war correspondent.” 
 
    Jake scowled again. “Funny, pal. Real funny. And as much I’d love to be back living from my  bullet riddled knapsack while I chase down this week’s war, I wore out my welcome one time too many and now I’ve been reduced to a hack staff writer for the Saturday science and technology section.” Jake threw his arms out wide. “Ta-da!” 
 
    Page made a sort of sympathetic face. “Bloody bad. Sorry, mate.” 
 
    Jake broke a slight smile for Page’s benefit. “It’s alright, mate. After that fiasco in Africa I knew I was living on borrowed time. It was just a matter of how much time. Not a lot, it turns out.” 
 
    “Well, congrats on the…new position. But you still haven’t told me why you snuck into my office where you definitely don't belong.” 
 
    “A deadline, what else?” At Page’s blank look, Jake went on. “ The supplement is trying to go brainy. My editor wants on his desk by nine a.m. Friday a three column piece on your theory of alien genetics.” 
 
    Page sat up straighter and stared at Jake as if he were insane. “How did your editor know about my work?” he asked in a tone of flabbergasted amazement. 
 
    Jake shrugged noncommittally. “How do I know? I guess the old crow reads those dry old science journals or something. What’s it matter, anyhow? He knew that I knew you. How, I don’t know. And so slapped this assignment on me at the last minute yesterday and expects it to be decorating his blotter in two days or my bum will meet the pavement.” Jake threw his friend an enquiring look. “So what you say, mate? Can you talk about this research of yours?” 
 
    Page blew out a sigh. “I don’t know, man. Professor Styles is pretty picky about what we tell the press. It's true that our facility is public. Everybody in the village and the countryside around knows we’re here, even knows a little about what we do, but Styles is always afraid that if we talk too much about what’s going on some other research group or some other country will steal a march on us. And Styles wants us to be the first ones to prove alien existence.” 
 
    Jake ran a thoughtful hand through thick dark blond hair. “Can we ask this Professor Styles? If he gives the okay will you give me an interview that could very well save my neck – and my bum?” 
 
    Page still looked doubtful, so Jake pulled out his trump card. “If you don’t help me, mate, I'll have to start asking you for loans like I did at university.” 
 
    Page looked horrified, his handsome face contorted into a look of sour disgust. “Alright! “he exclaimed. “You hang out. I’ll go see Professor Styles about an interview and Worthington. Then when I get back we’ll order lunch and get down to the business of me saving your tail. Again. After all, the last thing I want to do is pose as the Bank of England for you. You were a bloody terrible customer! All withdrawals and no deposits!” 
 
    Jake closed the door behind Page. “Well, thanks a lot! You know, you’re not exactly my idea of the perfect teller!”  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    Tegan slid around the corner, Ardammt on her heels. Tegan peered down the hallway and when it looked like there was no one about, Tegan motioned Ardammt to follow. Ardammt stayed in step right behind Tegan, dark denim eyes swiveling to and fro, taking in every essence and nuance of this alien world with its strange smells and odd sounds. He was furious that they had ended up trapped again. But anyplace was better than the ship. The ship where Culli still… No forget it! 
 
    Tegan skittering to a halt brought Ardammt up short and he glanced questioningly at her roving dark denim eyes. He heard the boot steps of many men running – probably looking for them – before Tegan could indicate that she’d heard it too. The sound sent both of them launching towards what were obviously entrances although the openings were covered in a hard brown material with balls of metal set on one long edge. Their hands twisted these spheres, trying each one along the corridor until a barrier swung in and they almost fell into the space beyond. 
 
    Tegan was the first to regain her feet, but Ardammt was right behind Tegan, almost popping up, as they presented their backs to each other and scanned the room with its relaxation recliners, desks, shelves of objects, some vaguely familiar, others totally alien in their form and function. But most interesting of all was the tall, broad shouldered man standing with his back to an open receptacle bearing consumables, a small container in one hand and a pointed instrument in the other as he stared at the two in mute surprise, his mouth hanging open a bit. 
 
    When the door had popped open Jake had swung around and gawked as a guy and a gal fell in, scrambling to their feet, jumping back to back, scanning the room until their dark blue eyes fell hard on him.  
 
    “Hello,” he said, trying to sound friendly, figuring these two were probably Page’s lost aliens. Sure didn’t look like aliens though. Especially that little cutie in some sort of blue trouser suit that did nothing to disguise a bang up figure!  
 
    “Dr. Calder just stepped out for a minute,” he said conversationally, motioning towards the door with the hand that held the butter knife. “If you’d like to wait he’ll... Hey!”  
 
    Like a rocket, Ardammt launched forward, tackling Jake and throwing him to the ground on his back with a bone jarring thud that knocked the wind out of his lungs and the butter and knife out of his hands. The butter tub flew across the room to land upside down on Page’s desk blotter with a slick sounding splat. The knife, on the other hand, landed on the carpet only to quickly be snatched up by the big Nordic looking guy who now pressed it uncomfortably close to Jake’s jugular.  
 
    Jake sucked some much needed air into his lungs. “Look, mate,” he wheezed at the guy straddling his chest and pinioning his arms in what he was sure would have been a reasonable tone if his air wasn’t at present being restricted by some nut with a table knife squeezing against his windpipe, “if you’re planning to slit my throat your going to need something a hell of a lot sharper than a butter knife.” 
 
    The man seemed to understand the gist of Jake’s comment if not the actual grouping of words. Without moving the knife from Jake’s throat, the man thumbed the blade, scowled at his clean thumb and then at Jake, his narrowed eyes of a startlingly intense blue roving across Jake’s features as if the guy was trying to decide how else to get rid him. Then the man’s face cleared and he removed the blade from Jake’s throat, flipped the knife in his long hands and daggered the blade down at Jake, a wicked grin splitting his full lipped face. 
 
    Jake twisted his head away to avoid the blade. “Bloody hell!”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Four 
 
      
 
    "We Must Escape" 
 
      
 
    “I ratted on Worthington and Styles said you could interview me as long as he gets to look at your final draft.  So whatdya want for lunch? Pizza or Curry? Huh? What’s going on?” 
 
    Jake was flat on his back on the floor, the alien man from the exam room straddling his chest and trying to stab him with a butter knife while the alien girl contemplated Page assessingly with eyes as dark as the Caribbean sea at night.  
 
    Page stared down at Jake pinned under the knees of the muscular blond alien man, “Jake, what the hell is going on here?” 
 
    Jake looked up at Page from the floor, an exasperated look on his face. “Can’t you tell? I’m having my throat stabbed with a butter knife. So just sit down and wait your turn, mate. Golden boy here will get to you soon enough, I’m sure.” 
 
    Page frowned lightly. “No one’s going to stab throats today.” Before the alien man could move, Page reached over and snatched the butter knife from his hand, pitching it across the room into the sink beside the mini fridge, which was standing wide open. Walking over to the appliance and pushing it closed with his loafer clad foot, Page grabbed the arms of two rolling office chairs and pulled them over to the desk. Motioning to the chairs, Page sank into his own chair behind the messy desk, sparing a puzzled glance for the upside down butter tub oozing oleo all over the month's reports. “Have a seat, why don’t you?”    
 
    On the floor, Jake lifted an eyebrow enquiringly at the man who was glaring at Page in befuddled surprise. “How’s about it? We could reschedule the mayhem for another day. Just let me know when you’re free.” 
 
    The man stared ferociously at Jake for a moment as if he suspected he was being humored and obviously hated to be humored. Then, with a snort of disgust, launched backwards to his feet and stalked a chair, sinking his length into the cushioned seat with an attitude that said that’s just what he had intended to do all along.  
 
    The girl moved slower, watching Page and Jake. She seemed to be reassessing her opinion of them. As if she were wondering about the validity of preconceived ideas. She slid carefully into the chair, still watching Jake and Page closely like she still wasn’t quite sure about them. 
 
    Jake climbed to his feet easily, not as easily as the alien acrobat there, since he was still seeing a few stars after being slammed on the floor, and sank into the chair at the short end of Page’s desk by the mini fridge and the sink. Rubbing his stiff neck, Jake regarded the two with curiosity and, he thought, a healthy dose of skepticism. “Comfy? Good. Now how about one of you telling us why you tried to give me a dead man’s smile.” 
 
     Jake had to admit that girl was cute when she was confused. She was squinting at him like he was madder than a hatter. She glanced at her companion who shrugged and resumed glaring at Jake. “Okay, the silent treatment it is then," Jake said resignedly. He turned to Page with one of his mocking grins. “Any ideas, Doc?” 
 
    Page straightened his lab coat. He looked as excited as a puppy locked in a dog treat factory, Jake thought in exasperation. Probably was. He’s finally found his aliens. Now he can prove all those theories of his. This should be such fun for him!  
 
    “Let me see,” Page said, focusing on the girl. Good choice! “What’s your name?” 
 
    The girl blinked those gorgeous blue eyes once. It was obvious that was the last question she had expected to hear. A soft but strong voice answered him. “Tegan.” 
 
    Page smiled sweetly. That's how he charmed the girls, damn him! Jake thought. Page concentrated on the man. “And you, sir? What’s your name?” 
 
    Jake was certain the man didn’t understand ‘sir’ but the respect veined in Page’s question seemed to calm down the muscled up guy. He frowned, glanced at Tegan, who had apparently decided the guy could answer his own questions or not, so she ignored him, letting those dark eyes  caress the walls and the windows in intelligent interest.  
 
    Aggravated, the guy scowled at Jake a little harder. But he did answer shortly in strong deep voice laced with the same slight lilting accent as Tegan. “Ardammt.” 
 
    Page smiled as if he’d taught his new aliens an old trick. And maybe he had. Nobody relaxed, but then neither did anybody jump up and make a run for the butter knives. 
 
    Page turned back to Tegan, his eyes shining with barely suppressed excitement. Aliens that spoke a common language! “And are you from Earth?” 
 
    Tegan smirked. Ardammt rolled his dark eyes and stamped his booted feet in frustration. “No,” she replied, that small, all knowing smile dancing across her generous mouth. 
 
    “Then where are you from?” Jake asked. “Venus?” 
 
    Ardammt returned to his previous occupation of scowling darkly at Jake, staring at him as if the journalist was somehow rather lacking in fundamental intelligence. “We are not from any of the fourteen planets in your solar system, Earthman," Ardammt announced in what Jake was sure was a deliberately pompous tone. 
 
    Page’s brown brows furrowed in confusion. “We only have nine planets.” 
 
    Ardammt throw Page a clearly superior look. “Indeed?” 
 
    Jake held up a hand before Page could ask another question. “Wait a minute. We’re getting off the subject here. Where exactly are you two from?” 
 
    Ardammt glanced sorrowfully at Tegan. She glanced back, sucked in her cheeks like that question hurt. Have I hit a sore spot, Jake wondered. Tegan drew a deep breath. “Vanealla.” 
 
    Page was leaning forward eagerly. “And where is Vanealla?” 
 
    Tegan thought for a moment. “You are here,“ she replied, pointing towards the window. “We are five systems away, towards the galactic core.” 
 
    “And how did you get here? How long did it take to get from Vanealla to Earth?” 
 
    Tegan frowned, closing her dark eyes briefly and shaking her head. Ardammt glanced worriedly at her. He almost reached for Tegan before seeming to think better of it and drew his hand back to clench it on his right thigh in an identical fist to the one on his other thigh. 
 
    Page volleyed a look between the two. “Did I say something wrong?” 
 
    Tegan opened her eyes and Jake could have sworn there was shadow of pain in their dark denim depths. But Tegan firmly shook her head. "No. We came here on….another…ship. But we didn’t come directly from Vanealla. We’ve been…” Tegan glanced at Ardammt.  “…traveling for a while before we…landed here.” 
 
    “And you crashed? Is that right?” Page asked. 
 
    Ardammt answered this time. Bit out the short sentence like what lay behind it tasted foul to his palate. “We escaped.” 
 
    “What?”  Jake said, astounded. “Who’d you escape from?” 
 
    Ardammt remained silent, staring mulishly at a spot above Page’s head. Tegan shook her head and whispered something that sounded like "Culli". 
 
    Jake shrugged at Page’s questioning look. “Okay,” Jake said. “Since that’s obviously a touchy subject how about you tell us how you can be from five systems over and still speak English like a native.” 
 
    Tegan cocked her shiny red brown head at Jake. “Some of your regional colloquialisms are difficult to understand, but almost all peoples in or near the central galactic core can speak Universal.” 
 
    Jake nodded mockingly. “Universal, is it? And all this time I thought us lowly Earthlings developed English…oh, excuse me…Universal.” 
 
    Ardammt scowled harder than ever, clearly taking offense at Jake’s attitude. “Tegan, I told you these Earthmen were full of their own self importance. For your education, Earthman, Universal was already developed in the core systems of the known galaxy when your kind were still hunting beasts with stone weapons.” 
 
    “You don’t say.” Jake turned to Page. “It’s not only Earthmen who are full of their own importance, is it, mate?” 
 
    Ardammt stared murder at Jake and started to rise, but a hand on his arm from Tegan was enough to easily reseat him. 
 
    “Where are we?” Tegan asked. 
 
    Page had been absorbing what Tegan and Ardammt had said. Now he leaned forward. “You are in the Center for Research into Evidence of Alien Technology and Existence; CREATE for short.” 
 
    Tegan’s beautiful denim eyes grew wide. “What does that mean?” 
 
    Page shrugged half sheepishly. “A mouthful. What it all means is we’ve been looking for you two.” 
 
    Ardammt looked alarmed. “You have?” 
 
    “Not you personally, of course. Alien life.”  
 
    Ardammt looked even more alarmed. “And do what with this alien life?” 
 
    Page reddened. “I had nothing to do with the planned dissection. That was Worthington and the other doctors.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Jake interrupted. “Are these the ones going to be dissected?" Page nodded miserably and Jake grimaced, horrified. “My God! Is that what goes on around here? I thought you were thinking up dry theories and writing boring papers, not dicing up folks left and right!” 
 
    Page turned a surprisingly cool look on his best friend. “We do not dice up folks left and right. At least I don’t.” Page straightened his shoulders, pulling the cloak of his dignity closer around himself. “I got my cranium cracked for standing up for Tegan and Ardammt. Or did you forget?” 
 
    Jake had the grace to look embarrassed. “Yeah, I did forget, mate. Sorry.” 
 
    Tegan and Ardammt watched this exchange with supreme interest. “You mean there were others who wanted to…and you stopped them?”  
 
    Page shook his head. “Not really. I kicked up a squawk about their intention to harm you both, but Worthington cold cocked me. When I came to later the doctors were gone and so were both of you.” He rubbed his temples ruefully. “If I hadn’t had such a headache I’d have worried more about whether you’d been…you know.” 
 
    Tegan nodded, eyes shining with anger. “Yes. I do know.” She turned to Ardammt. “We have to escape this place before the others realize we’re gone.” 
 
    Ardammt nodded, scowling a grimace. “Yes. But where do we go? We don’t know this strange planet.” 
 
    “Um...I have a cottage not far from here.” Page looked decidedly excited as he mentioned it. “You could stay there until…you make other arrangements.” 
 
    Ardammt turned his scowl on the Earthman, his dark denim eyes scanning Page as if he clearly suspected a trick. “Appears acceptable,” he almost growled. 
 
    Jake laughed. “I believe that is a yes, Page, old man.” 
 
    Page smiled, climbing to his feet. “Great. Why don’t we take the emergency exit? It’s not to far from here and closer to the parking lot. You can hide in the back and no one will see you at the gate.” 
 
    Jake stood up too. “What about the alarm on the emergency door. Won’t it go off?” 
 
    “Sure.” Page shrugged. “But I know how to disarm it.” 
 
    “Do you now?” Jake was impressed. “Let’s get at it, then.” Jake looked back. “Coming?” 
 
    Ardammt slowly climbed to his feet, scowling hideously at Jake all the time. Tegan followed. “Yes,” Ardammt hissed. 
 
    “Good.” Page turned the doorknob and pulled the door open.  
 
    “Well!” crowed Dr. Worthington. He was standing right outside of the door and staring into Page’s office at Tegan and Ardammt. He charged into the room like a bull who’d just sighted his lunch. “What have we here? Dr. Calder, you weren’t planning on a private dissection were you? Maybe with your friend the War Correspondent covering the procedure for his paper. Were you?” 
 
    Page had turned white at these words, retreating back a couple of paces in abject horror. “Good God, no!” he croaked. 
 
    Jake stood his ground at the door. “Move, Doc. We were just leaving.” 
 
    The grin Worthington turned on Jake was like something one would see on a gape eyed skull. “I don’t think so. Not with them, at any rate.” 
 
    “Yes, with them. Now step aside.” 
 
    The grin died. Now Worthington turned a look of deadly calm on Jake. “The aliens stay here.” 
 
    Jake was shaking his head. “Nope. They go. Move!” 
 
    Worthington didn’t answer. Instead he continued to stare at Jake while one hand tapped a tiny button on the watch he wore on his other wrist. Immediately alarm bells began to sound all over the complex.  
 
    Jake reacted. He turned a shoulder, shoving it into Worthington’s midsection, knocking Worthington off balance enough so Jake could sprint through the door. “Run!” 
 
    On Jake’s heels came Page, Tegan and Ardammt trying to scan the corridor behind him as he ran. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Five 
 
      
 
    "Our Thoughts" 
 
      
 
    Tegan tried to climb into the old farm truck that had stopped to give them a ride but she was so weary from escaping and running across the countryside and still weak from the drugging she'd gotten in the early morning that she could barely pull herself in the bed amongst farm implements and field clippings. When Jake and Page each reached out a hand from the truck to help her in Ardammt scowled evilly at the two Earthmen and pulled Tegan up with ease like she was no more than a child’s doll. 
 
     He settled her between his legs on one side of the cab corner of the bed on a pile of sweet smelling green matter. Page and Jake subsided to the other side of the bed and Page leaned around into the cab to tell the elderly man driving the rickety old conveyance where they were headed. 
 
    Tegan tried not too sigh too deeply. It would only alarm Ardammt and Tegan really didn’t feel like dealing with his concern right now. She was so tired and scared and excited that she felt she could sleep for a full standard week. But full relaxation wasn’t possible at the moment. The Cantellans were somewhere out there in space, just beyond the range of this planet’s surveillance systems. Waiting. Waiting for their warped idea of the perfect moment to swoop in and recapture her and Ardammt. Tegan suppressed a shiver. Add to that the possibility of that Dr. Worthington gathering a force to recapture them as he had captured them this morning and her fears were very real beasts to be faced in the dark.  
 
    Tegan glanced at Jake and Page. Jake was busy with a small bound sheaf of papers and a stylus, busily scratching symbols across the pages, tip of tongue caught between lips in his concentration. Page had fallen asleep, his dark curly hair springing back and forth in the evening breeze. A contented smile curved his mouth upwards.  
 
    Tegan didn’t have to glance up at Ardammt to know the head well above her own was scanning the countryside suspiciously, seeing danger in every clump of greenery along this paved moveway.  
 
    A mental shrug from Tegan. Such as it had always been. Ardammt was a suspicious person by nature. He had always been the one who scented danger and advised them to proceed with caution. While Tegan had always been the one that the minute she heard about danger thought only of adventure and blundered right in head first at a full out run. Culli had always been the smart one with all of the plans for ways to get to the adventure. 
 
     Ah, Culli….  
 
    Tegan must have sighed after all because Ardammt looked down at her in concern. “What is it?” 
 
    Why lie? “Culli.” 
 
    Ardammt paused, his grim mouth folding into a grimmer line. “I know. Rest now.” 
 
    Tegan frowned to herself, still thinking of Culli, marooned on the Cantellan mother ship. Possibly dead. Probably worse. But she nodded, knowing rest was important when you could get it and she felt safety in Ardammt’s sphere and with Jake - now pretending not to be watching them – and Page, still asleep, still smiling. Tegan let her heavy eyes drift to rest on her smooth cheeks.  
 
    Ardammt glanced down at Tegan again to find that she was indeed asleep. He relaxed minutely, feeling better after he scowled at that Earthman Jake for staring at he and Tegan’s interchange. That foolish Earthman was too interested in other’s goings on for his own good. What had he called himself? A journalist?  Ardammt shrugged mentally. Whatever the nine moons that was that Jake surely bragged about it much. 
 
     To Ardammt a journalist meant nothing. A scientist? Now that he understood. He had met many scientists; known a few. At that thought, Culli flashed into his mind and Ardammt winced.               Where was Culli now? No, forget that. Ardammt didn’t want to think about where Culli probably was. He was probably still on “Ugh’s” flagship. In the torture halls, to be precise. Or maybe his torture was done. Either way, it didn’t bear thinking of since they soon would be back on the flagship where they had just escaped from early that morning. 
 
    With those Earthmen. Oh, those Earthmen would never be able to survive the torture halls. He’d barely survived himself the last time. The creatures of nightmares had been tormenting the known galaxy for the seven thousand generations that Vaneallan history had been recorded. Stars alive, would the universe never be free of the Cantellans!  
 
    Ardammt sighed lightly so as not to wake Tegan, but he could have sighed from the very depths of his soul, so weary in body and spirit was he. He wished he could return to Vanealla and work in the spaceport tinkering on ships and ground transports and loaders rather than racketing around the far corners of the known galaxy. But Tegan had needed him then and now they could never return to Vanealla. Never return because… Ardammt blinked in the sunlight, his mind skittering away from that thought, too. Galaxies, but he was tired. As the old truck rattled over country roads, Ardammt’s dark eyes drifted to sleep. 
 
    Jake's lips twitched when Ardammt scowled darkly at him again before he drifted off. That big Vaneallan really didn't like him one bit. Oh, well that little Tegan liked him well enough, he knew. 
 
    But what to make of these two? Jake believed they were aliens from space. He'd seen two much weird and wild crap in his years as a war correspondent not to accept that anything could happen and often did. But these two definitely had secrets to keep. 
 
    And what about these Cantellans Tegan and Ardammt spoke of with such knee knocking dread? What were those things? Were they like Nazis? Like terrorists? Or were they some creature from outer space thing with a dozen tentacles and three rows of razor sharp teeth? Acid for blood? Or one big eye like a Cyclops? Jake shook his head. Probably they wouldn't be finding out. These Cantellans probably wouldn’t loose track of their prey and just beat it back for points yonder with their tails between there legs. That’s considering they had tails. Or legs. 
 
    It wasn't long before the jostling of the old truck lulled Jake into a droozy state. As his eyes drifted closed Jake stared idly at the odd metal cuff around Ardammt's right ankle. Funny sorta clasp on the thing. 
 
    Page awoke with an alarmed start and looked around. Jake was dozing with his head back and his mouth open. Ardammt dozed, his slightly pointed chin resting on top of Tegan's dark head. Tegan also slept, turned sideways between Ardammt's legs, her cheek leaning against Ardammt's chest.               Page was so excited he could barely contain himself. Aliens at last. And they were just as his thesis had stated. Almost more human than humans. Good, Page thought happily. I wasn't dreaming again. I really have found some beings from another planet. And they're human! 
 
    Page couldn't believe his luck. It was like winning the lottery. Aliens! The lads back at the university would be bowing and scraping in object apology if they knew that his thesis, hell, his whole dissertation that alien life was more similar than dissimilar to human life on Earth was damn spanking true!  
 
    Page liked Ardammt. Of course, Page was the kind who liked most people, except maybe Doctors Schuyler, Erwin, and Worthington. But, really, how could you like somebody who tried to kill you? Anyhow, Page did like Ardammt. Indeed, the blond man seemed an angry chap, but it sounded like he was lugging around some heavy duty emotional baggage. 
 
    Tegan. Now Page really liked her. She was so interesting. She was obviously young like Ardammt. Early twenties, at best. And so pretty with her long red brown hair, dark blue eyes, and creamy curves. But more than that she had strength of character and a quick mind that Page found fascinating to the point of arousal.  
 
    Here was a woman who didn't play games or simper and preen. She knew what she wanted, what needed to be done and did it. Which for Page was almost as alluring as that magnificent bust he'd caught a glimpse of earlier. Now that had been something to see!  High and straight and firm and pink with soft tender nipples hardening in the air conditioning. Smiling happily to himself Page dozed off  again, dreaming of a certain red - brown haired alien girl with a lots of courage and gorgeous nipples. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
    The truck rattled to a rumbling stop at the rusty front gate of Page's grandma's little farmhouse. The small square house of gray random stones looked out on the dusty road through twin multi paned windows. A short path of weed choked flagstones marched up to a narrow door of faded red. 
 
    Page proceeded the others over the cracked stones and turned the key in the rusty lock He elbowed open the warped door. "Come on in and have a seat, It's been a long day." 
 
    Jake rolled his eyes as he followed Page, Ardammt and Tegan into the tiny lounge. "You always were a master of understatement, mate." Jake sank gratefully into a dusty red armchair that tilted with drunken crookedness. "I never imagined when I visited you today that I'd end up running for my life with a couple of aliens in tow." 
 
    Ardammt had lowered his long frame onto the lumpy green chintz sofa next to Tegan, but at Jake's words he started to rise with one of those deep dark scowls of his. Tiredly, Jake waved him back down. "Settle, will ya, mate? I didn't mean nothing by that crack." 
 
    Ardammt subsided with another scowl for good measure. 
 
    Page was disappearing into the small kitchen. "Anybody hungry? I think there's some pizzas in the freezer!" 
 
    Ardammt threw the kitchen doorway a confused look. Pizza? 
 
    "So," Jake ventured. "You said you two have been traveling. Where is there in outer space to travel to? Are there strange new worlds, new civilizations to discover?" 
 
    Ardammt scowled at Jake, but Tegan, her head resting on the back of the sofa and her eyes closed, answered. "There are endless worlds. The civilizations and cultures are so many there is no way to count them all. Human, humanoid, non-human. So many." She seemed to sigh the last two words. 
 
    "And these cultures know about our little Earth?" 
 
    Ardammt snorted. "Of course. Earth is the humor of the known galaxy. Young wealthy fools from Far Atyns with more time than brains make trips in bizarre ships and dress in strange costumes to try to frighten ignorant humans." 
 
    "Hey," Page said, having wandered back into the lounge. "That's rad. So those little gray men everyone always talks about don't exist? It's just a joke?" Ardammt nodded. "Awesome. Oh, I got the pizzas in the oven. Ever had frozen pizza?" 
 
    Ardammt shook his head. "Agro-grain?" 
 
    "How's that song?" Jake asked. 
 
    "Agro-grain. It is the major crop of our home system. Our sister planet Rulgarea is totally devoted to the growing of the Agro-grain. There are plantings and harvests the entire standard year." 
 
    Jake seemed impressed. "Is that so? And you export this grain?" 
 
    "Yes. The near systems are all well fed because of our grain. Agro-grain has a high content of  healthful substances." 
 
    Page was impressed too. "Really? So you don't have famine?" 
 
    "Famine?" Ardammt turned the word over in his brain for a moment, then shook his head. "No. All of the near systems are well fed." 
 
    "How come we don't get any of this Agro-grain?" Jake asked. 
 
    Ardammt sneered. "Earth is on the far arm of the Fortaran Galactic core." 
 
    "So there," Jake said. He threw a glance at Page. "Golden boy sure put me in my place, didn't he, mate? By the way, it looks like your girlfriend is asleep." 
 
    Ardammt glanced down at Tegan, her eyes still closed and her cheek nestled against his shoulder. Ardammt gave Tegan a tender look, taking her sleep slacked hand in both of his much larger hands and holding it in his lap. When he looked up he found Page and Jake both staring at him.  
 
    Ardammt scowled at them both, which was a feat since Page was still hovering in the kitchen doorway keeping one eye on the ancient - and frequently unreliable - oven. 
 
    Jake laughed quietly. "Is she your girlfriend?" 
 
    Ardammt scowled like he suspected a trick, but eventually answered Jake. "No. She is my life sister." At Jake's dumb look, Ardammt snorted. "Finally something you don't understand, Earthman?  Then I shall explain. There were five of us, including myself and Tegan. All of our parents were killed in an accident when were all young children. We were all reared together. Hence we are alike to siblings birthed from the same parents. Tegan had a life mate, but he is... gone. I am her... friend, I believe you term it, and whatever else she needs." 
 
    Page had returned from removing the pizza's from the oven. "That's fascinating!" He turned to Jake, who was mulling over that 'whatever else she needs' remark. What else would she need? "See, mate. I told you alien societies were just as complex as ours." 
 
    "That you did," Jake agreed with a deadpan face. “So you folks come from the core systems?” Ardammt nodded. “How’d get all the way out to little old Earth? What about the speed of light and all that important stuff?” 
 
    Ardammt sneered. “Interplanetary space travel was perfected in the core systems endless generations ago.” 
 
    "So was pomposity  it seems," Jack quipped. 
 
    Ardammt pinned Jake with a murderous scowl and Jake was certain that if Tegan hadn't been asleep on hid shoulder Golden Boy would have been pounding Jake's face in about now. Fortunately, all the big lug could do was scowl blackly. Which was enough, thank you very much. 
 
    Jake was saved from a severe scowling by Page poking his curly head around the door of the lounge. "Pizza's ready!" 
 
    Ardammt looked down at Tegan. She was awake and looking up at him, her dark blue eyes shadowed. "What is it?" he asked her quietly.  
 
    "Culli." 
 
     He squeezed the hand he still held. "I know." He stood up, drawing Tegan to her feet. "Come. The Earthman has prepared meals. Do you need to eat?" 
 
    "Probably." Tegan tiredly followed Ardammt behind Jake into the small kitchen. Page was setting two enormous round platters on the scarred table. "Pizza, everybody!" 
 
    Ardammt stared suspiciously at the meal. "What is it?"  
 
    Page squinted his eyes in thought. "The crust is ground wheat grain mixed with salt and water and a leavening agent. The red stuff is a smashed and cooked vegetable called tomato sauce. There are other sliced and diced veggies such as mushrooms, green peppers and onions. And the white gooey stuff is mozzarella cheese. Cheese is really cultured cow's milk." 
 
    Ardammt stared down at the nearest pizza as if he expected the cheese to reach up and grab him around the throat. Tegan glanced quickly at Page as if she suspected he were lying about the tomatoes being vegetables. 
 
    Jake groaned. "For pity sake, people. Eat up!" Jake reached for a huge slice of the nearest pie and stuffed it in his mouth, pulling the strings of mozzarella from the main pie with his fingers and tucking them in his mouth as he chewed happily. He smacked his tomato sauce laced lips. "Damn good stuff!" 
 
    Tegan couldn't help it. She laughed at the picture Jake made with pizza sticking out of his mouth and rivulets of tomato sauce running down his chin. She reached for a smaller slice and took a healthy bite. Chewing, Tegan nodded and motioned for Ardammt to help himself. 
 
    Ardammt eyed Tegan like she'd completely lost her mind, but he grabbed a large slice and yanked off a big bite with strong teeth. A few chews and his dark eyes widened in surprise. Swallowing fast, Ardammt shoved huge bite in his mouth. 
 
    Jake laughed outright. "See, Golden boy, we Earthmen are pretty civilized, after all. Pizza proves we didn't miss our stop on the evolutionary train." 
 
    Ardammt ignored Jake and instead reached for a slice of pizza for each hand. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    Jake watched as Ardammt ushered Tegan into the bedroom Page had indicated. "Your aliens are smash up, mate." 
 
    Page sank into the sofa gratefully. "What's that supposed to mean?" 
 
    "Look at them. In the same bedroom together." 
 
    Page quirked a wicked grin at Jake. "Should I fetch your smelling salts? You've been in too many bedrooms over the years to play the prudish maiden aunt now, mate." 
 
    "So have you," Jake countered with a grin. 
 
    Page pinked a bit. "Yeah, but I'm not the one sticking my nose in their bedroom door, am I?" 
 
    "Nope. But what I'm wondering is how they're going to get back into outer space. According to Golden Boy, Earth isn't exactly Paddington Station for UFOs." 
 
    Page sighed and shook his head. "I don't know. I've been working on that myself. I'm crazy that I met them, but they can't stay out here forever." 
 
    Jake was silent for a few minutes. "You know," he said finally, "I thought you were nuts." 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "Right. I didn't believe there was human life in outer space. Certainly nothing like that little cutie Tegan. But, damn, if you weren't right on it." He glanced at the closed bedroom door. "Right on it." 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    It was dark in the small bedroom. Ardammt sat down on the edge of the bed and removed his boots and stockings. Tegan removed her boots and stockings as well as her tunic and stretched out next to him. She sighed. 
 
    Ardammt looked down at Tegan. "Are you weary?" 
 
    "Yes. We've escaped the Cantellans. Again. Now we also have to escape Earth." 
 
    "You always wanted to come here." 
 
    Tegan smiled. "Yes. But I didn't want to be marooned here." 
 
    "We will escape this planet too." 
 
    Tegan laughed. "So confident." She threw him an assessing look. " I know you don't like the Earthman." 
 
    "I don't. Why should I? Because they appeal to you? You were always fascinated with Earth. You loved Vanealla, but yet you couldn't wait to leave." 
 
    "Yet when I did have to leave I didn't want to go at all. And now we cannot go back." 
 
    Ardammt heard the regret in Tegan's voice. "I know. But traipsing across the galaxy gets wearying after a while." 
 
    Tegan nodded. She knew Ardammt had only left Vanealla because he believed he needed to look after her. It'd be a waste of speech to tell him that she would have been fine; he'd never believe her. "Lie down." 
 
    Ardammt looked Tegan speculatively. He knew what she was demanding and he was more than willing to give her what she wanted. He always had been every time she asked. But... "I'm not Culli, Tegan." 
 
    Tegan smiled at him in the dark, nodding. "I know who you are, Ardammt. I always have. The darkness doesn't hide that from me. It never has." 
 
    "Indeed?" 
 
    Again, Tegan nodded. "Lie down." 
 
    Ardammt lay down next to Tegan, his hand moving to curve gently over her full breast. "I am yours to command." 
 
    Ardammt could almost hear Tegan's smirk. "I know this." She moved his hand away and shed the chemise and wiggled out of her trousers. 
 
     Ardammt watched her, his heart starting to beat hard as he realized Tegan really wanted him this night. It had been a while. Since they'd left Vanealla fours years earlier. And even before that, as Tegan had claimed Culli as lifemate a month before they'd had to leave. Now Culli was missing, perhaps dead, and Tegan needed him. 
 
    He stood up abruptly and quickly shed his clothing before returning to Tegan. Her body was smooth and supple as he ran his hands over breast and stomach and thigh. Tegan moaned in her throat. She gripped the roaming hand. "You are mine to command, remember. So on your back, Vaneallan." 
 
    Ardammt's eyes glimmered up at Tegan. "Your command, " he whispered. Tegan smirked at him. She threw a leg over his hips and straddled him. The feeling of his arousal enticed Tegan and she parted her thighs, sliding her hips down onto Ardammt's long smooth penis until his shaft filled her to the hilt. She smiled and sighed in contentment.  
 
    Ardammt groaned as Tegan started to move upon his penis, her woman around his stiff shaft tight and warm and so inviting. Her breath was already coming in shallow pants. Up and down she moved, Ardammt meeting her movement for movement, his own ecstasy mounting with Tegan's until they both broke at the same moment with quiet gasps of fulfillment.  
 
    Tegan smiled down at Ardammt. "Thank you." 
 
    Ardammt mock scowled at her. "Do you believe you are done, my very one? No. Now I am in command." With Tegan still straddling him, still impaled upon his stiff penis, Ardammt flipped them both over and drove into Tegan like a frenzied thing, occasionally leaning down to drop a harried kiss upon her parted lips, moist and swollen with passion. 
 
    Tegan laid back and sighed with contentment, delighting in the feel of Ardammt's penis driving that sweet agony into her woman until she blew apart like an exploding star, particles of her falling everywhere as Ardammt drove against her once more with a satisfied grunt as his seeding surged deep into her depths.  
 
    Still impaled by Ardammt's long shaft, they both fell down into the dark mists of sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Six 
 
    "The Bracelet" 
 
      
 
    "Hey! I'm making omelets for breakfast. What do you want in yours?" 
 
    The two VaneallansS paused in the kitchen doorway, a reddish brown and a white blond head swiveling towards Page presiding over a mound of various veggies on a cutting board at the counter. Puzzled looks were in both sets of those dark denim eyes.  
 
    "What are your words?" Tegan asked. 
 
    Page grinned at Tegan. He felt happy to get away from the Center, even though he was probably definitely fired. But it didn't matter a bit. He had his proof that life existed elsewhere in the galaxy. He had proved it to his buddy. And that Tegan was one good-looking girl. Yep, he was happy. "Breakfast?" 
 
    Tegan shook her head, reddish hair floating to and fro like precious silk. "No. The other word. Omelets?" She rolled her tongue over the word as if trying it on for size. 
 
    Nodded. "Yep. Omelets. Hens - that's a bird - eggs scrambled and cooked with vegetables or whatever folds inside of the eggs." He shrugged. "It sounds weird I know. But it's dang good, let me tell you." 
 
     Tegan glanced at Ardammt who, with that perpetual scowl in place, shrugged noncommittally and dropped into a chair to stare suspiciously at the colorful carton of orange juice perched on the table amongst four plastic cups. 
 
    Tegan frowned at the top of Ardammt's head before turning a look back to Page. "Proceed," she permissioned him. She settled in a chair across from Ardammt, picked up the morning paper and began to scan the front page with intent concentration. 
 
    Page watched Tegan as he chopped onions and tomatoes and julienned a green pepper. "Do you have newspapers on Vanealla?" 
 
    Tegan glanced up immediately. "No. But we do receive...news. There is a events service on Meri Callatra that can be accessed from hundreds of thousands of terminals on many worlds. It will give you all manner of... news and such. It's like your newspaper, but also totally different." 
 
    "Sounds a lot like news feeds." Page nodded. "I guess outer space isn't as different as we thought." 
 
    Tegan seemed to contemplate this as she handed off some of the newspaper to Ardammt. "Yes. There is one main language. You call it English. There are secondary languages, many cultures and ways across the galaxy. We've learned to live in harmony. Except a few." 
 
     "Like these Cantellans?" Page asked. 
 
    Tegan flinched and Ardammt shot Page a scowl. "Yes." She glanced at Ardammt and they exchanged a strange intent look. "As well as a few others." 
 
    Page shrugged. He dropped the chopped veggies in a sizzling frying pan to sauté and turned to the eggs. Out of the corner of his eyes Page saw the two arguing quietly in that lyric language. 
 
    "Here we go." Page plopped a plate in front of each of them and scooped his own from the counter. He plumped himself in a chair between the two aliens and dug into his omelet with obvious relish. He may not be a big guy, but he ate like a footballer. 
 
    Ardammt's eyes were trained on Tegan. She had picked up the fork and was poking at the omelet as if she wasn't convinced it was dead, let alone edible. After a few more pokes, Tegan took a tiny tentative bite of the egg and veggie mixture and threw open a surprised face, forking another larger bite between generous lips. 
 
    Ardammt turned his attention to his own omelet, scowled darkly at the innocent eggs before picking up his fork and shoveling a bit in his mouth as if he had to do it quick or he wouldn't do it at all. The taste and texture was different than Ardammt was accustomed to, but not as bad as it looked. The additions of the oil and the low crops rendered the concoction almost tasty. 
 
    Ardammt shoveled in another forkful and looked around thoughtfully as he chewed. 
 
    "Hey! Where's mine, man?" Jake demanded good naturedly as he trundled into the kitchen, his dark blond hair still sticking up in back.  
 
    Page shrugged dismissively. "Your mum taught you how to do a fry up, didn't she? Make your own." 
 
    Jake said something rude under his breath and gave Page's chair leg a friendly bonk with his foot. "Didn't you used to cook for Harrison?" 
 
    "He's was my baby brother," Page defended good naturedly, "not my bone lazy best mate. Pick up a spatula or starve, man." 
 
    Jake cocked an eyebrow at Page. "Thanks for the sour persimmons, cousin. You'll cook for the aliens but not for your life long pal, huh?" 
 
    Page smiled. "That's about it. Besides, Tegan and Ardammt are company. You're just a wise ass who's too lazy to cook. So cook!" 
 
    "Eh, you're pretty mouthy for such a young pup, aren't you?" 
 
    Page made a 'yeah right' face. "Two years younger than a loudmouth journalist hardly makes me a pup. Get over it and make yourself some eggs." 
 
    Jake clicked his heels together and threw up a mock solute. "Aye, aye, mon captain!" 
 
    Page was shaking his head and rolling his eyes when Jake turned to the counter and fired up the frying pan Page had used earlier. 
 
    Tegan glanced from one to the other and dropped her eyes back to the newspaper. But she wasn't really seeing it. The obvious friendship between the two Earthmen shot a sharp ache through her heart. She used to be like that. Her, Culli, Ardammt, and... Her mind scurried away vermin like from the other two. The memories contained there were much too painful to feel. 
 
    Abruptly, Tegan dropped the newspaper and stood up, moving to the back door. 
 
    Ardammt looked up, his perpetual scowl shifting to one of perpetual worry. "What is it?" 
 
    When it appeared Ardammt was planning to rise and follow her, Tegan waved him off. "Be still. I just want to look about." 
 
    His scowl returned. Clearly he didn't believe her. But Ardammt stayed in his chair even though his eyes followed Tegan through the window all the way out the door and across the dirt packed yard to the large building a dozen yards away. One darker scowl and Ardammt reluctantly returned to studying the comic section of the newspaper. 
 
    Jake and Page watched all this with curious eyes. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
     
 
    When the back door opened a half an hour later and Tegan came back in, Jake noticed again the weird ring of metal around Ardammt's right ankle. Jake looked up at Ardammt, who was scowling at him with hot fire in his dark eyes. What's the matter with this guy? "What's that on your ankle?" 
 
    Ardammt jerked as if he'd been electrocuted. He dropped the newspaper over his half eaten meal. The moment the words were out of the Earthman's loud mouth Ardammt could physically feel Tegan's startled eyes jump to his leg. He slowly looked up at the doorway to find Tegan staring at him as if she wanted to beat him to death where he sat. His blood froze. He knew why she was looking at him like that. The words spurted out of him like fresh blood. "Tegan, I..." 
 
    Tegan closed her eyes. No! she cried to her mind. Why didn't I realize this last night when he was sending us both into orbit with long strokes of his powerful thruster? Did he forgot or did he deliberately not tell her that the cuff was still clamped to his leg? She opened her eyes at Ardammt and learned from the half guilty and half challenging look on his face that it was true. 
 
    Tegan approached, nodding, still staring at Ardammt, who almost wiggled in discomfort. "Tegan. I... No!" 
 
    Without a word, Tegan reached down grabbed Ardammt's ankle, dragging him off the chair so he was sprawled half on his back in the kitchen doorway with one leg in the air. Clamped to his ankle, half hidden under his ankle height boot, was the Cantellan homing ring - The Death Ring - as it was called by any who had the misfortune to be fitted with one. 
 
     It was a gleaming twist bracelet in some jet colored metal. It was about an inch in width, it's clasp of polished silver decorated with a grotesque design of what appeared to be human leg bones and some strange motif, a small keyhole was centered in the clasp and this was what Tegan stared at as her mouth turned down in a frown of disgust and dismay.  
 
    And raw, bald fear pounding through her like a fever. 
 
    Over his leg, Tegan glared at Ardammt, still sprawled in the doorway, shaking, leg slowly turning numb in Tegan's furious grip. "I tried to get it loose!" he insisted. 
 
    Tegan seemed in some kind of trance. She stared down at Ardammt like she'd never clapped denim eyes on him before that moment. It was then that they all saw it in her eyes. She was almost stark raving mad with fear. "I'm sorry," Ardammt babbled feebly. "I didn't get a chance to get it loose." 
 
    "You didn't get a chance?" she repeated slowly, incredulously. A mirthless laugh escaped her panting mouth. "I handed the key back to you," Tegan replied calmly. Too calmly. Ardammt wanted to jump and run, but Tegan had him on his back on the floor with his ankle in her fist so there was nowhere to hide now. "I handed you the key. You were to unlock the manacle and hand the key to Culli. Why didn't you? All you had to do is unlock it and hand it back. That's all. Why couldn't you do that?!" 
 
    "I'm sorry, Tegan," was all he said. 
 
    "But you didn't take off your manacle?" 
 
    "It was stuck! I couldn't get the star blasted thing off!" His eyes wavering from Tegan's intent stare, Ardammt admitted. " And I dropped the key!" 
 
    By now, Tegan was almost beside herself with fear soaked rage. She yanked his ankle up further. "What? Dropped it? How? Tell me how you dropped the key, Ardammt! Tell me!" 
 
    Ardammt stared at Tegan over his leg, trying to pull himself from Tegan's maniacal grip. "I dropped it. We were running for the ship bay. I tried to unlock it, then I jumbled the key and it rolled into one of those gratings in the floor. I dropped the starifying key in the grate!" 
 
    "So instead of telling me this then you just kept it to yourself." She was started to tremble, he lips pulled back from her teeth in the horrible sneer of an animal who knows it's about to be cornered by its most feared predator. Tegan stared down at Ardammt, murder and terror in equal measure in her eyes. "You know what will happen now. Don't you?" 
 
    Ardammt shook in Tegan's tightening grasp. His own building terror making his head swim. "Yes!"  
 
    "Of course you do. We will die." Tegan gritted her teeth at Ardammt, still gripping his ankle. With her free hand Tegan grabbed the dicing knife off the cutting board on the counter and swung it towards Ardammt. 
 
    Ardammt's eyes flew wide in terror. Jake and Page moved to intercept Tegan. "Now just wait!" Ardammt bellowed. 
 
    Tegan shoved the blade under the manacle. With a wrench the restraint broke off. Tegan dropped Ardammt's foot and flipped the manacle onto the cutting board next to a half diced onion. She rammed the blade through the heart of the latch. Red sparks spewed up, bathing Tegan's crazed face in a devilish light. The device sputtered a couple times before going deathly silent. Tegan whipped around, her chest rose and fell with rapid breaths while her dark eyes had taken on a wild look of that animal almost at the end of its endurance. "We have to go." 
 
    Ardammt climbed to his feet, but he had to lean against the door frame until his leg woke up. 
 
    Page looked puzzled. "Where to?" 
 
    "Anywhere. We just have to go. Now!" 
 
    Jake and Page had been sitting at the table watching this scene play out with mouths open. "Why? What the hell are you two talking about?" Jake insisted, but a furtive glance at the impaled bracelet make him feel he knew. 
 
    Tegan swung a staring gaze at Jake. He shot an eyebrow at Tegan. She looked almost crazed. "Ardammt couldn't get the manacle off but instead of telling me, he stayed silent." 
 
    "And the big deal is?" 
 
    Tegan didn't look at Jake. "The manacle is a homing device. From the Cantellans." 
 
    Page's eyes bulged. "You mean these Cantellans know where we are."  
 
    A sharp nod. Tegan swung towards the back door.  
 
    Jake sighed. "When?" 
 
    Tegan glanced out the kitchen window. The black scaly ship she saw descending in a landing pattern made her heart start to pump into her throat until she felt like she was going to pass out. She wanted to run. But it was a waste. The Cantellan's would smell them out anywhere. She looked at the Earthmen, fear prominent in her denim eyes. "They know exactly where we are. They are landing." 
 
    Page groaned. Jake sighed. "Bloody hell!" 
 
    "What's going to happen?" Page asked. 
 
    Tegan gave him a look as if he were somehow mentally deficient. "You will die. We'll all die." 
 
    "They have a ship?" Jake asked. "They'll probably take us all prisoner of war." 
 
    Tegan and Ardammt both shuddered. "Prisoners of death, more like," Tegan told him. "You'd be better off dying right here than being transported to the mother ship. " 
 
    Jake snorted. "Is that right, honey? Well, let me tell you something. I'm not dying on my own planet either. Not at the hands of some space bully. I'll fight." 
 
    "You'll lose." 
 
     Jake's expression was implacable, his mouth a tight line. "I'll still fight." 
 
    Page nodded. "Jake's right. Our world has a history of fighting for what is ours and our lives are ours. So we'll fight." Page looked around critically. "But not here. We need to get out in a more open area so we have room to move." 
 
    "You want to fight the Cantellans?" Tegan was truly shocked. No one fought the Cantellans. Except her, although a lot good it had done. "You don't know what they can do to you." 
 
    Jake grinned. "And they don't know what I can do to them. So we're even. Now let's go!"  
 
    " Let's get to that other building." Tegan started out the back door at a run towards the barn.  
 
    "The barn? Good idea. Plenty of weapons in there." 
 
    "What do we do out there?" Jake asked as he followed Page and Ardammt. 
 
    Ardammt's answer was short but held all the info Jake needed. "Looks like we fight or die." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Seven 
 
      
 
    "The Fight" 
 
      
 
    They decided the barn would be a better base from which to fight for their lives. There was more room to maneuver and weapons were abundant in the form of hoes, pitchforks, rakes and other farming implements. As they raced for the relative safety of the barn, the Cantellan assault cruiser – much smaller than the mother craft, but still so large it was a solar eclipse – descended in the yard and field like a dropped rock. 
 
    Through an opening in the warped and worn boards of the hayloft, Page peered down on the graveled clearing at the huge dull black ship that had squatted there. "Jake!" he whispered, "that's the ship that buzzed us last weekend."  
 
    Jake was peering through another chink in the boards. "Sure as hell is!" 
 
    As the two Earthmen watched, a low ramp of slick black metal shoved its foot out from the side of the ship. A wide hatch above the ramp rolled up in clanking spurts to reveal the occupants, two abreast, moving rapidly down the ramp. 
 
    Page gasped and Jake's mouth sagged open. "What the bloody hell!" 
 
    Tegan and Ardammt perched down on bales of straw and frowned towards each other. They didn't need to see to know what Jake and Page were seeing.  
 
    Jake and Page watched in bold shock as giant slugs undulating on glittering slim trails oozed quickly down the ramp two at a time. 
 
    The slugs ranged between five and a half to six feet tall and ran the gamut of shades of slick skin between mud brown to deep glossy black. Long eyestalks sporting staring black irises eyes rotated independently, dipping and twisting to survey everywhere and everything. Short stubby fingered hands that looked like they were borrowed from a T rex fronted a round gelatinous body. A strange ridged line subdivided the body vertically. A small lipless mouth full of tiny razor sharp teeth chomped. 
 
    Page shuddered violently. "That's a Cantellan?" He glanced at Tegan, staring straight at Ardammt, her full lips bloodless. Ardammt looked back, grim, a pulse pounding a tattoo in his neck. These two were scared to death. 
 
    Page peeped out the chink again. "How dangerous could a bunch of slugs be?" 
 
    Jake shrugged. "Lots, by the look of those two," he said, nodding his head back at Tegan and Ardammt. 
 
    Page frowned out the chink. "Then we'll fight." 
 
    Jake nodded, reaching for a nearby weapon laying across a bale of hay. "Damn straight." 
 
    Page's face was hard and determined when he turned from the wall. "The slugs are coming this way. Let's get ready." Jake grabbed a rusty tined pitch fork, shoving it at Page. They turned to watch down at the main barn doors. 
 
    "You will be captured," Ardammt mumbled sullenly. 
 
    Jake didn't even spare the big Vaneallan a glance. "I've been captured by everybody and their goat on Earth, but I've never went down without them knowing they'd been in one hell of a scrap. A mess of slugs on steroids ain't no different." 
 
    Not looking at Ardammt, Jake missed the look of almost admiration that opened in the Vaneallan's face. He also missed the look of total admiration that flew over Tegan's face. 
 
    The barn door rattled. Jake and Page hefted their weapons. "Here they come!" Jake said. 
 
    The barn doors had been padlocked from the inside but the doors groaned as their hinges snapped and were slammed down and slid over by the sheer bulk of several giant slugs. 
 
    A dark dog poo brown slug, taller and bulkier than its fellows, slithered into the center of the barn floor, eyestalks swiveled this way and that. "Va-ne-lan." Its voice reminded Jake of a rumble of far off thunder. "Out iv hide. We sense we this place. We will have we."  
 
    Jake could hear Tegan swallow. 
 
    Page took careful aim and sent his pitchfork flying from the hayloft. 
 
    "EEEEE!" The squeal from Cantellan was skin crawling, but also satisfying. 
 
    "Take that!" Page crowed. 
 
    Jake was impressed. "Good shot!" 
 
    "Van-ne-lan!"  
 
    The new voice was not as deep but was very angry. "Descent from we perch!" 
 
    "Go play on a salt lick, you overgrown garden creeper!" Jake barked. 
 
    Jake wouldn't have thought one of those things could snarl, but snarl it did. So loud and long that the silence that followed was deafening. 
 
    Jake was reluctant to peep over the edge in case of one of those ghastly eyestalks was staring up at him. "Wonder what they're up to down there." 
 
    They soon knew. The loft began to vibrate as if in the grips of a violent earthquake. They all hit the wood floor as the loft started to tilt forward. "Damn things are toppling the supports!" Jake yelled. 
 
    The Cantellans relied on their slim trails to move their massive bulks against the wood support beams. Four of them shoved against the two beams that were cracking in two. 
 
    The floor started to flip down like a loose trap door. "Here we go!" Jake called to his companions. "Get ready to scatter!" 
 
    The floor collapsed, the beams cracking and Cantellans yelling their death cries. 
 
    Ardammt was ready, his slim but powerful frame poised. When the floor fell, he already had Tegan's hand and together they sprang over the heads of the Cantellans to land behind their would be kidnappers. Ardammt reached for another pitchfork against the wall and swung it towards the advancing enemy.  
 
    In the face of another sharp weapon the Cantellans slithered to a stop. "Return to your ship!" Ardammt bellowed. "We will not be your captives again." 
 
    The eyestalks of the advancing creatures gyrated crazily. Jake, brandishing a rusty scythe, could have swore the Cantellans were laughing at poor old Ardammt. 
 
    Ardammt realized it too. With a scream of fury, Ardammt lunged at the nearest giggling Cantellan and drove the pitchfork into the creature's fleshy skull. The Cantellan let out a paint peeling squeal before collapsing in it's own slime trail.  
 
    The remaining two Cantellans twisted their eyestalks warily at the pitchfork but didn't stop. 
 
    Jake stepped around himself, backing into the yard to give himself room to maneuver. "Okay, boys, if that's the way you want it. Let me show you how we bale hay!" And Jake swung the pitchfork up, catching one of his pursuers in the chest with all tines. 
 
    "EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!" The Cantellan bellowed, plucking it's tiny hands at the pitchfork as putrid puss green blood spewed and spit from the wounds. 
 
    Jake grinned. "Did that hurt?" He grabbed for the pitchfork as the Cantellan fell in it's own trail, oozing blood pooling over oozing slime, and swung toward the other Cantellan pursing him.  
 
    The creature screamed and tried to pivot away, but Jake was too fast. The pitchfork dove into the back of the creature's small skull. The eyestalks froze in bizarre angles as if the Cantellan was truly shocked that it had just had it's head skewered. Then the massive body shuddered and toppled on its side where it lay twisting like frog legs on a hot skillet. "Take that!" Jake bellowed. He yanked the pitchfork from the creature's skull and swung around to see who needed help. 
 
    Across the gravel yard Ardammt and Tegan stood back to back, the light of ancient battle in their dark eyes. Tegan had found a flat bladed implement against the barn and now welded it at the advancing Cantellans. One, who seemed determined to capture Tegan himself, had already lost a hand and two chunks out of his face from the weapon. Now Tegan held the beast at bay. "Back, you demon. You won't have us back on you torture ship!" 
 
    The Cantellan hissed at her. 
 
    Ardammt kept half a mind on Tegan as he brandished an ax at the three Cantellans advancing on him. "Away!" he commanded the creatures. "You will not have us!"  
 
    Tegan swung her scythe in a wide arc, slitting new openings into three Cantellans as she went. 
 
    "Well played!" Jake swung his own blade up to catch a small Cantellan right in his middle. With a howl, the Cantellan hit the dirt in a cloud of dust. "Take that, you overgrown escargot!" 
 
    Page was grinning. He felt someone staring at his back and swung the pitchfork around just in time to catch a big dog poop brown Cantellan right between the eyestalks. The creature stopped dead in its slime trail. Its eyestalks twisted crazily back and forth as if it couldn't believe what had just happened. Then both eyestalks dropped and the Cantellan was still, a windup toy suddenly come unwound.  
 
    Impressed, Page nodded. "One down." He yanked the pitchfork out of the dead skull and swung around. "Who's next?" 
 
    Tegan laughed. These crazy Earthmen were actually enjoying this. Turning to meet more advancing Cantellans, Tegan faltered on the loose gravel and would have stumbled if Page and Jake hadn't come up on either side of her. Tegan jerked around and stared down at Ardammt. She'd been so busy fighting off a particularly angry Cantellan that she hadn't realized she and Ardammt had moved apart. The sight that met her eyes as she turned was almost too much. "Ardammt!" 
 
    How the two bulky Cantellans had gotten to Ardammt, Tegan never knew. But they had. One moment she and Ardammt were back to back holding off the Cantellans. Jake and Page were coming their way, having themselves disposed of a good many. Next thing they all knew Ardammt bellowed in fury as his feet were shoved from under him hard, stunning him as he hit the ground. Before Ardammt even had a chance to recover his wits, Cantellans seemed to come from everywhere to box him in.  
 
    Tegan moved towards Ardammt, screaming for him. Page and Jake ran up. Page grabbed Tegan just as she would have dove into the throng of Cantellans advancing on Ardammt. "No!" she screamed. 
 
    The Cantellan captain slithered up to a still sprawled and dazed Ardammt and yanked the Vaneallan to his feet with surprisingly strong front appendages. Two Cantellan guards instantly moved in to restrain Ardammt. 
 
    The Captain of the Guards slithered towards Tegan. 
 
    Tegan stared, her mouth squeezing into a hard line and her denim eyes flashing at the two Cantellans, their pincer like appendages pinioning a now thrashing, furious Ardammt between them. Their hideous eyestalks vibrated with excitement. Cantellans loved nothing better than captives that fought back. It recalled race memories of their ancestors hunting insects on their long dead home planet. 
 
    The captain's sharp gray teeth bared at Tegan in a travesty of a grin and his eyestalks waggled in obvious joy. “We have you spacies mat, Vaneallan!” 
 
     “Escape!” Ardammt bellowed, wrenching to and fro in an attempt to break the Cantellan guards’ grip on him. He should know better than to waste his energy. Once they got their prey Cantellans didn’t let loose easily. 
 
    Tegan shook her head, dropping the pitchfork into the dust at her feet. “I am here,” she calmly told the Captain of the Guards. 
 
    The Captain wiggled his eyestalks in delight and slithered forward. 
 
    “No!” Ardammt twisted unexpectedly and one of the guards lost its grip. Ardammt took the chance to launch himself at the Captain. “You foul thing!” 
 
    Surprised, the Captain swung around. His eyestalks rotated assessingly at the approaching male. “Stand down!” it ordered. 
 
    “Die!” Ardammt bellowed. The next moment Ardammt let out a squeal of alarm. He skidded to a stop, throwing himself backwards into the rocks and crab-scrabbling away, sick terror plastered all over his white face. His guards glided up and grabbed Ardammt under the arms, dragging him back to his feet. He was trembling hard and staring at the ground like he was going be sick all over the gravel. 
 
    The Captain glided up to Ardammt, the one eyestalk telescoping in on the visibly shaken and repulsed Vaneallan. “What say you, Va –neal- lan?” 
 
    Ardammt made a fierce face as if he intended to say something, but all at once, the fight went out of him and he sagged in his captors arms like a dazed animal caught in headlights. “I am here,” he mumbled in a monotone. 
 
    Cantellans have no neck so they can’t possibly nod. But if they could have, the Captain would have nodded in satisfaction as it pirouetted on its slime trail towards Tegan, who now had a green expression on her face that said she knew exactly why Ardammt had stopped mid run and scuttled away from the Cantellan Captain. "Move. Va-nel-lean," he ordered Tegan. 
 
    As they were hustled up the slimy, sticky gangplank by one set of guards, Jake turned to Page. They both wore the same shocked expressions on their handsome faces. Jake shook his head in horrific amazement. “We were behind that captain, but… Were my eyes playing tricks on me or did that…thing….open up the front?” 
 
    Page nodded dumbly. “Sure as hell looked that way.” 
 
    Jake tried to see into the ship as they climbed the long gangplank, his brow creasing. “What do you think is in there? 
 
    Page stared straight ahead at Tegan and Ardammt being herded towards the waiting ship by those ghastly creatures. Their eyes and attitudes swam in terror. “Hell.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Eight 
 
      
 
    "Captured Again" 
 
      
 
    The first thing Jake noticed as the guards led them into the Cantellan General’s war room was the smell. And what a smell it was! What seemed like an excruciatingly pungent combination of rotted meat, moldy bread, wet dog and old gym socks all wrapped up in a base of sweat climbed its way like a poison worm squirming its way up Jake’s nostrils. He had to get tough  with his stomach not to let lose its contents. 
 
    Glancing aside, Jake saw Page’s eyes bulging and his face turning chalk white and knew his buddy was also trying desperately to not toss his cookies on his brown leather loafers. Good-luck, old boy, Jake thought wryly, but hoped he wouldn’t be the first one to disgrace himself.  
 
    He glanced at Tegan and Ardammt who stood together almost back to back on the other side of Page. His first impression surprised him, but probably shouldn’t have. Tegan and Ardammt were terrified. Oh, they both hid it well. Their faces impassive masks devoid of any expression, bodies back to back like a pair of space age warriors ready for battle, two pair of dark sapphire eyes scanning and estimating. But years of observing people in the dozens of war torn countries that scattered the globe had taught Jake to recognize the signs of fear and Jake saw these signs in both of these people he had come to regard as friends.  
 
    Even though Tegan seemed more terrified that Ardammt, Tegan hid her fear better than Ardammt, Jake noticed. Perhaps it was part of her personality or childhood training that made it a little easier for her. But whatever was the reason behind it Tegan was still as white faced as Ardammt as they all stood before the Cantellan General’s massive black stone battle slab. 
 
    Tegan stood, her lips pressed together and slim hands clenched in tight fists. Next to her, Ardammt looked green with fear, his lean frame as tense as an over wound spring. They both looked as if a pin drop would see them shoot into orbit like twin rocket ships. 
 
    A moment later, Jake saw why. From a side door the Cantellan General Tegan had derisively referred to as “Ugh” slithered into the room on an oozing, gummy slime trail that glistened eerily and smelled like a slush pile of decaying flesh. 
 
    Ugh himself fit the dark dank room to a tee. The gargantuan creature stood no taller than the average man but in girth the thing was massive. Rolls of murky black gelatinous flesh swayed and flopped with a sickening sucking squelch as the creature moved into the room. The tall flat head was slashed through with a maw of a mouth that smiled – or what seemed to pass for a smile – at them in a way that made that mouth bear a striking resemblance to the back end of a large animal with old stones stuck in here and there . Surmounting the thing's head were two eyestalks – each one bearing an unblinking round eye the exact shade of crusty old vomit. Each of these eyestalks waved around independently of the other and had an unnerving habit of zeroing in on the men with a decidedly hungry look in their bloodshot depths. 
 
    The fiend risen from the nightmares of purgatory settled its massive slime dripping bulk behind the table, still smiling at them with tiny jagged teeth embedded in ugly gray gums. When the demonic thing spoke the sound it uttered was that of a foghorn with laryngitis. 
 
    “Ta---gun,” Ropes of thick slimy drool slid between those rock teeth and slapped onto the table top as “Ugh” virtually slobbered over Tegan. She stood silent and unmoving as ropes of spit slapped across the valley between her breasts and whipped her in the face like devil’s rain.  
 
    “We are so plazed to hiv you and you spacies mat back weeth we.” One bloodshot eye stalk rotated towards Jake and Page again, stopped, swooped to and fro like a snake hypnotizing a small rabbit before quivering with what Jake could have sworn was unholy excitement and swooped back to Tegan. “You brung we Earth males! Good. Yes. Good. Good.” 
 
    Tegan slid sideways in front of Jake and Page, insinuating her small but generously curved frame over the two men, both of which stood at least a foot and a half taller than her, and eyed “Ugh” with pure, unadulterated loathing. “These Earth males are mine.” Tegan punctuated the words by stepping back and taking a hand each from Jake and Page, pulling the hands around her body until a hand came around each side of Tegan’s waist, the palms flat and low against her slightly curved stomach.  
 
    Surprised, Jake started to pull his hand away, but stopped when Tegan’s hands came over Jake and Page’s hands, digging nails in, a silent message in the action. In that moment, Jake realized this was some ritual that clearly indicated possession to this slimy creep. “Ugh” was already rotating an eyestalk down towards Tegan’s pelvis and the two male hands there to take in the deliberate gesture, clicking its grotesque little razor teeth as if reassessing the situation. 
 
    “We hiv not had Earth male before.” 
 
    Tegan tried really hard not to shudder with revulsion. Pressing into Page, she let the shudder pass backwards into him before looking “Ugh” straight in the eyestalk. “You’ll not have these Earth males. They are mine!” 
 
    “Ugh” opened his jaws, widening in a travesty of a grin. “We hiv this one you name Ardammt.” 
 
    Tegan threw off the hands and stepped up to the “Ugh”. “No. You have me. None other.” 
 
    “We have males,” “Ugh” insisted. “We see males survive the Hall. Except one.” 
 
    Tegan blanched. “Look, you jumped up worm. It’s me. You want none other. You know it. I know it. These Earth males couldn’t take it. There’d be no pleasure in it for you. They’d be gone before you could get to…the end.” Tegan sucked in a staggered breath. “You know it has to be me.” 
 
    Behind her, Ardammt choked. 
 
    An eyestalk rotated longingly at Jake and Page before returning to Tegan. “Yes,” Ugh assented with a touch of disappointment. “We see. We will get more pla – sure out of Ta—gun.” Swiftly, “Ugh” moved towards the door. “Come, Vaneallan.” 
 
    Ardammt reached for Tegan, long hands grasping for a fistful of Tegan’s tunic as if Ardammt intended to pull Tegan back from the brink of the abyss. “You can’t." 
 
    Two Cantellan guards, smaller, lighter colored but still disgusting versions of Ugh, had surrounded Tegan and were shoving her towards the door as she turned towards Ardammt. The bleak fear outlined in her eyes made Page’s heart thump hard in his rib cage. What was it Tegan was headed to? “You know I’m the only one who can,” Tegan reminded Ardammt sadly. The guards pushed Tegan out of the room and the door snapped to behind her. 
 
    Ardammt sprinted to the door and pounded his fists on the heavy glass, screaming long streams of words in that lyric Vaneallan language. 
 
    Jake and Page exchanged horrified looks. “What do we do now?” Page asked. 
 
    Jake shrugged, his eyes still on the man trying to kick in the door while turning the stale air blue with curses. “Beats the hell out of me, man.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    Ardammt shadowed the cell door the three men had been moved to, tracing long fingertips around the vacuum tight seams in a frenzied agitation that bordered on mania. All the while Ardammt muttered disjointed phrases in a morose voice in that odd melodic tongue of theirs that sounded like either curses against those outsized excuses for garden slugs they called Cantellans or prayers for Tegan. Privately, Jake thought that if any creature deserved to be cursed - and worse - it was these Cantellans. A scummier bunch he’d never seen. It made him wish for the tender mercies of that terrorist group in Africa.  
 
    Page was watching Ardammt pacing the door. “What do you think he’s doing?” 
 
    Jake cocked an eyebrow as he regarded the golden haired man. Ardammt had finally abandoned his fruitless examination of the cell door and was now on his knees, his slim head bent as he mumbled rapidly under his breath. “Praying?” 
 
    Page squinted in the little light that filtered into the room from the length of an air duct grill. “Or invoking a curse? What do you think this torture is?” 
 
    “Why ask me?” 
 
    Page shrugged. “Why not? You’ve been all over the world on those assignments. I figured you’ve seen it – or had it done to you.” 
 
    Jake didn’t answer for a moment. When he did, his voice was slow and jerky as if the memories Page asked for were being dredged from Jake’s very soul. “I’ve been tortured. Yeah. I’m not gonna tell you about it, buddy. It’d give a staid scientist like you the nightmares for the rest of  your life!” He paused. “But I’ll tell you one thing. I don’t know if that girl is coming back.” 
 
    Page’s head whipped up. “Why?” 
 
    Jake nodded towards Ardammt who was back on his feet and had resumed fingering the door seams. “Look at him. He’s crazed with fear for her. He's on his knees praying for her. If tough guy’s level of terror is any indication, that girl is going through a new kinda hell right now.” 
 
    Page watched Ardammt with growing trepidation. “And we’ll be next.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jake agreed slowly. “I know.” 
 
    “They’ve been through this before,” Page observed. 
 
    Jake nodded. “Probably. In fact, those creepy crawlers seem to be these people’s version of Hitler. It must be…” Jake broke off as a heavy sucking sound opened on the other side of the cell door.  
 
    Jake and Page stood and Ardammt hastily scrambled to his feet just as the heavy metal door slide aside with a groaning protest and a rattling clang. Two Cantellans, shorter and lighter in weight and coloring than “Ugh”, but subtly different from the other two guards, slithered into the center of the room on smelly slime trails, dragging a battered, bleeding and semi-conscious Tegan between them in their small but powerful front appendages.  
 
    Without a word or a glance of an eyestalk, the worker creatures released Tegan’s limp form, letting her drop to the metal floor like a useless sack of  spare parts and, surprisingly fast for creatures so lumbersome, slithered backwards on their slime trails and out of the cell. The door whined and clanked shut behind them sweeping glops of slime into the door seam and making it look like the dark cell door had a runny nose. 
 
    Jake and Page watched Ardammt scramble over to Tegan. He lifted her into his arms and carried her over to the cold metal bench molded right into the cold metal walls and gently laid her down. Slowly and carefully, Ardammt brushed tangled hair out of Tegan’s face and winced, expelling a vicious curse voiced in angry Vaneallan torn up from his very soul.  
 
    At the sound, Page rushed over and knelt down next to Tegan, gasping as he took in her beaten appearance. 
 
    Page glanced at Ardammt’s ashen face. “She’ll be okay,” Page assured Ardammt. He really liked the two Vaneallans, especially Tegan. He was even kind of attracted to her and didn’t want to see her die. He also realized that Tegan ran her and Ardammt’s relationship – whatever it was – and figured that if she died Ardammt might not know how to cope – or escape.  
 
    And escape they would. Page knew he’d rather die trying to escape than just sit back and wait his turn in the Cantellan’s torture halls. 
 
    Ardammt looked at him, his eyes unfocused, haunted. “Of course,’ he agreed, but his voice held a quiver that betrayed a still ghostly fear. He looked down lovingly into the bruised and bloody face resting on his lap. “She’s just…” 
 
    “In shock.” Page nodded his understanding. 
 
    Ardammt nodded but said no more. Instead he turned his attention to Tegan’s tunic. What was left of the material was in long thin shreds and was attached to Tegan’s body only by the fasteners running down the front. Deftly Ardammt undid these and slipped the useless garment from her torso, exposing to Page’s surprised view a rich pair of breasts and a cleanly defined waistline runneled with blood from her neck. 
 
    Blushing, Page turned away and sank into the seat next to Jake. 
 
    Jake cocked an eyebrow at Page’s slowly receding crimson stain. “Not shrinking violets, are they?” 
 
    Page shook his head, watching Ardammt reach into a zippered compartment in his trousers and draw out a small vial of some type of bluish gel that he began spreading with gentle hands over Tegan's face and torso. “I wonder if they all behave like that.” 
 
    Jake glanced at the two. Tegan had stirred enough to mutter a couple disjointed phrases in Vaneallan and turn on the bench so she could wrap her scraped and red striped arms around Ardammt’s thighs, her long hair falling in veil over her scarred face. Jake wasn’t sure, but he could have sworn that strong-minded little Vaneallan gal was crying into Ardammt’s battered trousers. “Don’t know,” Jake answered at length.  
 
    Page nodded and watched as Ardammt shrugged out of his light tunic, cast it aside, shed the light-colored under tunic and worked Tegan’s arms into this garment, caressing the airy fabrics down over Tegan’s breasts and stomach with long smooth strokes of his hands. Tegan was starting to stir and Ardammt bent down to where her head rested on his lap and spoke soothing words in low Vaneallan tones while pulling on his own tunic, leaving the front hanging open. 
 
    Jake and Page watched all this with surprised eyes, but neither said a word. Instead Jake asked the question that had been dancing on the back of his mind since the guards had returned Tegan. “What did those overgrown slugs do to her anyhow?” 
 
    Ardammt’s head snapped up, his dark eyes roving over and around the two Earthlings as if they had just dropped in through the ceiling. He shook his head vigorously, his blond hair swinging back and forth as if to accentuate his attitude as well as the actual movement of his head. “You don’t want to know, Earthman.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Nine 
 
      
 
    "Through The Dark" 
 
      
 
    Dark eyes measured Jake like some alien yardstick. “You couldn’t handle the knowledge. Don’t ask again.” 
 
    Jake let his eyebrows climb to his forehead in a look that had had many a third world ruler taking an involuntary step back. “Really? And who the hell are you to decide what knowledge I can or can’t handle?” 
 
    Ardammt squeezed his eyes shut, a wave of pain washing over his mind. Why do I have to deal with Tegan’s Earthmen when she may be dying?  He moaned to himself. It was so bad this time. They must have subjected her to... Ardammt swallowed, refusing to let his fearing mind even touch on the horrors he already knew, had himself suffered many times before. But this time… This time when the guards had brought Tegan back she'd looked so bad, so close to death, Ardammt had feared he’d pass out in the presence of those Earthmen. And he couldn’t do that. Couldn’t let these weak Earthlings Tegan was so fond of see his own weakness. He couldn't allow them to realize that they were in more danger than they’d ever understood in their narrow little Earth bound lives. By the moons, help me, I thought she was dead! I thought this had been the one time Tegan couldn’t stand up to the Cantellan torture halls. After having just escaped these same halls. And then the Earthmen attacking them. Then what would I have done but taken my turn in the… no, don’t think of it! 
 
    “Ardammt?” 
 
    Ardammt realized the big yellow haired Earthman called Jake – strange name for a man – was staring at him, worry in his oddly light eyes. To cover the moment, Ardammt presented Jake with a cool glance. “As I said, Earthman, the agony suffered at the… um…hands of the Cantellans is not a subject to be discussed like your electronic broadcasts. It is a private...torment too horrible for you Earthlings to comprehend. So I will not tell you.” 
 
    Jake was grinning at Ardammt. Perversely, the big yellow guy being obnoxious made Ardammt feel better. “So there!” When Ardammt looked about to rise, steamed, Jake held up a hand. “Okay. Okay. Settle down now. I’m not looking for a fight. I’m a journalist. I was just curious.” 
 
    “Well, journalist, I am afraid unless we manage to escape you will have your curiosity more than satisfied when it becomes your turn to “tour” the Cantellan torture halls.” Before Jake could form a reply to that bit of news, Tegan moaned and tried to pull herself up, wincing visibly as a bolt of pain splintered towards every one of the salved wounds. “Tegan!” Ardammt exclaimed, gently helping her to sit up. 
 
    Tegan looked at him in puzzlement. “Culli?” She shook her head, trying to clear it. “Ritell? Keiren?” A long smooth hand traveled around Ardammt’s face and down his bared chest and the confused look in Tegan’s eyes faded to be – surprisingly to Page – replaced by the wary responsiveness the Earthmen had come to recognize as Tegan’s usual manner. “Ardammt!” Throwing her arms around Ardammt in unaffected delight, she buried her face in his bare chest before turning to Jake and Page. “There you are,” Tegan said inanely and Jake could have sworn she was pleased that neither of them were in the slimy clutches of the Cantellans.  
 
    Jake smiled, wondering just who these nice but very different people were. “Yep. Here we are alright.” 
 
    “Good.” As she spoke, Tegan was standing out of Ardammt’s embrace, the last of her confusion falling off of her like the shedding of a dusty old gray cloak. “Since we are all here now is the time to escape.” 
 
    “And just how do you intend to do that, sister?” 
 
    Tegan was fully recovered as her eyes flashed on Jake in scorn. “First of all you are going to give me a boost.” Tegan choose to ignore Jake’s muttering about loving to give her a boost alright and instead continued as if he hadn’t uttered – or muttered – a word. “Then I can get to that shaft up there and climb in.” Tegan finished by waving a hand at a black rectangle opening set high on the wall above the formed bench that Jake and Page had been sitting on. “There.” 
 
    Jake stared at the opening with a certain amount – actually, a lot – of misgiving. “Why?” 
 
    Tegan drew in a breath but let out an impatient sigh. “To escape.” At Jake’s blank look, Tegan added, “That opening is a ventilation shaft that will eventually lead to the main ventilation shaft and then the shaft to the space dock where we can escape in a ship.” 
 
    Page was impressed. “Is that how you escaped before? How do you know a ship will be on the space dock?” 
 
    “Yes, we did escape this same way before.” Tegan didn’t look at Ardammt when she said this, but her mind did protest. Culli! She hadn’t seen him in the halls. She’d half hoped she would and half hoped she wouldn’t. “And I know there are ships on the space dock because there always are. The Cantellans enjoy collecting the ships of the people they capture. They seem to consider it like a symbol of their domination.” 
 
    “Like scalps,” Page added. 
 
    Tegan looked horrified at the very idea, but understood the connotation and nodded. She looked around at the men. “Ready?” 
 
    The men nodded. Jake crouched and cupped his hands. “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    “Tegan,” Page panted as he crawled behind her through the ventilation shaft. “Why are there no covers on the ventilation openings?” 
 
    Tegan paused at a T- junction where two identical black metal shafts crawled off in opposite directions into the far distance. Or at least Page, coming up next to Tegan on the right side, assumed the shafts went a long ways. It was so dark that assumption was the only way – not the best way, just the only way – to travel on hands and knees down the endless twists and turns of these shafts. Tegan wiped a grimy hand across a grimy forehead, smearing the grim and making it grimier. “The Cantellans don’t use covers.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    If Page hadn’t been so close to Tegan he probably wouldn’t have caught the grimace that worked across her face. “No covers mean no obstructions for the larvae when they take to slithering through the ventilation shafts in search of food.” 
 
    Page could feel himself turning white as he bit back an almost unbearable urge to retch. “What…what do these larvae eat?” he asked, fearing he already knew. 
 
    Tegan gave Page a grim mockery of a smile. “Anything they catch.” 
 
    Jake had crawled up behind Page, Ardammt next to him. “Do mean to say these giant slugs have babies?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And the babies live in the shafts?” 
 
    “No. They live in hive nurseries. But they use the shafts to move around. Exercise, as it were” 
 
    “And they eat people?” 
 
    “Yes. Alive,” Ardammt added. 
 
    Jake cast an eye behind them, trying to peer back down the shaft they’d just come up, but the inky blackness offered no clues to what lay at their heels. “So we may run into one of the little buggers?” 
 
    Ardammt shook his hand. “More like dozens.” 
 
    “Dozens?” Jake barely resisted the urge to tuck his heels under him like a prim schoolgirl in a her best church dress. 
 
    “Depending on how many eggs have hatched. Yes.” 
 
    Page gawked at Ardammt. “How the hell can you be so calm about dozens of those monsters in miniature skulking through the air supply looking for people munchies like so many giant roaches?”
Ardammt came up close, staring Page in the eye. “I didn’t say I was calm about the possibilities,” he told the Doctor in a voice laced with ice. 
 
    Page didn’t back down. He was beginning to see that Ardammt was a bully. He returned Ardammt’s stare. “Then why are we crawling around in these damn shafts?” 
 
    “Because I don’t know about you, but if I am going to die I’d rather die trying to escape than sit in my cell like a good prisoner and wait for the Cantellans to come and take me away for my turn in the torture halls. Nor do I want to be eaten…” 
 
    “No body is going to be caught today,” Tegan interrupted. “The larvae are hungry and vicious, but they are also slow, stupid and blind so in the shafts we have a chance to escape. Our only chance,” Tegan added. “But we do need to get moving before the guards return to our cell and find us gone and raise the alarm.” 
 
    Page was still alarmed at the thought of crawling through a hole as black as the inside of midnight while maybe dodging ravenous worms, but the thought of finding out for himself what these “torture halls” offered were enough to nudge his hands and knees to fall in behind Tegan. He couldn’t begin to imagine what waited for them at the end of the shafts, but it had to be better than what they were leaving behind them. At least he hoped so. 
 
    Damn! Page thought sourly. Beautiful alien girls, intergalactic spaceships, giant talking slugs bent on domination, ventilation shafts and escaping – maybe – by the seat of your trousers. I should have listened to my mother and become a banker! 
 
    **** 
 
    According to Tegan, they were nearing the junction that led in one direction to the war room and Ugh’s lair and in the other direction the docking bays and the captured ships. That goal in mind, Page crawled on behind the others – last in line. As he scooted onwards, Page felt a blast of cold air move across his right side so he assumed they were passing a side tunnel. He thought nothing more about it and scuttled on, dimly making out the scuffed soles of Tegan's boots in front of his hands. They went on like this for a what seemed like near forever before Page was forced to pause while Tegan held up the line getting her bearings for the turn.  
 
    As Page waited he stretched out his legs, trying desperately to work the cramps from his protesting thighs. It was then that he felt it. A tug at his shoe. An eerie feeling of 
 
    something like a squashed rubber ball liberally coated in snot brushing up his bare calf. “EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!” Page screamed, the grisly thing slithering up his pants legs. “Get out!” he bellowed, shaking his legs in a frenzy.  
 
    Jake had scooted around. "What is it?” 
 
    “Larvae!” 
 
    “Don’t move,” Ardammt hollered. “It’s more likely to attack if you fight it.” 
 
    “I don’t wanna fight it,” Page gasped. “I just want the bloody thing outta my trousers!” 
 
    Tegan had swung around, somehow, in the narrow confines of the shaft and crawled to Page. “Be still,” she told him. Such was the calmness of  Tegan’s voice that Page stopped abruptly, looking at Tegan curiously as the larvae moved up the inside of his trousers towards places it had no business going.. Tegan turned slightly, wrangled Jake's tie from around his neck, wrapped the tie around Page’s leg where the larvae had apparently decided to take a snooze – at least Page hoped it was only a snooze the beastly creature had in mind! – and pulled the ends tight. There was a truly nauseating squeak - like a deranged hamster under a steamroller - and the thing slide down his leg like a toddler at a water slide to plop on the shaft floor. Tegan pulled the tie from around Page’s leg and handed the article back to Jake, shifted herself and continued up the shaft. 
 
    Jake and Page followed Ardammt right behind Tegan’s boots. “What’d you do?” Page asked Tegan’s moving shape. 
 
    “Killed it.” 
 
    Jake nodded in the darkness. “Busted it’s tiny guts, huh?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Page absorbed all this in silence. He was glad beyond words to have the creepy thing off his leg. That kind of alien life he could definitely do without. Then a horrible thought occurred to him. “Jake.” 
 
    Jake glanced behind him in the darkness as they all negotiated that sharp turn. “What?” 
 
    Page looked a little green around the gills. “If Tegan squished that creepy crawler in my trousers there’s probably larvae guts on my thigh.” 
 
    Jake threw Page a putrid look. “Thanks for sharing, mate. That’s one mental image I did not need!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Ten 
 
      
 
    "The Lightfire Seeker" 
 
      
 
    This ship of horror won’t survive. 
 
    Tegan knew this to be true since she would be the one to totally destroy the Cantellan battle cruiser. Of course Culli would be destroyed too. But if he wasn’t dead already, he soon would be. No one, except Tegan and Ardammt, had ever been able to survive the Cantellan torture halls. Culli certainly couldn’t. 
 
    Shaking her head to shake off the sad angry thoughts, Tegan crawled up the ventilation shaft. Her destination was the not to distant opening into the engine room. The massive black engines rumbled and growled in the near distance, their explosive proton crushes shoving the lumberous cruiser through the silence of space. 
 
    Tegan felt for the opening, relieved to have missed being scented by any of the larvae. She wasn’t afraid of them like she was the fully grown Cantellans but would prefer not to have any of the little nightmares burrowing up her pants legs. Sliding down the dark wall of smooth material, Tegan dropped lightly on her feet.  
 
    Cantellan battle cruisers were all old - centuries, some legends say - and every ship in the hideous hulking fleet was laid out exactly the same. 
 
    Because of this Tegan instantly turned to her right and moved to the end of the wall, knowing the main control panel hung there framed by huge pipes carrying liquid waste sludge away from the proton centrifuge. Tegan slapped worked the touchpad, knowing exactly what to do since this was the third - or was it the forth? - Cantellan ship she’d blown to infinity in the last four years. 
 
    The thumping and growling of the proton pumps gradually changed to sound more like grinding and wheezing as if some great leviathan had a bad head cold.  
 
    Tegan smirked. The Cantellan ship was shutting down. Soon the proton pumps would shut down altogether, causing the rack’s active sludge to back up into the centrifuge, the heat of the Cantellan engines.  
 
    Then the centrifuge, its broken proton sludge reacting with fresh protons, would set off an explosion that would blow pieces of the ship to the dark corners of the known universe right where they belong.
As the engines started to whine, an alarm sounded. Tegan’s eyes flew open wide, none of the other ships had had alarms! The Cantellan’s believed no creature was smarter than them so they saw no need for protective measures such as alarms. But ‘Ugh’ didn’t follow protocol. Oh oh! The beasty will be drummed out of the sludge pits for this – if he survives the explosion. Which he won’t!  
 
    Tegan turned, sprinting for the door on the opposing wall. Its sensor caused the door to slide open and Tegan slid through. And into a solid mass. 
 
    With a squeak of terror, Tegan scrambled backwards, twisting up the corridor the opposite way. 
 
    “Tegan!” 
 
    Tegan almost skidded to a stop, whirled around, grabbing Ardammt’s hand as she ran. “Go!”    
 
    Together they ran, slipping up and down endless long dead corridors and across vast chambers empty of all but the gruesome trophies of human remains. 
 
    They ran until their sides ached and they had to stop, leaning against a wall, panting hard. 
 
    “I…don’t hear…any…pursuit.” Ardammt held his sides, gulping in great lung fulls of rotten Cantellan air. 
 
    Tegan leaned her head against the wall, dizzy from running. “I stopped the engines.” 
 
    Ardammt rolled his light eyes. He listened to the sound of the engines overhead. “That being it, we need to get back to your Earthmen in the docking bay.” 
 
    Nodding, Tegan followed Ardammt to a cross corridor. They hurried down the right juncture of the cross to a heavy door that slid nosily aside for them.    
 
    They sprinted across the landing bay, their eyes scanning the freighters, fighters and personal pleasure craft scrapped about the vast floor. 
 
    She threw her eyes around the craft. “Where are Jake and Page?” 
 
    A whistle shrilled from nearby and Page waved down from the bridge of a mid sized light freighter dimpled with dents and scored with scars that made the ship skin look like the skin of some giant battle fatigued animal. Jake stood next to Page, smirking down at Ardammt and Tegan.  
 
    Tegan laughed once, careening across the floor, rushing up the sagging ramp. Ardammt 
 
    frowned darkly up at Jake and Page.  
 
    Jake waved bye bye. Ardammt frowned harder as he hurried up the ramp. “We have to leave,” Ardammt was tense again. 
 
    Tegan stalked onto the bridge. Her hands were itching to get at those controls. She hadn’t manned one of these jewels in years! “I know, Ardammt.  I am the one who overloaded this starship’s engines. I know how long we have.” 
 
    Page’s eyebrows walked up at the mention of overloaded engines. “How long is that?” 
 
    Tegan thought. “Two minutes.” 
 
    “What?” Jake thought he must be hearing things. “What are you standing around for? Get this heap moving, if it can.” 
 
    Tegan threw Jake a dirty look as she slid into the pilot’s seat. Her soft hands worked the controls, a movement later the engines fired up. “Neutralize gravity for lift off.”               
 
    Ardammt had slid into the co-pilot’s seat. Now his long fingers flew over the controls like lightening. “Gravity anchor gone. Ready for lift off.” 
 
    Tegan engaged a row of touch screen controls and the old ship picked up its stubby feet from the landing decks. Jake and Page sat down fast, slapping restraints across their torsos as if they doubted either Tegan's piloting or the ship's durability. Or both. 
 
    By now they could hear the Cantellan cruisers engines were screaming throughout the ship in protest of backed up proton sludge. The engines sounded like metal ripping and grinding to powder. That's because they were. The toxic proton mixture was eating away at the acceleration rings. Soon the massive Cantellan cruiser would cease moving through space.  
 
    And start falling through space.  
 
    Fast. 
 
    Ardammt swung to Tegan. “We have to get out now!” 
 
    “Right. Aft thrusters!” Tegan tapped the screen before her and the freighter surged forward. Then stopped. 
 
    "Damn!" Tegan smacked keypads, scanning the readouts with anxious eyes. 
 
    A massive sound like the belch of an overfed mammoth rolled through the battle cruiser, rattling the ships in the docking bay like so many glasses on a serving tray. Ardammt shot quick eyes around the ship. "Now, Tegan!" 
 
    "I know! I know!" Tegan was checking and rechecking readouts, minutely rolling fingers over keypads fine tuned to react at the slightest finger pressure.  
 
    Nothing. 
 
    A screeching lurch tipped the small craft as the giant Cantellan battle cruiser abandoned its orbit. Ardammt could see other ships. some moored, some not, sliding across the deck towards them. "Quickly!" 
 
    Tegan scowled at the unresponsive readouts. With a Vaneallan curse, Tegan slammed a fist down on the touch pad. Suddenly the ship surged to life as its engines whirred up. "Got it!" Ardammt crowed.  
 
    Nodding, Tegan eagerly punched keys. The ship jumped and lifted from the deck plates. Another command in the keypad and the ship surged forward and slipped from the mouth of the landing bay just as the Cantellan ship started the drop like a lead boulder. 
 
    As the little cruiser sailed away from the Cantellan ship like dog a after a juicy rabbit Ardammt threw back his head and crowed, "Slipped them again!" 
 
    Tegan was grinning, happy to escape, but she glanced at Ardammt and they both sobered a bit, remembering the comrade they'd left behind - again. Ardammt squeezed Tegan's shoulder briefly before turning hurriedly away to study the nav board.  
 
    Tegan was silent, fiddling with the engine board, familiarizing herself with the controls of her new ship. 
 
    Page exchanged looks with Jake. Jake shrugged. "What's your ship's name?" 
 
    Tegan glanced around at Jake. "What?" 
 
    Jake grinned at her. Time to lighten the mood. "I said what you calling this bucket of rusty bolts?" 
 
    Tegan frowned at him, but there was no malice in the look. She thought for a moment then smiled widely. "The Lightfire Seeker." 
 
    Page's eyebrows rode his forehead. "Supreme. Where'd you get that name, Tegan?" 
 
    Tegan's smile took on a wistful slant. "My...our guardian used to tell us a story - a legend, really - about a magical beast that traveled the known universe leaving peace and serenity where ever it went. I always loved that story and swore when I had my own ship that's what I would name her." 
 
    Jake bowed mockingly to Tegan. "And a fine name it is, too." 
 
    Tegan laughed. "Glad you like it. Now, we'll get you home.” 
 
    Page slanted a surprised look as Tegan turned toward the engine boards. “Home?” 
 
    At the disappointment evident in Page’s voice, Tegan looked up curiously. “Yes. Where else would we take you and that journalist?” 
 
    The journalist scowled at Tegan but it was Page who spoke, his voice laced with hesitant expectation like a child hoping for a special treat on a rain Saturday. “Well…I thought we could go with you and Ardammt." 
 
    Ardammt’s brow creased. His expression clearly displayed that he’d sooner eat his own boot than take on the two Earthmen. “Go with us?” he asked with such a total lack of enthusiasm that he was almost enthused.  
 
    Page nodded eagerly. “Yeah. Think about it, will you? We could travel around with you two. We could collect information.  I could write a book about extra-terrestrial flora and fauna and Jake could write a novel on our travels.” 
 
    Jake gawked at Page, his mouth dropping open. “I could?” 
 
    “You could,” Page assured his pal, really warming up to the idea now that he’d gotten at least one of his hidden desires out into the open. 
 
    Ardammt stood by the nav board, blond brows sucked down in a fierce scowl. From the wicked smile drawing across Tegan’s soft face, he could see where this would end up.  “Where do you want to go?” Tegan asked. 
 
    Page thought for a moment. “How about your home? Vanealla, isn’t it?” 
 
    Instantly, the smile died and a shutter came down over Tegan’s face, shadowing her dark eyes with something akin to pain. Across the room Ardammt scowled harder before abruptly turning away.  “No.” The single word was uttered calmly but the tone shooting through Tegan’s voice refused any argument. 
 
    And Page didn’t argue. He shrugged. “Okay. You decide.” 
 
    Ardammt turned back, shooting Tegan a ‘don’t you dare’ look but, predictably, Tegan ignored it. Instead she raised an inquisitive eyebrow at Ardammt who frowned darkly at Jake and Page – especially Jake – before he shrugged, turning back to the boards.  
 
    Tegan smiled. She turned back to Jake and Page, her expression wiped of the smile, but twitching suspiciously. "I guess we could give it a try.” Cocking a sardonic eyebrow at Jake she asked, “What about you, journalist? Are you ready for the rest of the galaxy?” 
 
    Jake returned Tegan’s sardonic look with an unrepentant grin. “The question is, sweetheart. Is the rest of the galaxy ready for me?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Coming soon…the next story in this exiting new series… 
 
      
 
    Voyages Of The Seeker 
 
      
 
     #2 The Eternal Man 
 
      
 
    He  is immortal. An Eternal man in an ephemeral universe. And he's been alone for an eon. But that will change now he has found Tegan. She will be his bride. Even if he has to make her an Eternal like him! 
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
| ’Vo)'ogcs _- ; "::"






